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The 20 Greatest Composers


	Bach


	Mozart


	Beethoven


	Wagner


	Haydn


	Brahms


	Schubert


	Schumann


	Handel


	Tchaikovsky


	Mendelssohn


	Dvořák


	Liszt


	Chopin


	Stravinsky


	Verdi


	Mahler


	Prokofiev


	Shostakovich


	R. Strauss




To find out why these men are the best of the best, read on.…
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Introduction

Seven years ago my wife, Miriam, gave me a tape deck for Christmas. We didn’t have much in the way of music-making machines, and it was time, Miriam suggested, for me to acquire some music couth. My reading tastes were acceptable, and my professional life had been spent in and around the media and government in Washington, so it was safe to take me out to dinner. Musically speaking, however, I was an embarrassment at age sixty-three.

“We’ll buy some good tapes,” she said, “and you’ll learn about music.”

This appeared to be a reasonable idea, and one simple enough to implement. The first decision: What kind of music? Jazz? Opera? Folk, country, or western? The Beatles? Big-band sounds, to which I had not-too-smoothly danced in high school before the last big war our country won?

No, we agreed, let’s not be intimidated. Let’s go right to classical music—later narrowed to Western classical music of the last three or four hundred years. We would start buying some cassette tapes for my new tape deck and in a few months would have the beginning of a little classical library. We wouldn’t worry about long-playing records, since the family turntable was a relic, and compact discs were then new gadgetry beyond the capabilities of my tape machine.

I would like to remember that we chose classical music because of a simmering deep within me since my youth, but that’s really not the way it happened. Classical music seemed to offer the greatest mystery and the greatest challenge—and, therefore, maybe the most fun.

Nor were there then plans for this book, even though writing, unlike music, has been a big part of my professional life. My background included fifteen years as a Washington newspaper correspondent, and I had also written a book on the Pentagon, the press, and the public after serving as assistant secretary of defense under Robert McNamara, Cyrus Vance, and Clark Clifford. Initially, however, I just wanted to play with my new toy and make music a hobby.

But the writing background and the music did merge along the way. That marriage produced this book, an organization primer for:

   • those who are just beginning with classical music, know little, and want to know more;

• those who own a few records and tapes and plan to build on them;

• those who have been listening and collecting on a hit-or-miss basis for years, but with little musical background and perhaps even less system;

• those who enjoy an occasional concert and find program notes interesting, but too often condescending and somewhat over their heads;

• and those who know something of Bach and Brahms, but nothing of Bartók or Borodin.

   In other words, this is a book for amateurs. Anyone who can tell bake from broil or the League of Women Voters from the National Organization for Women can tell Johannes Brahms from Claude Debussy. Anyone who can tell a wide receiver from a cornerback can tell Johann Sebastian Bach from Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart. And anyone who knows there is little in common between an Eastern Seaboard liberal Democrat and a Mississippi conservative Republican can quickly learn that there is little in common between Béla Bartók and George Frideric Handel.

But I’m getting ahead of my story. I simply wanted to begin a collection of music tapes, and when I went to the nearest record store for the first time, I didn’t anticipate a problem. Explaining my amateur status, I asked for the best in classical music. Recalling my single music-appreciation class back in junior high school, I suggested something from the three B’s: Bach, Beethoven, and Brahms. That would be enough for openers, and after listening to my new cassettes at home and at work, I would buy another three—perhaps a Chopin, a Liszt, and a Mozart. I was also familiar with at least the names of another dozen composers (over a lifetime I had absorbed a little gentility, owned a few old records, had attended an occasional concert, and had videotaped a few televised symphonies which I would rewatch someday).

Trips to the record stores, however, were disappointing and frustrating. Clerks, generally friendly if a trifle elitist, were interested in sharing their opinions about the most recent treatment of a work by a particular conductor. Mentally, they were not prepared to deal with my primer-level requests and weren’t inclined to offer basic advice on which composer to buy, or which of his works. “That,” they made clear with noticeable disdain, “is entirely up to you.”

Overwhelmed by the thousands of available cassettes, I abandoned the record stores and turned to the classical radio stations for counsel. The men and women airing the music and commenting on it were informed, interesting, and highly professional. But each day they needed to offer listeners different fare, so their programs included music by composers with names such as Milhaud, Tartini, Carissimi, Locatelli, Boccherini, Crumb, Reger, Carter, Delalande, and Viotti. I hadn’t heard of even one of them.

Buying a few dozen old copies of the monthly publications from the classical radio stations further confused me. While some of the names in the articles and advertisements were familiar, many more were not. And I had little sense of time-in-history or the various forms of music. Did Mozart come before Beethoven? I wasn’t sure. Did it matter? If I liked Dvořák and Borodin, would I also like Prokofiev and Shostakovich? Wasn’t one of them still alive? Who in the world was Palestrina? Sibelius and Grieg apparently were both “northerners”; were they from the same northern country?

What is a concerto? How does it differ from a sonata? Is a concerto fifteen or forty-five minutes long? Everyone knows that symphonies are major works, and I knew that both Schubert and Beethoven had written famous ones, but which others were as famous? Did Bach compose symphonies? Why is there always a hush when people say “Bach,” as though they were saying Abraham Lincoln or Joe Di-Maggio? Who were the ten best symphonists? And if I collected one symphony composed by each of those ten, would I then have music’s ten most famous symphonies? Somewhere I heard that Haydn wrote 104! Which, if any, of those did I want? Besides, Haydn seems to be famous for oratorios. But wasn’t that Handel with his Messiah? Did those two live at the same time? Why does this thing by Stravinsky sound peculiar while that thing by Stravinsky sounds normal?

To answer these questions, I needed to listen to the best composers, but the total population of highly regarded ones was considerably larger than I had thought. My first goal was to whittle down that number to reasonable size. Ten was too small, one hundred too large. I settled on fifty.

Badly needing help, I turned next to the libraries and bookstores. I bought, borrowed, read, studied, and compared: music dictionaries and encyclopedias; biographies and autobiographies of composers, conductors, performing artists, and critics; music histories; books that specialized in chamber music, in opera, in orchestral music; and books highlighting the piano, the violin, and other individual instruments.

As an ex-reporter and a pad addict, I inevitably began to fill yellow pads with scribbling. My notes ranged from Claudio Monteverdi’s contribution to opera to the definition of continuo. Out of my stacks of yellow pads came this book.

While some books I was reading, scanning, and studying dealt with as many as four hundred composers and some with as few as twenty, my notes began to show several dozen names appearing over and over again. Not only were Bach, Beethoven, Mozart, and Brahms always there, but also Berlioz, Debussy, and Liszt. So were Chopin, Stravinsky, and Mahler. And Mendelssohn, Tchaikovsky, and Verdi. And Schubert and Schumann, with Haydn and Handel. And Wagner. Everyone wrote about Wagner, the musician and the man. Despite some dramatically different assessments of individual composers between experts writing in 1900 and those writing in the 1980s, the narrowing process to seventy-five pretty much took care of itself. From then on it was more of a coin flip.

The next step was to figure out a pecking order. No second-raters were among my fifty, but though each was a composer of great talent and artistry, surely there were different levels of genius and greatness. Why not start my musical library with the very best?

Bach, Mozart, and Beethoven are the top three on my List. Some would shift the order, but who would violently disagree that those three belong there? And who would argue that the last Listed three, Janáček, Couperin, and Borodin, belong in a less-awesome category?

It is true that little case can be made for selecting Janáček as Number 48 rather than as 46 or 43—no case that would hold up in a court of law. But Liszt and Mendelssohn, Numbers 13 and 11, are unquestionably held in greater esteem than Smetana and Fauré, Numbers 45 and 41—which is not to put down the mastery of the latter two. Anyhow, if you start at Number 1 and collect through Number 30, you win. If you collect only through Number 20, you still win. Nothing is lost because somebody may be outraged that Shostakovich, at Number 19, is ranked higher than Berlioz at Number 21 or Franck at Number 36. Meanwhile, you can learn a little and have a lot of fun.

The ordering process was done in very much the same way as the selection process. Authors of books on music do pay much more attention to some composers than to others. Surveys of listeners of classical radio broadcasts show clearly that some of The 50 are much more popular than others. For instance, in 1950, the Indianapolis Symphony Orchestra published a survey taken of season-ticket holders. One question asked them to name their favorite composers. The top ten were Beethoven, Tchaikovsky, Brahms, Bach, Mozart, Wagner, Debussy, Chopin, Sibelius, and Haydn. (Seven of The List’s first ten were thus honored by Indianapolis; three, Schubert, Schumann, and Handel, were not included.) This just goes to show that I’m not the only one who ranks.

As the work of ordering continued, another source emerged as a safety net. The New Schwann Record and Tape Guide, a monthly periodical, did not offer anything for sale, but listed available records, compact discs, and cassettes for individual works of each composer. Thousands of classical composers are included in Schwann guides, and tens of thousands of works.*

Schwann became an intimate friend and proved invaluable, not only as a reference source for recorded works but as another check-and-balance tool. The fact that eleven pages of recordings are listed for Beethoven and one line for those of Eugene D’Albert doesn’t prove that Mr. Beethoven was a better composer than Mr. D’Albert, but it does suggest that he has made a significantly greater impact on the musical world.

After The List was formulated, I was interested to see how my order compared with the popularity of each of The 50 as reflected in Schwann by the numbers of works recorded and the number of recordings of each composition. Beginning at the top of The List, I counted sixteen pages in Schwann of Bach works, fourteen and a half of Mozart, and eleven of Beethoven. Continuing with the first ten, there were four pages for Wagner recordings, five of Brahms and of Haydn, four and a half of Tchaikovsky and of Schubert, three and a half of Schumann, and five of Handel.

The “popularity” of a work as measured by the number of recordings obviously doesn’t equate to the caliber of the work or the greatness of the composer. Among outstanding composers who aren’t on the List—some of whom become more “popular” each year, some of whom don’t—are Benjamin Britten, Aaron Copland, Francis Poulenc, Sergei Rachmaninoff, Henry Purcell, and Leonard Bernstein. Others left off the List include Arnold Schoenberg, a big favorite of many music people chiefly because of his influence on composition, and Josquin des Prez and Orlandus Lassus, important Renaissance composers. Many assessors would include several—or even all—of these men and, consequently, displace a few of mine.

For instance, my wife, Miriam, will not stop pleading the case of Rachmaninoff. If you feel the same way, wonderful. Substitute his Piano Concerto No. 2 for one of Liszt’s piano works. Or go further. Concentrate on forty from The List and then substitute a final ten of your own. This will do you no dishonor. Or, cheat and collect sixty composers instead of fifty. You don’t have to tell anybody. If your library contains every recommendation on this List, you will have the best collection on the block!

Having settled on my fifty composers, it was time to start picking out their works. Should I concentrate on four or five compositions by each man (there are no women included) on The List … or on forty-five? It soon became obvious that four or five were not enough and that forty-five were too many to handle. By trial and error, I developed a three-phase solution. I sifted through the evidence until I narrowed the field to about twenty compositions for each composer, then continued the research to pick out the ten best known of those, and, finally, further narrowed those ten to a Starter Kit of just five.

It wasn’t possible for me to judge the “best” of a composer’s works—and it seems uncertain that anyone can, with comfort. But finding the “best known” was readily doable. The works that are most written about, most recorded, most performed, and most sold are best known. For example, it takes little reading about Tchaikovsky to learn that more attention is paid to his Fourth, Fifth, and Sixth Symphonies than his First, Second, and Third. Are the three written later, then, “better” or “greater” than the earlier three? Well, in general, the professionals say they are, although no attack is being made on the first three by earmarking the later three for beginning collectors. I’m simply saying: “These are the three best-known Tchaikovsky symphonies, representing a sound starting point. Maybe you will want to go farther someday with Tchaikovsky symphonies, and maybe not.” (In fact, of course, one inevitably does go farther; there really is no end to it all. That is the joy of the collecting.)

Another issue was whether to settle entirely on the “best known” works of an individual composer or to be more representative. Listing Beethoven’s ten “best-known” compositions, for example, one might come up with five symphonies and five piano sonatas—but this would mean ignoring his string quartets, piano concertos, violin concerto, overtures, his one opera, and scores of other compositions. I decided to be as representative as possible—recognizing that a song and a symphony are different forms of music and perhaps of different “importance.”

Anyone with time, patience, and a few years to spend could follow the research paths I have followed in writing this road map. My hope is that readers will have a fraction of the enjoyment using it as I have had producing it.

One of the benefits of becoming more familiar with classical music is that you keep passing Go and collecting another $200. Early on, pleasure comes from recognizing individual compositions. So many are played over and over again on the radio that this was much easier than I had imagined. “Daah, dit-dit-dah, di-di-dump-da” was the beginning of Tchaikovsky’s Fifth Symphony. It was impossible to miss; I just had to learn to whom it belonged.

Still more pleasure comes when you begin to recognize some individual composers even though the specific works are not familiar. Some come more easily than others. It doesn’t take too long to listen to an orchestral piece and decide: “That’s Haydn.” And fairly soon you become reasonably confident that something is Mozart, and something else probably Debussy.

A helpful step toward establishing order in my mind was dividing composers into five musical periods: Renaissance, Baroque, Classical, Romantic, and Twentieth Century. It does wonderful things for your ego and interest to hear something and think: “This is Baroque. Maybe Bach, maybe Handel, maybe an unListed composer, but almost certainly Baroque.” And then you recognize that strange and initially less pleasant-sounding music as probably Stravinsky or Bartók or one of their Twentieth Century contemporaries. At the beginning I was often wrong, but gradually I improved—and so will you. And don’t get uptight about computing precisely why the sounds of one fellow’s music are so different from the sounds of another’s. It would be a nice thing to know, and people (like the late Leonard Bernstein) sometimes appear on television to try to tell us, and you pick up a little as you go along, but it is not essential to your enjoyment. I touch on it just a bit.

I eventually established a few other important ground rules. One lesson is not to be freaked out by the language of the experts, which can overpower the weak at heart. To enjoy classical music, you don’t have to know an andante from an allegro. Nor do you have to make the judgment about Mozart that in his piano concertos he consistently showed a “delicate sense of euphony.” And for the next ten years you can ignore the expert information that Bach’s sonatas in Op. 5 are with one exception either in the Italian keyboard style with tonic-dominant dominant-tonic first movements or Mannheim-symphonic with sonata-form first movements, the exception being a prelude and fugue with incongruous rondo finale.

Don’t let them do it to you.

Don’t blame the writers, who are obviously aiming at a different audience. But don’t let them scare you. Shrug your shoulders and go on with your listening. You know a lot of things about your job that they don’t know.

Another rule is not to give up on Bach. If his organ music doesn’t do much for you, try the orchestral suites. Try just a few minutes of his St. Matthew Passion. Try some violin-piano stuff, or Glenn Gould’s recordings of the Goldberg Variations. But keep trying.

And don’t be afraid of string quartets. They are not as formidable as you might think. They certainly should not cause fear or dread. In my case, it helped to ease into string quartets by first listening to the best-known piano quintets—string quartets plus a piano. Perhaps you won’t need to do that. And while Borodin is a good starting point for string quartets—you can hear a Broadway musical in his most famous one—don’t be afraid of the biggies.

Finally, don’t be frightened away from classical music by those kind souls who tell you how much it will enrich your life. While it may be true, this eat-your-spinach approach is lousy public relations. Get into classical music for amusement, pleasure, relaxation, entertainment, kicks. Don’t be intimidated by the life-enrichment ploy. Just have fun. In the process of writing this book I discovered some fine music out there by a composer I had never heard of named Fauré. That’s what it’s all about.

Most of all, good luck!

   The book is divided into six sections:

Chapter 1, “The 50 Composers and the Also-Rans”: A list of The 50 Greatest Composers of Classical Music, including their nationalities, dates, musical periods, and one-line summaries of what each composer is most noted for. Also included are brief descriptions of the Honorable Mention semifinalists and finalists in each musical period who did not make The List.

Chapter 2, “The Organization of Sound”: A few basic musical definitions and a small amount of primer-type information about what music is made of. The purpose is to cast a little flickering light on why some music sounds so different from other music.

Chapter 3, “Setting the Stage”: A short description of the several musical periods since 1600, one-paragraph sketches of each of The 50 composers, and brief descriptions of some of the musical forms favored in each period overture, concerto, sonata, fugue, etc.

Chapter 4, “The Lives and the Works”: A longer treatment of each composer, ranked in order and, typically, three separate lists of their compositions—a Starter Kit of five of their most famous works, an expanded list of the Top Ten, and a still longer Master Collection of twenty or twenty-five. (In five special cases, a longer “Library” is offered, and in rare instances the format is slightly modified because that artist created fewer works or less of his work has been recorded.) Additionally, opposite each composition on the Lists is a number tabulated from the Schwann catalogue. For popularity comparison purposes, these individual totals show the number of different performances recorded (and available) for each composition.

Chapter 5, “The Orchestra”: A brief history and description of the symphony orchestra.

Chapter 6, “Compact Disc Discography”: A discography for the 250 Starter Kit selections, recommending specific compact discs.




*In 1991, Schwann Publications was acquired by Stereophile, an audio magazine based in Santa Fe, New Mexico, and the catalogue was renamed Opus. It continues to be a valuable tool for collectors.




CHAPTER I

The 50 Composers
and the Also-Rans

My approach to selecting The 50 Greatest Composers of Classical Music was to let the chips fall where they might. The List was not weighted by the composers’ countries of origin, the type of music they produced, or their time in history. It might have come out all German or mostly Italian, or mostly opera and a little chamber music, or 70 percent from early Renaissance times and 30 percent from the twentieth century. It didn’t, but it might have. I could also have deliberately selected composers most representative of particular periods or types of music, but I didn’t choose that route either.

My objectives are to present The 50 in an organized fashion and to provide enough basic information for the amateur listener collector to make some order of a classical world populated by thousands of artists. Thus, they are not only order-ranked from 1 to 50 but also grouped by date of birth, nationality, and period of music. Here at the outset, they are also given brief “identification bracelets.”

The composers are grouped into four levels:


	Immortals


	Demigods


	Composers of Genius


	Artists of a High Order




This is done partly for fun and partly because some readers may find it more convenient to listen, familiarize, and collect by groups instead of one by one. Three Immortals and seven Demigods make up the top ten composers. The next ten are Composers of Genius; the remaining thirty are Artists of a High Order.

A few rules of the road apply in dealing with the four categories:

1. It is not permitted to remove from Immortal status Mr. Bach or Messrs. Mozart and Beethoven.

2. It is exceedingly bad form to lower any of the seven Demigods to the level of Artists of a High Order, the 21-to-50 group. It may be done, but it is bad form.

3. It is not authorized to drop the 11-to-20 Composers of Genius from The List. They may be demoted.

4. Movement of the thirty Artists of a High Order, however, is encouraged. Three types of movement are feasible. An A.H.O. can be elevated to any rank save Immortal; he can be shifted about within the 21-to-50 limits; or he can be cast into darkness and replaced on The List by one of the hundreds of exceptional composers who did not make my final cut.

Many such nonstarters and near-starters, from several countries and several centuries, are mentioned in this chapter to help bring perspective to The List. Each is given five or ten words of identification, far less than he deserves. If you listen carefully to classical-music radio stations in your area, you will hear the music of almost every one of them at some time, but in this book their names will rarely be seen again. This is a conscious decision, made in order to clear the decks for The 50, and with the recognition that these 50 did not make musical history all by themselves. Although this makes things a bit awkward from time to time, and greatly oversimplifies, I believe that oversimplification in pursuit of classical-music outreach is not a vice. Fifty composers spanning four hundred years are quite enough for novices like us to handle.

I will not attempt to deal with the “why” of artistic genius. The professionals say that in the music of the truly great there is something of clarity, something of conciseness, something of intelligence, something of passion, something of substance, something of vitality, something that communicates—something, many would say, of God. Certain music causes something to happen between its creator and the listener that other music fails to spark.

Speaking thirty years ago of Bach, Aaron Copland wrote:


What is it, then, that makes his finest scores so profoundly moving? I have puzzled over that question for a very long time, but have come to doubt whether it is possible for anyone to reach a completely satisfactory answer. One thing is certain; we will never explain Bach’s supremacy by the singling out of any one element in his work. Rather it was a combination of perfections, each of which was applied to the common practice of his day; added together they produced the mature perfection of the completed oeuvre.… Within the edifice [he built] is the summation of an entire period with all the grandeur, nobility, and inner depth that one creative soul could bring to it. It is hopeless, I fear, to attempt to probe further into why his music creates the impression of spiritual wholeness, the sense of his communicating with the deepest vision. We would only find ourselves groping for words, words that can never hope to encompass the intangible greatness of music, least of all the intangible in Bach’s greatness.



My feeling is that laymen should not attempt what Aaron Copland feared to try.

Here, then, is the Master List of The 50 Greatest Composers of Classical Music:
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The next step is to give each of The 50 a special, easy-to-remember identity. Most people have played the word-association game in which one is asked to respond to a name with the first thoughts that come to mind. In chapter 3, I will give a one-paragraph snapshot of each of The 50, and later I will discuss each at some length, but here, at first acquaintance, the description will be limited to such first-thought one-liners.

KEY NOTES FOR THE 50



	BACH
	A Titan of Western Art



	MOZART
	The Supreme Natural Musical Genius



	BEETHOVEN
	Powerful and Passionate Immortal Thunderer



	WAGNER
	Greatest Dramatic Composer



	HAYDN
	A Near Immortal; “Father” of the Symphony and the String Quartet



	BRAHMS
	Purist Romantic Symphonist and a top German Songwriter



	SCHUBERT
	Classical Romantic Lyrical Genius of Piano and Melody; German Song King



	SCHUMANN
	Quintessential Romanticist, Poetic Master of Songs, Piano Music, and Symphonies



	HANDEL
	Baroque Melodist; Oratorio Genius



	TCHAIKOVSKY
	Russia’s Top Composer; Master of Melody



	MENDELSSOHN
	Romantic Child Prodigy; Elegant, Melodic Piano Music and Symphonies



	DVOŘÁK
	Top Czech of Three Listed, and Melodist



	LISZT
	Best Pianist of all, and Symphonic Poem Inventor



	CHOPIN
	Mr. Piano



	STRAVINSKY
	Best Twentieth Century Composer and Avant-Garde Leader



	VERDI
	Most-Loved Opera Composer



	MAHLER
	Nine Symphonies, and Songs



	PROKOFIEV
	Twentieth-Century Dissonant Russian



	SHOSTAKOVICH     
	Top Soviet (as Distinguished from Russian) Composer



	R. STRAUSS
	Precursor of “New Music”; Creator of Eight Famous Symphonic Poems



	BERLIOZ
	Radical Romantic; Specialist in Symphonic Spectacles



	DEBUSSY
	First Impressionist; Songs, Piano, and Orchestral Works



	PUCCINI
	Post-Verdi Master of Italian Opera



	PALESTRINA
	Renaissance Master of Catholic Church Music



	BRUCKNER
	Sixth of Seven Vienna Symphonists



	TELEMANN
	Baroque Master of 3,000 Works



	SAINT-SAËNS
	French Grace and Clarity in Opera and Tone Poems



	SIBELIUS
	Premier Finnish Composer; Nationalist and More



	RAVEL
	Polished and Precise Frenchman, Commonly Coupled with Impressionist Debussy



	ROSSINI
	Pre-Verdi Italian Opera Master, with Donizetti



	GRIEG
	Top Norwegian; Nationalist



	GLUCK
	Post-Baroque/Classical Opera Reformer



	HINDEMITH
	One of Five Twentieth-Century “New Music” Dissonants



	MONTEVERDI
	Baroque “Modernist” of Harmony; First Opera Composer



	BARTÓK
	Hungarian Twentieth-Century Dissonant



	FRANCK
	Gentle, Spiritual Beauty; Songs, Oratorio, Symphony, Other Works



	VIVALDI
	Baroque Violin Music; Prolific



	BIZET
	Carmen … and a little more



	MUSSORGSKY
	Most Nationalistic and Most Daring Russian Nationalist



	RAMEAU
	Top Early French Harpsichord Genius, Theorist, and Opera Specialist



	FAURÉ
	Intimate French Songs and Chamber Music



	RIMSKY-KORSAKOV
	Most Polished of Russian Nationalists



	DONIZETTI
	Second to Rossini in Pre-Verdi Italian Opera



	VAUGHAN WILLIAMS
	Twentieth-Century English Nationalist



	SMETANA
	Founder of Czech Nationalist Music



	J. STRAUSS
	Mr. Waltz



	WEBER
	First True Romantic; German Opera Link Between Gluck and Wagner



	JANÁČEK
	Twentieth-Century Czech, Most Modern of Three Listed Czechs



	COUPERIN
	French Baroque Harpsichord Maestro



	BORODIN
	Melodic Russian Nationalist




These mini-descriptions are obviously oversimplifications. For example, Frédéric Chopin, at Number 14, did a good bit more than is suggested by his two-word tag of “Mr. Piano,” and partisans of Franz Liszt may well take exception to Chopin being given that label in preference to him. A fair rebuttal is that Chopin’s fame comes entirely from piano works whereas piano virtuoso Liszt was also the father of the symphonic poem and a dominant European force in many areas of music.

In another example, Schumann, Schubert, and Brahms are all hailed as leading songwriters. This ignores one of the great geniuses of German song, a man named Hugo Wolf. But Wolf produced little outside the realm of song and is therefore not on The List.

The next short breakdown, by periods of music, shows the numerical domination by composers of the Romantic era, and the relatively small representation from this century. We begin with the Renaissance, but only by a whisker: The List almost starts in the Middle Ages.

BREAKDOWN BY PERIODS OF MUSIC



	Period
	Dates
	Rank



	Renaissance
	(1450–1600)
	1



	Baroque
	(1600–1750)
	8



	Classical
	(1750–1825)
	4



	Romantic
	(1825–1910)
	 



	The First True Romantic
	 
	1



	Two Italian Opera Composers   
	 
	2



	Early Romantic
	 
	7



	Middle Romantic
	 
	13



	Late Romantic
	 
	4



	Twentieth Century
	(1910–Present)
	10



	TOTAL
	 
	50








A breakdown by century of birth shows two composers born in the sixteenth century, six in the seventeenth, eight in the eighteenth, thirty-three in the nineteenth, and one in the twentieth.
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The final breakdown—by nationality—shows the composers’ rankings within their own countries (indicated by the order in which they are listed), along with their overall standing on The List (indicated by the number in the left-hand column).

RANK BY NATIONALITY

CZECH

12. Antonín Dvořák

45. Bedřich Smetana

48. Leoš Janáček

ENGLISH

44. Ralph Vaughan Williams

FINNISH

28. Jean Sibelius

FRENCH

21. Hector Berlioz

22. Claude Debussy

27. Camille Saint-Saëns

29. Maurice Ravel

36. César Franck

38. Georges Bizet

40. Jean-Philippe Rameau

41. Gabriel Fauré

49. François Couperin

GERMAN

1. Johann Sebastian Bach

2. Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart

3. Ludwig van Beethoven

4. Richard Wagner

5. Franz Joseph Haydn

6. Johannes Brahms

7. Franz Schubert

8. Robert Schumann

9. George Frideric Handel

11. Felix Mendelssohn

17. Gustav Mahler

25. Anton Bruckner

26. Georg Telemann

32. Christoph Gluck

33. Paul Hindemith

46. Johann Strauss

47. Karl Maria von Weber

HUNGARIAN

13. Franz Liszt

35. Béla Bartók

ITALIAN

16. Giuseppe Verdi

23. Giacomo Puccini

24. Giovanni da Palestrina

30. Gioacchino Rossini

34. Claudio Monteverdi

37. Antonio Vivaldi

43. Gaetano Donizetti

NORWEGIAN

31. Edvard Grieg

POLISH

14. Frédéric Chopin

RUSSIAN

10. Peter Ilyitch Tchaikovsky

15. Igor Stravinsky

18. Sergei Prokofiev

19. Dmitri Shostakovich

39. Modest Mussorgsky

42. Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov

50. Alexander Borodin

Ten countries are represented on The List, with Germany far outranking any other, and Germany, France, Italy, and Russia contributing forty-one of the fifty composers. Those four nations dominated classical music for several centuries, albeit not simultaneously. England’s time of music leadership was much earlier—and the United States has not yet emerged as a major player.

Eighteen of the composers on The List are German, nine French, seven Russian, seven Italian, three Czech, and two Hungarian. One each is a Pole, an Englishman, a Norwegian, and a Finn.

The lines defining countries and nationalities are deliberately flexible, to keep things simple. One of the “French” composers, for example, is César Franck, who, while living his entire working life in Paris, was born in Belgium. Frédéric Chopin is listed as a Pole, as he was born of a Polish mother and a French father, reared in Poland, and proud of every Polish drop of blood—even though he lived his adult life in France.

European political and geographical divisions also have changed significantly over the years, one of the troubling places for us being Austria-Germany. I follow The Harvard Dictionary of Music, which says:


The development of music in Austria is included under Germany, as is customary and almost inevitable because of the close bonds—political, cultural and musical—between the two countries. Not a few of the most outstanding “Austrian” composers were born in Germany (including Beethoven and Brahms), while on the other hand many of the great “German” masters were actually Austrian by birth.



But the difficulties go beyond that. Germany itself as a political entity was altered significantly during the lives of many composers on The List. When Frederick II (the Great) died in 1786, the Kingdom of Prussia consisted of the electorate of Brandenburg; the duchies of Silesia and Farther Pomerania; the provinces of East Prussia (including Konigsberg, Friedland, and Memel) and West Prussia (seized from Poland in 1772); and various enclaves in western Germany including East Friesland, Munster, and Essen. Later on came Thorn and Danzig in the Second Partition of Poland, Warsaw and the heart of Poland in the Third Partition of Poland, and assorted other regions. Napoleon changed much of that, but a reborn Germany outlasted him. For our purposes, all are “German.”

Similarly, all composers from what was to become Czechoslovakia are designated as Czechs, even though the country did not exist by that name until 1918, when it was created from territories which had been part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. In fact, two composers on The List came from Bohemia, once a kingdom and later a region of western Czechoslovakia, and a third was from Moravia, a region of central Czechoslovakia.

Italians are Italians. Italy has had the same name in both ancient and modern times, since the fall of the Roman Empire, even though for hundreds of years it had no political unity, no independence, and no organized existence as a nation. All composers from Russia are called Russian, whether they lived before or after the revolution of 1917 that created the Soviet Union. The 1991 revolution is not involved.

This next section presents the nominees for The List, period by period and country by country. Particular mention is made of a few near-starters who just missed.

RENAISSANCE

The first-born composer on The List, Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina, born c. 1525, is not the first well-known composer of classical music. At least two strong challengers lived more than a century earlier, and several of his contemporaries were respected contenders.

The Middle Ages began in about the year 500 and ended with the Renaissance, the transitional movement in Europe between the medieval and modern eras, commonly put at 1450 to 1600. Toward the end of the Middle Ages, the dominant school of Western European music was located in northern Europe in the Duchy of Burgundy, under rulers Philip the Good and Charles the Bold. This duchy included what is now the Netherlands, Belgium, and eastern France. From that school the Honorable Mention all-star was the inventive Guillaume Dufay, c. 1400–1474, one of the two earliest strong candidates for The List. Both secular and religious music of Dufay is available in record stores, including a set of ninety-eight secular songs. (An even earlier candidate, although not a Burgundian, was John Dunstable of England, c. 1380–1453, who was important and influential not only in England, where he was the leading composer, but also across the Channel.)

Renaissance nominees for The List came from five countries. Included were six Englishmen, three Spaniards, three Italians, one Frenchman, and four from the “Flemish school,” which comprised roughly the same area in Europe as the Burgundian school. While only the Italian Palestrina has been selected, it is easy to become addicted to this kind of music—for many, easier than becoming accustomed to a lot of Twentieth-Century sounds.

ENGLAND

Honorable Mention: The best-known English Renaissance composers were Thomas Tallis, c. 1505–1585, master of the religious motet and the anthem, and important composer of keyboard music; William Byrd, 1543–1623, organ and harpsichord specialist, who is considered by many to be the major figure of English Renaissance music; Thomas Morley, 1557–1602, best known for madrigals, who also set a little Shakespeare to music; John Bull, 1562-63–1628, organ and harpsichord master; John Dowland, 1562–1626, songman and lutist; and finally Orlando Gibbons, 1585–1625, creator of madrigals, keyboard works, and anthems.

SPAIN

Honorable Mention: Three Spanish composers of special note were Luis Milan, c. 1500–1561, master of a guitar lute instrument called the vihuela; Antonio de Cabezon, 1510–1566, blind keyboard artist and composer of both secular and sacred music; and Tomás Luis de Victoria, 1548–1611, another potential challenger of Palestrina as the great Renaissance master. Masses and motets of Victoria are available, including couplings with Palestrina, and you may want to cheat on The List just a hair here to listen to them.

ITALY

Winner: Palestrina, c. 1525–1594.

Honorable Mention: Two Italian composers of one family, Andrea Gabrieli, c. 1510–1586, organist and composer of madrigals, motets, and Masses; and his nephew Giovanni Gabrieli, c. 1533–1612, organist and early composer for brass instruments.

FLEMISH SCHOOL

Honorable Mention: From the dominant Flemish school, which consisted of composers living in present-day Belgium, some of Holland, and adjacent northern France, were Johannes Ockeghem, c. 1410–1497, the first great master of this school and an early experimenter with simultaneous-melody composition; Josquin des Prez, 1445–1521, the all-time top Flemish composer and an extremely legitimate contender; Jacob Obrecht, c. 1450–1505, master of secular and sacred music, including masses; Adrian Willaert, 1490–1562, who greatly influenced Venetian music; and the last of the great Flemish composers, Orlando di Lasso (also known as de Lassus or Lassus), 1532–1594, who married Italian and Flemish styles and is another of the strongest near-starters.

FRANCE

Honorable Mention: There was one French Renaissance finalist, Clement Janequin, c. 1485–1558, one of the first writers of what is called “program” music, who composed songs imitating bird calls and other sounds.

BAROQUE

The Baroque period lasted from 1600 to 1750, although the musical giants came toward its end. Thirty composers were in the final pool of nominees: two Englishmen, eleven Italians, four Frenchmen, and thirteen Germans, ten of whom are truly Baroque and three of whom span the period between the Baroque and the Classical. One of the latter made The List, causing minor organizational difficulties about where to put him.

ENGLAND

Honorable Mention: John Blow, 1649–1708, organist and composer of a well-known masque, Venus and Adonis (a masque was an elaborate musical performance with costumes and scenery); and Henry Purcell, 1659–1695, a prominent seventeenth-century English composer and a near-starter.

ITALY

Winner: Monteverdi, 1567–1643; and Vivaldi, 1678–1741.

Honorable Mention: Jacobo Peri, 1561–1633, earliest opera composer, who wrote Dafne (a work now lost) in 1597 and Eurydice in 1600; Giulio Caccini, c. 1545–1618, composer of madrigals and early operas; Girolano Frescobaldi, 1583–1643, keyboard composer and top organist of his day; Giacomo Carrissimi, 1605–1674, composer of early oratorios; Arcangelo Corelli, 1653–1717, violinist and composer of violin sonatas and concerti grossi; Guisseppe Torelli, 1658–1709, another Italian violinist and early concerto grosso man; Alessandro Scarlatti, 1660–1725, a founder of opera seria (serious opera); Domenico Scarlatti, 1685–1757, harpsichord composer and son of Alessandro.

FRANCE

Winners: Couperin, 1658–1733; and Rameau, 1683–1764.

Honorable Mention: Jacques Champion de Chambonnières, c. 1602–1672, founder of the French harpsichord school; Jean-Baptiste Lully, 1632–1687, father of French opera, ballet composer, and near-starter.

GERMANY

Winners: Telemann, 1681–1767; Bach, 1685–1750; Handel, 1685–1759; and Gluck (Baroque/Classical), 1714–1787. Some authorities would place Gluck in the Classical period, by style, but chronologically he is a shade earlier born a generation before Haydn. His greatest musical triumph, Iphigenie en Tauride, came in 1779, nine years after the birth of Beethoven.

Honorable Mention: Heinrich Schütz, 1585–1672, composer of motets, madrigals, psalms, oratorios, and St. Matthew Passion; Johann Herman Schein, 1586–1630, best known for suites for strings and sacred songs in both German and Latin; Samuel Scheidt, 1587–1654, composer of magnificats for organ and other religious organ music; Johann Jakob Froberger, 1616–1667, composer and organist who helped develop the suite; Dietrich Buxtehude, 1637–1707, supreme organ composer and organist; Heinrich von Biber, 1644–1704, most famous for sonatas; Johann Pachelbel, 1653–1706, whose now-famous canon is almost as widely known as “White Christmas.” From post-Baroque early-Classical times are the two most famous Bach sons, Wilhelm Friedemann, 1710–1784, and Carl Philipp Emanuel, 1714–1788.

CLASSICAL

The Classical or Classic period lasted for only about fifty years, from 1775 to 1825.

GERMANY

Winners: Mozart, 1756–1791; Haydn, 1732–1809; Beethoven, 1770–1827; and Schubert, 1797–1828.

Honorable Mention: None.

So dominant are Mozart, Haydn, and Beethoven that many regard those three as being the Classic school, and certainly they do make up what is sometimes called the “High Vienna Classic school.”

That leaves Franz Schubert, 1797–1828, another period-straddler. Some call him a Classicist, some prefer to think of him as a Romantic, and almost everyone considers him a bridge between the Classic and Romantic periods. Here, for convenience, we include him with the Classicists; he is much too good to be left in limbo.

ITALY

Honorable Mention: Luigi Boccherini, 1743–1805, cellist and chamber-music specialist; Muzio Clementi, 1752–1832, best known as a composer of keyboard music; and Giovanni Battista Viotti, 1755–1824, violinist and composer for the violin.

ROMANTIC

The Romantic period in the arts began about 1825, as the Classical period ended, and lasted until shortly before World War I. Musically, it started with the late works of Beethoven and the compositions of Weber and Schubert, and it ended with such Listed composers as Richard Strauss and Jean Sibelius. Twenty-seven Romantic composers made The List by far the largest number from any period.

FRANCE

Winners: Berlioz, 1803–1869; Belgian-born Franck, 1822–1890; Saint-Saëns, 1835–1921; Bizet, 1838–1875; and Fauré, 1845–1924.

Honorable Mention: Charles François Gounod, 1818–1893, best known for one opera, Faust; Edouard Lalo, 1823–1892, inventive creator of the Symphonie Espagnole; Emmanuel Chabrier, 1841–1894, who with Lalo foreshadowed Impressionism; Jules Massenet, 1842–1912, famous for the opera Manon; and Ernest Chausson, 1855–1899, art-song specialist and creator of one symphony and delicate chamber music.

RUSSIA

Winners: Borodin, 1833–1887; Mussorgsky, 1839–1881; Tchaikovsky, 1840–1893; and Rimsky-Korsakov, 1844–1908.

Honorable Mention: Mikhail Glinka, 1804–1857, father of Russian classical music and creator of the first great Russian national opera, A Life for the Czar (1836); and two other members of the Russian nationalist group called the “Mighty Five”: César Cui, 1835–1918; and Mily Balakirev, 1837–1910. Alexander Glazunov, 1865–1936, composer of eight symphonies and best known for the ballet Raymonda, straddles the two centuries.

ITALY

Winners: Rossini, 1792–1868; Donizetti, 1797–1848; Verdi, 1814–1901; and Puccini, 1858–1924.

Honorable Mention: Vincenzo Bellini, 1801–1835, creator of eleven operas; and Ruggero Leoncavallo, 1858–1919, remembered chiefly for the opera I Pagliacci.

GERMANY

Winners: Weber, 1786–1826; Mendelssohn, 1809–1847; Schumann, 1810–1856; Wagner, 1813–1883; Bruckner, 1824–1896; Johann Strauss the Younger, 1825–1899; Brahms, 1833–1897; Mahler, 1860–1911; and Richard Strauss, 1864–1949.

Honorable Mention: Max Bruch, 1838–1920, teacher, symphonist, and composer of one of Germany’s four best-known violin concertos (the others were written by Beethoven, Brahms, and Mendelssohn); and Giacomo Meyerbeer, 1791–1864, an influential composer of several grand operas, including Robert le diable.

OTHER COUNTRIES

Winners: From countries other than the Big Four are Smetana, 1824–1884, and Dvořák, 1841–1904, from Czechoslovakia; Sibelius, 1865–1957, from Finland; Grieg, 1843–1907, from Norway; Chopin, 1810–1849, from Poland; and Liszt, 1811–1886, from Hungary.

Honorable Mention: One from the United States, Edward MacDowell, 1861–1908, first American to earn an international reputation; one from England, Edward Elgar, 1857–1934, major composer best known for “Pomp and Circumstance”; and one from Spain, Isaac Albeniz, 1860–1909, who spent most of his life outside of Spain but whose music reflected the sound of his country. His most famous piece is a piano suite, “Iberia.”

TWENTIETH CENTURY

Our century is a dreadful hodgepodge. More composers are alive today than lived in all previous centuries combined. The term “twentieth-century music” embraces dozens of styles which have developed since 1900. In the first half of the century these included (but were not limited to) leftover Impressionism, Expressionism, atonality, and serial music. Later came “New Age” music, electronic music, musique concrète, and even silent music. Experimentation with sounds became a big thing.

Some seventy-five twentieth-century composers were nominees for The List. Twenty-one of these were from the United States; twelve were French, ten German, seven English, seven Russian, six Italian, four Hungarian, and one each Danish, Finnish, Czech, Mexican, Brazilian, Australian, and Greek.

UNITED STATES

Honorable Mention: No native American made The List but several came very close. Some patriotic flag-waving is not only permissible but praiseworthy, and this is the most appropriate place in the book to spend a minute on classical music in this country.

The greatest American composer before the Civil War was Stephen Foster, who wrote such famous songs as “Old Folks at Home,” “My Old Kentucky Home,” and “Oh! Susannah.” While some would argue that he did not write classical music, he was indisputably a “classic.” MacDowell, who specialized in short piano compositions, retains an outstanding reputation. Several modern American composers were born in the 1870s and 1880s. These include Charles Edward Ives, 1874–1954, the first great American composer who worked in the twentieth century, who won a Pulitzer Prize in 1947 for the third of his four numbered symphonies and whose best-known piece may be another orchestral work, “Three Places in New England.” Some believe that he is the finest of all American composers. Among contemporaries of Ives were Carl Ruggles, 1876–1971, composer of dissonant and highly individualistic works which include the symphonic suites “Men and Angels” and “Men and Mountains”; and Impressionist Charles Tomlinson Griffes, 1884–1920, a virtuoso pianist who liked to incorporate Asian sounds into his music.

Three Americans a generation later are known for their experimental work during the 1920s and beyond: Wallingford Riegger, 1885–1961, who experimented with the technique called serialism (music based on a series of tones in an arbitrary but fixed pattern without regard for traditional tonality); Henry Cowell, 1897–1965, writer, publisher, pianist, and composer of sixteen symphonies, who introduced new techniques such as plucking the piano strings, and developed something called the “tone cluster”; and Ruth Crawford Seeger, 1901–1953, who anticipated some of the dissonant sounds of later twentieth-century music. Others who were born just before the twentieth century and worked in it include Douglas Moore, 1893—1969, Romantic opera composer whose works include The Devil and Daniel Webster; Walter Piston, 1894–1976, teacher, music theorist, and neoclassical composer; Virgil Thomson, 1896–1989, longtime music critic for the New York Herald Tribune who composed in and out of twentieth-century styles; Howard Hanson, 1896–1981, for years head of the Eastman School of Music and champion of American classical composers; Roger Sessions, 1896–1985, atonal composer regarded by some as the outstanding American composer of his time (though one critic, said his works show genius without charm), whose compositions include nine symphonies, a violin concerto, the opera Montezuma and the cantata “When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom’d”; Roy Harris, 1898–1979, composer of fourteen symphonies, among other works, who said his music was designed to express America’s “noisy ribaldry,” “sadness” and “groping earnestness”; and Randall Thompson, 1899–1984, known chiefly for choral compositions with a distinctly American sound.

Five other recent American composers represent what came to be called “new sounds.” John Cage, born in 1912, said that he was “devoted to the principles of originality.” One experimental work that proves his point is “Four Minutes and 33 Seconds,” in which the musician sits motionless for that amount of time and then leaves the stage. This is a difficult piece to enjoy on LP, tape, or compact disc, but Cage is a respected artist who has had a considerable influence on other composers. Elliott Carter, born in 1908, went from neoclassicism to dramatic experimentation. William Schuman, 1910–1992, was director of the Juilliard School of Music for sixteen years and is known for concertos, choral works, and ten symphonies; Leonard Bernstein described Schuman’s work as filled with “energetic drive and vigorous propulsion.” Milton Babbitt, born in 1916, was a professor of mathematics and music, a disciple of Arnold Schoenberg, and an early advocate of electronic music. George Crumb, born in 1929, was a sort of Romantic in his early years. He often wrote in simple forms but has also experimented with new sounds and procedures, such as lowering and raising a gong in a bucket of water and creating mood by having performers wear black masks.

All of these Honorable Mention Americans have been recorded on LPs and cassettes, and some now are on compact discs. By the recording yardstick, Ives is far and away the most popular with the public, followed by Cowell, Cage, and Carter.

Two contemporary Americans who have earned considerable attention in recent years are Philip Glass, born in 1937, and John Adams, born in 1947. Glass has composed several unconventional operas, beginning with Einstein on the Beach in 1976, and Adams wrote the opera Nixon in China. Both are examples of minimalist music, characterized by a strong beat, a simple tonal structure, and a great deal of repetition of sounds with slight variations. Another well-known minimalist is Steve Reich, born in 1936. The works of these composers were as much a break from Schoenberg-style serial music as his compositions were from Romanticism.

This leaves the three American classical composers best known to the public: George Gershwin, Leonard Bernstein, and Aaron Copland. Gershwin, 1898–1937, went from musical comedies like Lady Be Good to serious compositions like Rhapsody in Blue, and from the symphonic poem An American in Paris to the opera Porgy and Bess, leaving an adoring public at each stop. He combined American popular and “serious” music; we will include him here, sidestepping the debate over whether he was truly a “classical” composer.

Bernstein, 1918–1990, is easily the best-known American classical musician of this century. This is due in part to his international work as a symphonic conductor, in part to his long relationship with television, in part to his showmanlike personality, in part to the spectacular success of his musical West Side Story, in part to all of his other compositions for theater and concert hall, and in part to his all-around musical abilities. His works range from the Jeremiah Symphony to a Serenade for Violin Solo, Strings and Percussion, and from Broadway musicals to his Mass written for the opening of the John F. Kennedy Center in Washington. His Candide Overture has been called the most brilliant overture of the century. He wrote in many styles over a long, frenetically paced career, from jazz to twelve-tone, and from Romantic to severe twentieth-century. Milton Babbitt has called him the only American performer-creator to achieve international cultural celebrity. The music world is still working on the question of what his place is today, what it will be in the future—and what it might have been had he managed his genius differently, concentrating on composing pure classical music and paying less attention to the other musical pursuits that occupied him. Had he done so, of course, he would not have been Leonard Bernstein.

The man Ives, Bernstein, and others must challenge as America’s all-time top composer of classical music is Aaron Copland, 1900–1990. Copland became an American institution, best known for his “Americana” works and held in esteem (and regarded with affection) for a lifetime of assistance to other American composers. While Schoenberg aficionados will express hostility that their champion is not among The 50, and while academicians will mourn the absence of Josquin and Lassus, and while the Rachmaninoff claque will be heard, the most vocal dissent in the United States is likely to come from the omission of Aaron Copland.

The test, of course, is not listening pleasure. I believe that anyone who would rather listen to Georg Philipp Telemann than to Copland is not playing with a full deck. His or her elevator does not go all the way to the top. Given an eighteenth-century Telemann concerto grosso on the one hand and on the other Copland’s Appalachian Spring, Billy the Kid, Rodeo, “The Tender Land,” “A Lincoln Portrait,” or “El Salon Mexico,” the choice for most of us is not a difficult one. Over many years he made a conscious effort to write for the many instead of the few. Biographer Arthur Berger has written: “Whatever Copland does has the recognizable virtues of a genuinely creative artist. With the same limitations peculiar to many composers of our time, he can accomplish much more than most of the others. He is at last an American that we may place unapologetically beside the recognized creative figures of any other country.… We are not obliged, therefore, to credit Copland merely with what he has done to establish an indigenous style, for his achievements go deeper.”

But there are not fifty-one places on a fifty-person list.

Even though no native Americans make The List, both Stravinsky and Hindemith became American citizens. And, as a result of World War II, many other Europeans came to the United States to work, including the Hungarian Béla Bartók and such famous unListed artists as Arnold Schoenberg of Austria, Darius Milhaud of France, Vienna-born Ernst Krenek, and Bohuslav Martinu, 1890–1959, of Czechoslovakia.

GERMANY

Winner: Hindemith, 1895–1963.

Honorable Mention: Max Reger, 1873–1916, dissonant back-to-Bacher; the near-starter Arnold Schoenberg, 1874–1951, originator of twelve-tone serial music, who had a significant influence on the century’s music; Ermanno Wolf-Ferrari (Italian-German), 1876–1948, recreator of the comic opera, including “I quattro rusteghi”; Anton Webern, 1883–1945, one of Schoenberg’s two chief disciples; Alban Berg, 1885–1935, the other one; Carl Orff, 1895–1982, who emphasized rhythm more than melody and is best known for the cantata Carmina burana; Kurt Weill, 1900–1950, developer of a new art form which he called a song-play and composer of the musical The Three-Penny Opera and the opera The Rise and Fall of the City of Mahagonny; Wolfgang Fortner, 1907–     , composer who shifted from neoclassical music to serial music; Hans Werner Henze, 1926–     , composer of dissonant music and political revolutionary who supported Che Guevara; Karlheinz Stockhausen, 1928–     , pioneer of electronic music also known for his work with serial and aleatory (use-of-chance) techniques.

The Schoenberg case is an interesting one. He and his school of twelve-tone music have had formidable champions throughout the century. Two years before Schoenberg’s death in 1951, Copland wrote that no serious musician denied the historical importance of Schoenberg’s contribution nor the fact that all (then) contemporary music owed something, directly or indirectly, to his “daring.” But, Copland added, it was hardly possible to arrive at a conclusive judgment as to the merits of Schoenberg’s most characteristic compositions—or those of his pupils, Berg and Webern—because their works were performed so infrequently. Although his music is more frequently played and recorded today, it has never enjoyed widespread popularity.

Copland went on to comment that “it is one of the ironies of the 12-tone system that its supporters should be so anxious to prove that they are in the main line of music tradition.” Early in the century, it was commonly accepted that Schoenberg and his supporters had broken dramatically and radically with the past. Some music people today say that this was a misconception. They argue that he merely followed the logical progression of his style. A layman could consider that he did break radically with the past, nonetheless following the logical progression of his style. Try the music and make your own conclusions. Radical break or logical progression, it is something different.

FRANCE

Winners: Debussy, 1862–1918; and Ravel, 1875–1937.

Honorable Mention: Paul Dukas, 1865–1935, composer of a famous, delicate orchestral work, The Sorcerer’s Apprentice; Erik Satie, 1866–1925, rebellious composer who wrote some famous piano works and who influenced a group called “les Six” that reacted against both Wagner and Impressionism and supported a return to the simplicity and clarity of classicism; Albert Roussel, 1869–1937, neoclassical composer known for symphonies and two ballets; Edgar Varèse (French-American), 1883–1965, pioneer of electronic music; Nadia Boulanger, 1887–1979, enormously influential teacher of many famous musicians; and four of the members of “les Six”—Georges Auric, 1899–1983; Arthur Honegger (Swiss-French), 1892–1955; Darius Milhaud, 1892–1974 (specialist in polytonal music); and Francis Poulenc, 1899–1963. Also André Jolivet, 1905–1974, neoprimitive; Olivier Messiaen, 1908–      , who emphasizes strange rhythms and mysticism in works that include the extremely long opera Saint François d’Assise; Pierre Boulez, 1925–    , avant-garde representative committed to twelve-tone music in his early compositions and to further experimentation later in his career.

RUSSIA

Winners: Stravinsky, 1882–1971; Prokofiev, 1891–1953; and Shostakovich, 1906–1975.

Honorable Mention: Sergei Rachmaninoff, 1873–1943, super-pianist and composer of famous piano concertos who wrote in the melodic, melancholy style of Tchaikovsky; Reinhold Gliere, 1875—1956, symphonic specialist in the conventional Romantic style; and traditionalist Aram Khachaturian, 1903–1978, best known for the “Sabre Dance,” which reflects his native Armenia.

ITALY

Winner: Puccini, 1858–1924.

Honorable Mention: Pietro Mascagni, 1863–1945, best known for the opera Cavalleria rusticana, a realistic portrayal of life; Ottorino Respighi, 1879–1936, who blended many styles, including Impressionism, in creating the symphonic poems The Fountains of Rome and The Pines of Rome; and Luigi Dallapiccola, 1904–1975, who married twelve-tone music to outstanding melody.

ENGLAND

Winner: Vaughan Williams, 1872–1958.

Honorable Mention: Frederick Delius, 1862–1934, part Impressionist and part Romantic; Gustav Hoist, 1874–1934, admirer of Asia and the occult and best known for the orchestral suite The Planets; William Walton, 1902–1983, technical master who wrote in many styles and became a leading composer of symphonies, operas, and concertos, and overtures; Michael Tippett, 1905–     , specialist in vocal music who began as a Romantic and became more eclectic; Benjamin Britten, 1913–1976, best known for operas and other vocal music written in a traditional style, and a near-starter; and Peter Maxwell Davies, 1934–     , a respected composer of extremely dramatic theater music.

OTHER NATIONS

Winners: From Hungary, Bartók, 1881–1945; and from Czechoslovakia, Janáček, 1854–1928.

Honorable Mention: From Hungary, Ernst von Dohnanyi, 1877–1960, Romantic composer much loved in his country; Zoltán Kodály, 1882–1967, colleague of Bartók who married folk music and Romanticism; and Gyorgy Ligeti, 1923–     , who moved on to further experimentation from serial and electronic music. From Mexico, Carlos Chávez, 1899–1978, that country’s best-known composer, who founded Mexico’s first symphony orchestra; from Romania, Georges Enesco, 1881–1955, violinist, teacher, and leading composer there; from Spain, Manuel de Falla, 1876–1946, all-time leading Spanish composer, who married old Spanish folk music with modern methods; from Australia, its top composer, Percy Grainger, 1882–1961, best known for arranging English folk songs; from Denmark, its leading composer, Carl Nielsen, 1865–1931, who wrote six symphonies; and from Poland, Krzysztof Penderecki, 1933–     , who was influenced by Bartók, Stravinsky, and Schoenberg. Other finalists include Brazil’s best-known composer, Heitor Villa-Lobos, 1887–1959, author of more than two thousand compositions, many in folk-music style; and Iannis Xenakis of Greece (and Paris), 1922–     , who has worked with aleatory (“chance”) and electronic music and with musique concrète (based on “real” sounds such as street noises).


CHAPTER II

The Organization of Sound

Music has been called “the organization of sound toward beauty.” For “road map” purposes, this chapter discusses in simple terms six elements composers use to organize their own sounds. A basic familiarity with them helps one understand why music by some composers from some periods sounds so different from music by other composers from other periods—why Mozart, for example, is so unlike Stravinsky.

The six are:





	    Rhythm                  
	Texture                    
	Form



	    Melody
	Tone color
	Tonality




RHYTHM

Webster’s defines rhythm as “the aspect of music comprising all the elements (as accent, meter, and tempo) that relate to forward movement.” Movement is the operative word here; rhythm is the movement in music. Indeed, the word rhythm is derived from the Greek rhein, “to flow.” Breathing is one example of rhythm; the ebb and flow of tides, the tick-tock of a clock, and the clickety-clackety of train wheels are others. Johann Sebastian Bach’s Brandenburg Concertos have “precise and energetic” rhythm.

Rhythm is what we beat our feet to. It is “the time relationship between tunes.” “Tea for Two” has a different footbeat from the longtime favorite of the Democratic party heard at presidential nominating conventions, “Happy Days Are Here Again.” Johann Strauss’s “Blue Danube” waltz has a different beat from a sea chantey. There are differences in how often the beats are sounded, how regularly, and how long they last. The Gregorian chant had “free rhythm,” with the music following the rhythm of the words. Such Baroque pieces as Antonio Vivaldi’s Four Seasons and Bach’s Brandenburg Concertos had a steady and precise rhythm. One of the distinguishing features of twentieth-century music is the use of vernacular, far-out “peasant” rhythms in the works of composers such as Béla Bartók of Hungary and Igor Stravinsky of Russia. Bartók’s Miraculous Mandarin and Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring have a kind of beat never heard in a Mozart sonata or a Schubert symphony. Impressionist Claude Debussy introduced a floating rhythm in such works as “Clair de lune” because he did not want his music to have a hard, set direction.

One element of rhythm is meter, defined as “a systematically measured and arranged rhythm.” A composer chooses double (music people say “duple”) or triple or quadruple rhythm, and on up. Professor/author Joseph Machlis, in The Enjoyment of Music, offers several common examples: Sing “Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star” and you hear and feel the ONE-two, ONE-two meter in the TWIN-kle, TWIN-kle, LIT-tle, etc. You hear and feel the ONE-two-three, ONE-two-three of triple meter in MY country ’TIS of thee, SWEET land of, etc. “Way Down Upon the Swanee River” is in quadruple meter; “Drink to Me Only with Thine Eyes” in sextuple. You can count it out.

Another element of rhythm is tempo. Meter tells what is accented, but not how slowly or quickly those accents’ are hit. The composer tells the musician, by scribbling on his score, how rapidly or slowly the music should be played, generally using traditional Italian words and phrases. Among the most common are:




	Largo
	Very slow



	Grave
	 



	Lento
	Slow



	Adagio
	 



	Andante
	Moderate



	Andantino
	 



	Moderato
	 



	Allegretto
	Fairly fast



	Allegro
	Fast



	Allegro molto      
	Very fast



	Vivace
	 



	Presto
	 



	Prestissimo
	 






The way in which rhythm is used greatly affects the sound of music.

MELODY

A second building block is melody, or tune, created by a number of musical notes played in succession. With the exception of some twentieth-century music, melody is what the piece is “about.” Even today, it’s still what most people want to hear. Technically one can have a two-note melody, which we learn from the cuckoo and the bob-white—two single tones, one after another, which one can hum, sing, or whistle with no other voices involved, nor any accompaniment. Melodies are traditionally centered on one specific tone that constitutes a starting place, a focal point, and a finishing place, and to which other tones in the tune are related. That central tone, chosen by the composer as Square One for his composition, is called a “tonic.” (Not as in gin-and-; see “Tonality” later in this chapter.)

It is easier to pick up the melody in some pieces of music than in others. The Romantic melody of a Schumann symphony is more lyrical, more subjective than the Classical melody of a Haydn symphony. It is not necessary to have a strong melody in order to have a successful—or even a great—composition, but a lovely, easy-to-hum melody invariably gives conventional lay listeners more enjoyment. Many people who have not studied or analyzed music are most readily attracted to composers specializing in melody—such as Tchaikovsky, one of the most brilliant tune makers on The List. Classical and Romantic composers both make it easier to hear their melody than Baroque and some twentieth-century composers. Long lines of melody are simpler to follow than shorter bursts of melody. Brahms, for example, has much more repetition of melody in his violin concerto than Hindemith has in his.

TEXTURE

Melody is horizontal—one note following another. “Texture” is something added to that line of notes. One way to achieve texture is with harmony. One person cannot “make harmony” with his own voice; he needs a friend to sing with him or a guitar to pluck. If you sing in the shower, you must shower with a friend to have harmony. Harmony gives music depth, much as perspective gives depth to painting. Whereas melody is a succession of tones, harmony is a combination of tones (historically of related tones and, indeed, of pleasant-sounding related tones) sounded simultaneously.

Chords—three or more notes hit at the same time—play a major role in harmony, which is concerned not only with each chord and its relationship to the melody it supports but also with the movement and relationship of the chords to one another. The impact of a chord is felt as it leads to other chords, as chords “advance and progress.” Music dominated by a single melody, supported by chords, is called “homophonic,” from the Greek homophonos, “being in unison.” Much of the music of the Classical and Romantic periods—the music of Beethoven and Liszt is homophonic. Most of the music of the Renaissance and Baroque periods the music of Palestrina and Bach—is not.

In music built of melody-plus-chords, the chords often are put together with notes that are “consonant”—that sound agreeable, that are peaceful, that do not jar, that are at rest. But chords can also be made up of combinations that do jar, to varying degrees—that are “dissonant,” “active,” or “restless.” The dissonant chord is chosen by the composer to create tension, the consonant chord to ease that tension. The movement back and forth from chord to chord is what harmony is all about.

While the use of harmony in homophonic music is one type of texture, it is not the only way to go. Texture can also be created with the ancient musical device of “counterpoint,” also known as “counter-note” a “note-against-note” technique. In such music, depth is achieved not by adding chords to a melody but by superimposing one melody on another so that both are heard at once. Simple counterpoint is found in a group singing a round such as “Three Blind Mice.” The music that results from this technique of using two—or more than two “voices” at the same time is called “polyphonic,” poly meaning “many.” Bach is unanimously acknowledged as the Crown Prince of counterpoint (no surprise, since he is the Crown Prince of so much else), even though he was not born until 1685, by which time counterpoint had been around for hundreds of years. In fact, by then it was beginning to be supplemented and or succeeded, first in Italy and then elsewhere in Europe, by single-melody-plus-chords homophonic music. The Italians, forever concentrating on opera, found that a single melody, bolstered by chords, was preferable to multimelody counterpoint for both singer and audience.

The counterpoint technique makes it much harder to find and follow a strong melody in composers such as Bach (or latter-day Bach Baroque types who keep emerging and who created a back-to-Bach school in the twentieth century) than in the single-melody work of Classical and Romantic composers. In counterpoint music, by listening carefully to one set of instruments carrying one tune and different instruments (or “voices”) simultaneously carrying a second and perhaps a third, one can identify and track the different tunes. They are there, but for those more accustomed to melody-and-chord harmony, it takes discipline and patience to find them. Counterpoint fans, of course, insist that the tune detection in their kind of music is well worth the effort. (If you devote yourself to Bach alone for a few weeks, you will become a fan for life, regardless of first impressions. His last work, The Art of the Fugue, is considered the ultimate example of counterpoint. More fun to listen to, however, are his four orchestral suites.)

Achieving depth by either counterpoint or harmony is called giving “texture” to music. Presumably this is because the weaving together of “horizontal” strands (melody with another simultaneous melody in the case of counterpoint) and “vertical” strands (melody with supporting chords in the case of harmony), duplicates how horizontal and vertical threads are woven together to create the texture of cloth.

A third term describes one-dimensional music as opposed to either polyphonic counterpoint or homophonic melody-plus-chords harmony. It is “monophonic,” mono meaning “one.” This is the simple, one-voiced piece—either you alone in the shower singing a line of notes, or a thousand people singing the same line simultaneously. There are no chords and therefore no harmony; no simultaneous second melody and therefore no counterpoint. All music written up to one thousand years ago was monophonic, including the first thousand or so years of Christian religious music, which culminated in the Gregorian chant.

Nothing in the rule book says that a composer must confine himself in a piece to one of these three techniques. One part of a composition might be written with a homophonic texture, while the next may repeat that melody and intertwine a new one with it, thus moving to a polyphonic texture. And the musical weave may be fine or coarse, just as a fabric weave might be. Counterpoint did not disappear between the time Bach perfected it and its re-emergence with the twentieth-century back-to-Bach movement. Classical and Romantic composers also engaged in counterpoint; it simply did not dominate their music.

TONE COLOR

Each instrument used in classical music has its own tone color, or timbre. The sound—or “color” of the flute, for example, is very different from the “color” of the tuba, even if both instruments are playing exactly the same note.

Given twenty-odd different kinds of instruments in an orchestra—from violin to bass, from trumpet to tuba, from piccolo to bassoon the composer has the same variety of colors in front of him that the artist has on his palette. These colors play major roles in orchestration, which is the process of writing music for an orchestra.

One of the finest orchestrators on The List was the Russian Romantic composer Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov, who said: “Orchestration is part of the very soul of the work. A work is thought out in terms of the orchestra, certain tone-colors being inseparable from it.” Orchestration also deals with the volume of various instruments, their ranges, how they sound together, and even such technical things as how quickly they can be played. There is a little more detail on orchestration in the Orchestra chapter.

Music people sometimes like to identify tones with particular colors. The clarinet may give off what sounds like a pastel shade, perhaps of blue, and the trumpet a brilliant red. It is only a small step from there to the suggestion of different emotions that go with those colors. Musicologist Arthur Elson, for example, has come up with the following set of correspondences:


Violin—All emotions
Viola—Gloomy melancholy
Cello—All emotions, but more he-mannish than a violin
Piccolo—Wild kind of gaiety
Oboe—Rustic kind of gaiety, also pathos
Trumpet—Bold, martial, cavalry-is-coming sound
Tuba—Power, possible brutality
English horn—Dreamy melancholy
Clarinet—Eloquence and tenderness, in the middle range



During the Romantic period composers concentrated more on tone color because of a shift in emphasis from “pure” or “absolute” music to “program” music—music that told a story or portrayed a mood or an event that was actually described by the composer in a printed program available to the listener. If the Romantic composer wanted you to hear the sea pounding, ducks quacking, and a “dialogue” between lovers, or to envision a heroic victory over a dragon, he needed to make full use of the different sounds of as many instruments as were available—or might be made available. Thus Berlioz, Liszt, and Richard Strauss, nineteenth-century Romanticists who emphasized program music, were more concerned with tone color than Classicists Haydn or Mozart, who wrote “pure” or “absolute” music—music for music’s sake, or “just plain music.” Also, as with rhythm, melody, texture, or any other element of music, some composers stressed tone color simply because their talent led them in that direction, or because they tried to break away from past experiences and conventions, or because they were imaginative. Some imagination is required to portray a roaring lion or an opium den in musical terms.

FORM

A fifth element is the “architectural” form chosen by the composer. Some kind of structure obviously is needed; the notes that produce melody, rhythm, and texture cannot float around loose out there, waiting to be summoned in a séance. Each period of music on the “road map” is identified with particular forms of music that reflected the times, the state of musical knowledge, the skills and objectives of the musicians, the development of instruments, and the tastes of the audience.

These structures or molds may be rigid or free. The fact that a mold is rigid, however, does not suggest that the composer is limited in imagination or creativity, as people like Bach, Mozart, and Beethoven have demonstrated. It is not the mold that counts, but what goes into it. Composition in an informal mold, structure, or form may be more difficult for an amateur listener to follow and comprehend, just as free-form sculpture and blank verse may be.

Although the names of major, still-popular forms such as the symphony are commonly known, those of some older forms are not. In the Renaissance era, when vocal music was much more important than instrumental music, the principal forms included motets and madrigals. In Bach’s Baroque time, special attention was paid to music constructed around the organ, harpsichord, and clavichord, and to instrumental music with names like the passacaglia, a dance form, and the fugue.

Classical composers were particularly interested in the solo sonata, the symphony, the string quartet, and the concerto. Romanticists developed the symphonic poem and short, lyric piano pieces such as the prelude and the polonaise.

For a moment but no longer let’s put “form” under a primer microscope.

In a book written in midcentury called What to Listen For in Music, Aaron Copland describes musical forms in terms all of us can handle. A long novel, he writes, might be divided into Books I, II, III, and IV. In the music world, these are called movements. Each book would have several chapters. The composer calls these sections. One chapter could have perhaps a hundred paragraphs as subdivisions, and each musical section has its subdivisions, too, although there is no single term analogous to the writer’s paragraph. Paragraphs are made up of sentences; Copland likens these to musical ideas. Finally, the novelist uses words, the composer notes.

Music people like to say that the basic law of structure in music, whatever the form in question, is repetition and contrast, “unity and variety.”

Let’s back up to the composer’s sections—the equivalent of the author’s chapters—and use the letters A and B as names for the sections. The sections may be in two-part form, which the musicians call binary, or in three-part, called ternary. (That’s the last time you’ll hear that terminology in this book.)

In a composition written in two-part form, each section might be repeated. A careful listener might hear Section A, then Section A again, followed by Section B, and then B again: A-A-B-B. In this two-part form, Section B often is merely a rearranged version of Section A. This kind of two-part form played a big role in music written between 1650 and 1750, including thousands of short keyboard pieces. The seventeenth-century suite was made up of four or five such works, each in a specific dance form such as the allemande, courante, saraband, or gigue. Among Listed composers, Couperin published four books of two-part clavier pieces.

In three-part form, the composer typically presents Section A, Section B, and then Section A again: A-B-A. Unlike Section B in two-part form, this B contrasts distinctly with A. The second A might then be an exact repetition of the first or a variation of it. Among examples of three-part form are minuets by Haydn and Mozart.

Repetition of one kind or another has dominated classical music from the outset. Copland identifies five different categories of repetition in musical structures: exact repetition, symmetrical repetition, repetition by variation, repetition by fugal treatment, and repetition through development.

Two-part and three-part form are examples of exact and symmetrical repetition, respectively; the passacaglia and the chaconne of repetition by variation; the fugue, concerto grosso, chorale prelude, motet, and madrigal of repetition by fugal treatment; and the sonata of repetition by development.

We will encounter dozens of these “fundamental” forms, from the symphony to something called “theme and variations,” as well as “free” forms such as the prelude and the symphonic poem. For our purposes, the term form will also include such vocal art forms as the opera, oratorio, mass, and cantata.

TONALITY

A special jargon goes with every occupation. The wine taster speaks of the “authoritative but not aggressive nose,” the counterman calls out, “Eighty-six on the hamburgers” (i.e., they’re all gone), the football player has “good hands,” “quick feet,” and a “good read,” and the Pentagon general schedules his “weapons system” toward an “initial operational capability.” The music world is no different, and our sixth element is “tonality”—which leads us to many destinations, including “dissonance,” which was addressed briefly earlier.

“He honors dissonance,” we hear about one composer.

“He is rooted in key,” we hear about another.

“Polytonality abounds in his work, but despite an occasional leaning toward atonality, he never wholly abandoned the principle of key,” it is written about a third.

While this is kindergarten talk for young music students, some of us need a bit of guidance to understand what tonality is all about. Even in a primer such as this, it is mandatory to touch on tonality since it is perhaps the major reason why certain composers on The List sound so unlike certain others. The story begins with Pythagoras and his concepts of arithmetical relationships in about 500 B.C. And it has to do with “key,” as in Antonin Dvořák’s Serenade for Strings in [the key of] E Major.

The best starting place may be a length of string, pulled tight. When twanged, the string produces a tone of a definite pitch—that is, a sound with a specific number of vibrations per second. On a piano the lowest note is about thirty vibrations per second and the highest about four thousand. Whatever the string’s length, the tone made by its twang is almost exactly the same as that made by a string either half or twice as long. The sounds made by these shorter and longer strings will be higher and lower, respectively, than the first, but the tone of all three will be the same. One note, say C, on a piano keyboard will have the same tone as a higher C up the keyboard or a lower C down the keyboard.

Several hundred years ago Western composers divided each length of string into twelve parts. You can’t see them on a violin, but they are represented on a piano keyboard by seven white keys and five black keys for each string length. These represent the twelve and the only twelve tones of traditional Western music. Each key, white or black, is a half-tone away from its neighbor.

[image: ]

Most readers know that the seven white keys are named for the first seven letters of the alphabet, A through G. Each of the raised black keys has two names. It is called a sharp when it is a step (halftone) higher than its white namesake, and a flat when it is a step lower. Thus, on the sketch, C-sharp and D-flat are the same black key. There is nothing terribly confusing about this; you are Mr. Smith’s neighbor on one side of you and Ms. Jones’s neighbor on the other side.

The piano sketch also shows that five of the white keys—A, C, D, F, and G—have a black sharp to their right going up the scale, but that two—B and E—do not. The distance between any two adjacent keys on the piano keyboard is still one-half tone, whether white to white, white to black, or black to white (you can’t get from one black directly to another black). Thus there is a whole-tone difference from A (white) to B (white), since there is an intervening black key, but only a halftone from the white E to the white F, since no black key intervenes.

Every work by every composer on The List consists of some or all of these twelve tones represented on the piano, plus the higher and lower versions of them also represented. Western composers traditionally have had no other tones at their disposal.

There is no law about this; it’s simply a matter of custom, just as the length of an American football field is one hundred yards and the distance between baseball bases ninety feet. Canada chooses a different-size football field, and other countries and parts of the world have chosen different types of musical scales. The Arabs have seventeen tones; the Indians’ tones are a quarter-step apart instead of a half-step. One can write music in tones one-tenth of a tone apart if one chooses. A violin could play it, but not a piano—unless a special one was constructed to order.

But we don’t have one-tenth tones in Western culture. In our musical system we use the tones represented by the seven white keys and the five black ones, period. And we use them in scales.

A scale is defined as an orderly succession of notes; a series of tones put together in consecutive order; a ladder of tones and sound, from the bottom rung to the top. Most of us sang a seven-tone scale in school—do-re-mi-fa-sol-la-ti-do. This familiar scale uses seven different tones, “do” through “ti,” plus the eighth note, a second “do,” to round it off. (That second “do” is produced by a “string” that is now exactly half the length of the one producing the starting “do,” and thus is a repetition of that initial “do” tone. The starting “do” is called the “tonic,” about which more a little later, and the two “dos” are said to be an octave apart.)

A scale that selects only seven (eight, counting the one that is repeated) of the twelve—the do-re-mi-fa … scale—is a “diatonic” scale. (One that goes up and down all twelve tones is called a “chromatic” scale; more on this later.) Most composers on The List built their works around diatonic, rather than chromatic, scales.

In the simplest “road map” explanation, the phenomena of “key” and “tonality” arise from the use of the do-re-mi-fa … scale and which seven of the twelve tones a composer chooses. Different combinations of sounds will result if he uses one set of seven as opposed to another set (and still different combinations if, as happened in some late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century music, he uses the twelve-tone chromatic scale).

A pianist running up a scale starting with a white C, hitting only the next seven white keys, will hear the familiar do-re-mi-fa-sol-la-ti-do that each of us can more or less sing. Inasmuch as he chose C as a starting point, if he creates a little tune using only these keys, singly and in chords, that tune will be in the “key of C.” Inasmuch as the key of C consists only of white notes (unlike other keys), if he has hit no black notes he has been “wholly loyal to key.” He has not “abandoned” or “deserted” key. His work will be centered on that first note of the chosen scale, in this case the C. That C will be the “key note,” the common center, the “home tone,” the “supreme tone” of the composition. For some three hundred years in Western music, every-thing was built around the chosen key note and its relationship to other tones.

The term “tonality” refers to this relationship within a group of chords and harmonies which belong to one key. In our composition, having sounded only the chords and harmonies belonging to the key of C, our composer has “established a feeling of tonality.”

So much for the key of C. Now let’s assume that the composer pianist wants to write a second piece in another key. He returns to the keyboard and starts this time on a white G. To see how it sounds, he runs up the white keys from that note, hitting all successive white notes through the next G. But the do-re-mi … sounds don’t quite work this time. One note is sour and “off key.” By experimenting, the pianist learns that he must substitute the black F-sharp for the white F in order to achieve the smooth do-re-mi-fa-sol-la-ti-(do) sound. Once this substitution is made, he is functioning in the key of G, and a new tune picked out from this arrangement of notes would not sound like the one created in the key of C. Even though he is now working with six of the same seven tones of the key of C, the seventh is different. And having a new starting place—G instead of C—he now has a new central tone, or “tonic,” and the to-and-fro between that new initial note and the other notes on this new scale will produce quite a different tonal sound than the one built around C.

Try it on a piano. By starting on any of the twelve piano notes, white or black, and by experimenting with black notes as substitutes, you can re-create from seven notes the familiar do-re-mi … scale. You will find that two black sharps are needed to produce the familiar scale when starting on D, three when starting on A, four when starting on E, and five when starting on B. In each scale-and-key, the composer is working with different combinations of notes—still seven out of twelve, but different starting points and different related other tones.

Actually, it is not necessary to experiment. Achieving the familiar scale is a function of the relationship between the full-tone steps on the keyboard and the half-tone steps. The sketch shows that, starting with a white C, the pattern of rungs on the ladder goes this way: whole tone (from C to D), whole tone (from D to E), half-tone (from E to F), whole tone (from F to G), whole tone (from G to A), whole tone (from A to B), and half-tone (from B to C).

The scale with this arrangement of whole tones and half-tones came down from the Greeks, as one of several in use over the centuries. It is Western culture’s “major” scale, the fundamental scale of Western music since the seventeenth century, and one made permanent by Bach. Instead of trial-and-error experimenting, you could achieve the do-re-mi … scale from any starting note simply by following the pattern of whole tone, whole tone, half-tone, whole tone, whole tone, whole tone, half-tone. This “major” scale has the same pattern whether going up the scale or, inversely, down it, as you can hear by trying it on a piano.

But this is only one of the two scales, or modes, that dominated Western music in the seventeenth through nineteenth centuries. The other is the “minor” mode (which comprises three different scales), based on the same seven white tones and five black ones, but with a different sequence of tones and half-tones. More specifically, it is distinguished from the major by the number of half-tones between the first and third notes of the scales. In one of the three scales in the minor mode, this sequence is whole tone, half-tone, whole tone (while that of the major, as mentioned above, is whole, whole, half). Traditionally, the major mode was associated with happy or serene music, the minor with sad, gloomy, troubled music.

The key in which a composition is written is called “major” or “minor” depending on whether it is based on a major or minor scale. Prior to the establishment of these two scales as the tonal base, Western music was based on eight scales known as “church modes,” which differ in some degree from today’s major and minor modes. (Each of the eight scales of the church-mode system consisted of the tones of the C Major scale—the white piano keys—but was limited to the range of one octave and both started and closed on one of four notes: D, E, F, or G.)

The music people make a great deal of the psychological pull between the tonic, the first note of the chosen scale, and the fifth note up from it, called the “dominant.” The three-note chord starting on the tonic and including the third and fifth notes up is called the tonic chord. Most music written between 1600 and 1900 ends on the tonic chord for the key in which it is written. The relationship between the tonic and the dominant is the basic expression of tonality, and thus of agreeable sounds—of “consonance.”

In the late 1800s and early 1900s, several composers on The List moved away from this emphasis on one tone, or tonality, and experimented with different combinations of sounds. Some of this music was extremely disagreeable to the ears of the time, even though present-day ears are accustomed to most of it.

When a composer does move away from the concept of total tonality, of building everything around one ultra-important tone, there will be some “dissonance” in his work. For example, should our pianist/composer planning to work in the key of C have strayed, and brought in black notes not from the seven that made up the scale that began on C, he would have heard jarring, “off-key” sounds and no longer would have been completely “loyal to key.” They might have been only slightly jarring, just a little dissonant, in order to add a little variety, or horribly jarring and “acidly dissonant,” just to be original. If, on the other hand, he had stuck with the seven white notes, he would not have been “chromatic.” A chromatic tone, or chord, is one that is not in the key of a composition; had he sounded any black note while working in the key of C it would have been a chromatic tone. (The term chromatic comes from the Greek word meaning “color.”) Composers for hundreds of years have deviated from the chosen key and used such tones to give their works color and variety. Bach and Mozart did it in Baroque and Classical times; Chopin, Schumann, and Wagner in Romantic times. The use of a few chromatic tones does not necessarily change the basic tonality of the piece, nor does some dissonance necessarily disturb the listener.

Webster’s defines dissonance as “a mingling of discordant sounds.” In music specifically, Webster’s adds, it is “a clashing musical interval.” (“Interval” is the difference in pitch between two tones.) Some tones sound agreeable when played together, and others do not. This is not a matter of personal opinion but of the actual meshing of vibrations-per-second of different tones. The opposite of dissonance is consonance. Some combinations of notes are called “perfect” consonances, some “imperfect” consonances, and some dissonances. And that is the way they sound when played together: perfectly agreeable, less agreeable, and disagreeable. Then there is the full range of disagreeable—disagreeable in a disguised way, mildly disagreeable, acidly or harshly disagreeable, wildly disagreeable, and just plain awful. As noted, composers work some dissonance into their music to give it contrast and tension; melodious Romantic composers, for example, consistently used chords built on tones that were not part of the piece’s key. But several twentieth-century composers on The List deliberately chose dissonance; they emphasized dissonance; in music talk, they “honored” dissonance. (Stravinsky of Russia, Bartók of Hungary, and Hindemith of Germany were very good at it for their day.) And, as a result, some of their music screeches on first hearing—or even second or third hearing. A child who grows up hearing it and nothing else, of course, might not consider it screeching at all.

Why do composers of genius try to make unpleasant music? The answer, of course, is that basically, they don’t consider it unpleasant. Rather, they want a little tension and have to go one step farther than their immediate predecessors to get it.

Dissonance was alive and well in Renaissance times, although Palestrina (b. 1525), the first-born Listed composer, was a model for conservative and careful handling of it. Some of his contemporaries were considerably more dissonant. Mozart (b. 1756) was more dissonant than they; Liszt (b. 1811) more dissonant than Mozart; and twentieth-century “new music” composers more dissonant than Liszt. Twentieth-century artists on The List were not simply running amok with dissonance. They had their own game plans, their own ways of organizing harmony and tones, however different the methods and the resultant sounds were from the “norm.” Many were, in fact, no more rebellious than Palestrina; they simply were experimenting with an existing system that had come a long way from the system of the 1550s. Dissonance is in the ear of the listener—and is relative. What was rebellious in Palestrina’s day was old hat by Schubert’s time. Consider, for example, one of Schubert’s most famous songs, “The Elf King.” The poem, by Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, is a ballad about a father riding with his child through a forest trying to escape from the evil King of the Elves, who kills children by touching them. The father sings in a low voice, the boy in a higher one. The main music is in one key but the King always sings in another, with the key changing from stanza to stanza, to help create tension. Three times in the poem the boy cries out, “My father, my father,” and each time his voice is in a higher pitch than the piano, a half-step away. The music people tell us that acute discomfort to the ear is produced by simultaneously sounding two pitches a half-step apart. Schubert consciously used sharp dissonance to show stress. Twentieth-century composers, then, did not invent dissonance or the practice of working in more than one key. But while Schubert changes keys from stanza to stanza, he does not write in two keys at once.

Early twentieth-century experimentation by talented Listed composers is not unlike experimentation by talented contemporary artists creating paintings deemed by some to be unpleasant (or downright silly) or experimentation by great contemporary architects creating magnificent buildings that traditionalists consider eyesores. Creative minds in the late 1800s and the 1900s (or the 1550s) were not satisfied with re-creating the past. They wanted to stretch music in various directions—which, as we have seen, is something composers throughout history have wanted to do. And they did this in many ways.

Some borrowed from folk songs and found “new” (usually very old) scales that had been deep in the countryside for hundreds or thousands of years. Bartók and Stravinsky were among them. Some scales were found close to home in their own countries; some were from Spain or as far away as Bali.

Some experimented with microtones similar to those used in the Far East.

Some tried quarter-tones, as used in India, or one-sixth tones. The piano could not handle these, but other instruments could.

Some stuck with tonality—“loyalty to key”—but broadened it so that their compositions worked in two keys at the same time, the result being termed “bitonality.” Ravel, Stravinsky, Bartók, and Prokofiev all tried this.

Some experimented with using more than two keys at once—“polytonality.” Prokofiev, Bartók, and Stravinsky were among such experimenters. (Schubert, Wagner, Franck, and others had moved rapidly from key to key for contrast, but had never used more than one key at the same time.)

Some “expanded” tonality by using all twelve semi-tones instead of seven, but nonetheless centering their work on one selected “supreme” tone, say A. The resulting music is not “in A Major” but is still “majorish.” The key is still there, but it is not as important. Prokofiev, Bartók, and Hindemith were among this group.

Some used a scale made up only of whole tones. Debussy worked this way as he created Impressionism and veered away from traditional nineteenth-century music.

Some, as discussed in chapter 1, went “atonal,” using no key at all. One form of atonality was an entirely new system called “twelve-tone serial music.” This used the twelve traditional tones on the piano keyboard but rearranged them in a set order to be used repeatedly. The result was a series of totally different chords and no center at all. Stravinsky worked in this made for a while.

And some of the electronic, aleatory, and musique concrète productions of the 1980s make the “shocking” experiments of the first twenty-five years of the century seem pale and not so bold at all.
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BREAKDOWN BY CENTURY OF BIRTH

Composer

SIXTEENTH CENTURY
Giovanni da Palestrina
Claudio Monteverdi

SEVENTEENTH CENTURY
Frangois Couperin
Antonio Vivaldi

Georg Telemann
Jean-Philippe Rameau
Johann Sebastian Bach
George Frideric Handel

EIGHTEENTH CENTURY
Christoph Gluck

Franz Joseph Haydn
Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart

Dates

1525-1594
1567-1643

1668-1733
1678-1741
1681-1767
1683-1764
1685-1750
1685-1759

1714-1787

1732-1809
1756-1791

Rank

24
34

49
37
26
40

Period

Renaissance
Baroque

Baroque
Baroque
Baroque
Baroque
Baroque
Baroque

Post-Baroque
Classical

Classical

Classical
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41.
42.

Composer

Gabriel Fauré
Nikolai Rimsky-
Korsakov

. Gaetano Donizetti
. Ralph Vaughan

Williams

. Bediich Smetana

Johann Strauss

. Karl Maria von

‘Weber

. Leos Janicek

Frangois Couperin

). Alexander Borodin

Jates

1845-1924
1844-1908

1797-1848
1872-1958

1824-1884
1825-1899
1786-1826
1854-1928

1668-1733
1833-1887

Period

Romantic
Romantic

Romantic
Twentieth
Century
Romantic
Romantic
Pre-Romantic

Twentieth
Century

Baroque

Romantic

Nationality

French
Russian

Italian
English

Czech
German
German

Czech

French
Russian





OEBPS/images/Goul_9780307760463_epub_047_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Goul_9780307760463_epub_002a_r1.jpg
30.
31.

32

33

Gioacchino Rossini
Edvard Grieg
Christoph Gluck

Paul Hindemith

Claudio Monteverdi
Béla Bartok

. César Franck
. Antonio Vivaldi

. Georges Bizet

. Modest Mussorgsky
. Jean-Philippe

Rameau

1792-1868
1843-1907
1714 1787

1895-1963

1567-1643
1881-1945

18221890
1678-1741
1838-1875
1830 1881
1683-1764

Romantic
Romantic
Post-Baroque
Classical
Twentieth
Century
Baroque
Twentieth
Century
Romantic
Baroque
Romantic
Romantic
Baroque

Italian
Norwegian
German

German

Italian
Hungarian

French
Italian
French
Russian
French
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Composer Dates
14. Frédéric Chopin 1810-1849
15. Igor Stravinsky 1882-1971
16. Giuseppe Verdi 1813-1901
17. Gustav Mahler 1860-1911
18. Sergei Prokofiev 1891-1953
19. Dmitri Shostakovich  1906-1975
20. Richard Strauss 1864-1949
ARTISTS OF A HIGH ORDER
21. Hector Berlioz 1803-1869
22. Claude Debussy 1862-1918

23. Giacomo Puccini 1858-1924

24. Giovanni da 1525-1594
Palestrina

25. Anton Bruckner 1824-1896

26. Georg Telemann 1681-1767

27. Camille Saint-Saéns  1835-1921

28. Jean Sibelius 1865-1957

29. Maurice Ravel 1875-1937

Period

Romantic
Twentieth
Century
Romantic
Romantic
Twentieth
Century
Twenticth
Century
Romantic

Romantic
Twentieth
Century
Romantic
Renaissance

Romantic
Baroque
Romantic
Twentieth
Century
Twentieth
Century

Nationality

Polish
Russian

Italian
German
Russian
Russian
German
French
French

Italian
Italian

German
German
French
Finnish

French
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THE MASTER LIST

Composer

IMMORTALS

1. Johann Sebastian
Bach

2. Wolfgang Amadeus
Morzart

3. Ludwig van
Beethoven

DEMIGODS
4. Richard Wagner

5. Franz Joseph Haydn
6. Johannes Brahms

7. Franz Schubert

8. Robert Schumann

9. George Frideric
Handel

10. Peter llyitch
Tehaikovsky

COMPOSERS OF GENIUS
I1. Felix Mendelssohn
12. Antonin Dvotik

13. Franz Liszt

Dates

1685-1750

1756-1791

1770-1827

1813-1883
1732-1809
1833-1897
1797 1828

1810-1856
1685-1759

1840 1893

1809-1847
1841 1904
1811-1886

Period

Baroque
Classical

Classical

Romantic
Classical
Romantic
Classical
Romantic
Romantic
Baroque

Romantic

Romantic
Romantic
Romantic

Nationalicy

German
German

German

German
German
German
German

German
German

Russian

German
Czech
Hungarian
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Composer
Maurice Ravel
Béla Bartok
lgor Stravinsky
Sergei Prokofiev
Paul Hindemith

TWENTIETH CENTURY
Drmitri Shostakovich

Dates

1875-1937

1881-1945

1882-1971

1891-1953

1895-1963

1906-1975

Rank

29

35

15

18

33

19

Period

Twentieth
Century
Twentieth
Century
Twentieth
Century
Twentieth
Century
Twentieth
Century

Twentieth
Century
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Composer

Ludwig van Beethoven
Franz Schubert

von Weber
o Rossini
Gaetano Donizetti

NINETEENTH CENTURY
Hector Berlioz

Felix Mendelssohn
Frédéric Chopin

Robert Schumann

Franz Liszt

Richard Wagner
Giuseppe Verdi

César Franck

Bedtich Smetana

Anton Bruckner

Johann Strauss
Alexander Borodin
Johannes Brahms
Camille Saint-Saéns
Georges Bizet

Modest Mussorgsky
Peter Ilyitch Tchaikovsky
Antonin Dvotik

Edvard Grieg

Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov
Gabiel Fauré

Giacomo Puccini

Gustav Mahler

Richard Strauss

Leos Janicek

Claude Debussy
Jean Sibelius

Ralph Vaughan Williams

Dates

1770-1827
1797-1828

1786-1826
1792-1868
1797-1848

1803-1869
1809-1847
1810-1849
1810-1856
1811-1886
1813-1883
1813-1901
1822-1890
1824-1884
1824-1896
18251899
1833 1887
1833-1897
1835-1921
1838-1875
1839-1881
1840-1893
1841-1904
1843-1907
1844-1908
1845-1924.
1858-1924.
1860-1911
1864-1949
1854-1928

1862-1918

1865-1957

1872-1958

Rank

41
30
43

Pt
1
14

13

16

45
2

50

2
38
39
10
12
31
a2
41
3
n

4

2

3

Period

Classical
Classical
Romantic
Pre-Romantic
Romantic
Romantic

Romantic
Romantic
Romantic
Romantic
Romantic
Romantic
Romantic
Romantic
Romantic
Romantic
Romantic
Romantic
Romantic
Romantic
Romantic
Romantic
Romantic

Romantic
Romantic
Romantic
Romantic
Twentieth
Century
Twentieth
Century
Twentieth
Century
Twentieth
Century
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