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Preface

Like countless refugees from Nazi Europe, Arnold Schoenberg, pioneer of musical modernism and polarizing figure in twentieth-century music, spent a significant part of his career in the United States. During his American years from 1933 to his death in 1951, he produced a rich body of works, distinguished himself as an influential teacher, and made a strong and lasting impact on American musical life. Yet while his European career and works, especially his innovative twelve-tone technique, have received significant scholarly attention, research on his American years has achieved neither depth nor breadth commensurate with the importance of this period in his career. Little has been written about his works composed in the United States, his interactions with Americans and with other émigrés, or the performance, publication, and reception of his music in this country. The existing literature is fraught with misinformation and misunderstandings, and lacks substantive discussion of biographical, cultural, and sociohistorical contexts. No full-length account of his life and work in America has yet been written, a fact all the more unusual given this topic’s significance.

My intention with this volume is to fill crucial gaps in the Schoenberg literature and dispel various myths by drawing on new information and offering new perspectives and scholarly approaches. In reexamining Schoenberg’s American career, I draw on the vast Schoenberg correspondence, much of which has remained unpublished and is only recently being made easily available through the Arnold Schönberg Center in Vienna. I consider little-known writings by Schoenberg and a variety of primary sources by figures associated with him. Manuscripts of finished and unfinished works Schoenberg composed in America are reconsidered in new contexts. Much of this material is located at the Arnold Schönberg Center (formerly Arnold Schoenberg Institute, Los Angeles), the Library of Congress, and the New York Public Library. I also make use of numerous interviews with émigré and American musicians in the oral-history archives at Yale University and several West Coast libraries, and interviews I conducted with Schoenberg students, some of whom have since passed away: the late Patricia Carpenter, Frank Glazer, the late Lou Harrison, the late Leon Kirchner, the late Dika Newlin, the late David Raksin, the late Leonard Rosenman, the late Leonard Stein, and other adherents, as well as his family members and critics. All these investigations yielded much new information.

In an effort to gain new perspectives and overcome the narrow hagiographic and Eurocentric outlook of existing narratives of Schoenberg’s American years, I draw on a variety of approaches to biography (including David Riesman’s concepts of “inner” and “other directed” biographical narratives) and writings on other émigrés, as well as on ethnomusicological ideas about music migration. I take into account the new tendencies in exile scholarship since the 1990s (by Martin Jay and others); texts on the history, politics, and culture of twentieth-century America; and ideas of cultural theory, aiming at a holistic and broad-based discussion of Schoenberg in America.

With this background I traced and analyzed treatments of this subject in international Schoenberg literature, exile studies, and reference works from a historiographic standpoint, seeking to identify clichés, omissions, shifting perspectives, and authors’ agendas. In addition, I researched the reception of Schoenberg in America, systematically reading through major music periodicals, newspaper reviews, and scholarly publications from the 1910s through the end of the twentieth century, and studied circumstances of performances and Schoenberg’s impact on the American music scene, along with scholarly commentary.

This volume is not a chronological survey with systematic musical analyses of all Schoenberg’s American works, and it does not aim at comprehensive coverage of the topic. Instead, it focuses on a selection of pertinent issues hitherto neglected in the Schoenberg literature. Although the equation of “America” with “the United States” is a touchy matter in certain disciplines and the book does not cover Schoenberg reception in South America and Canada, I will, for pragmatic reasons, use the terms “America” and “United States” interchangeably throughout.

The book falls into seven chapters. The opening chapter illuminates influential yet often negatively flavored interpretations of Schoenberg’s émigré personality, his American compositions, and his experience as a teacher and influence in America as expounded in the existing Schoenberg literature. Disclosing the myths, gaps, and changing trends in these views sets the stage for the following discussions.

The second chapter explores the reception of Schoenberg in America before 1933, tracing performances of his works in the United States and the audience and journalistic responses since 1913. I review the dissemination of his ideas in scholarly venues and among American composers in the 1920s and early 1930s, and analyze the role of early Schoenberg enthusiasts in America. Schoenberg’s views of America before his emigration are discussed as well.

The third chapter focuses on Schoenberg’s socialization in America. Here I will challenge the notion of Schoenberg as an isolated figure unwilling to adapt to American life and show how he came to terms with his Austrian-German, Jewish, and American identities socially, intellectually and culturally. Light is cast on his interactions with other émigrés and Americans, and on the complex nature of his manifold musical and nonmusical activities by reverting to such concepts as acculturation. I also call into question the static view of Schoenberg’s American years as a time of “exile,” and show that during his eighteen years in America, Schoenberg’s status, like that of many others from Nazi Europe, changed from “refugee” to “exile” and “immigrant.” He became an American citizen in 1941 and never returned to Europe again.

The traditional view that Schoenberg’s music was “practically not performed” in America is disputed in the fourth chapter. This misconception stems in part from Schoenberg’s own worries about his legacy and his lack of awareness of the scope of his work’s reception. The fifth chapter, on the publication of Schoenberg’s works, examines how American publishers (and other institutions) directed his creative activities by commissioning works from him and initiating arrangements of earlier compositions; it also shows how they sometimes forced him to redirect his compositional projects. This study illuminates why he dealt with so many different publishers, and how they helped overcome public resistance to his works or, in some cases, hindered the dissemination of his music.

The sixth chapter, “Schoenberg’s Teaching Career and His Students,” questions the negative impression emerging from most accounts of Schoenberg’s American teaching activities—that he was, due to unfavorable teaching conditions and an elitist attitude, a dissatisfied teacher. My investigation of his university and private teaching, and discussion of his teaching methods and materials, elucidates Schoenberg’s considerable efforts to adjust to the needs and expectations of the American educational system. I also look at his interactions with such American students as John Cage, Patricia Carpenter, Lou Harrison, Earl Kim, and Dika Newlin, along with pupils from the film industry who had distinguished careers as composers, performers, and teachers, but whose names, if mentioned at all, occur only in passing in most accounts of Schoenberg’s American years.

The seventh chapter, concerning Schoenberg’s reception in America after 1945, examines the impact of his music and ideas on American composers, which was not limited to representatives of high modernism, serialism, and complexity. Many Stravinsky adherents, experimentalists, and jazz and film composers were equally indebted to Schoenberg. This is often overlooked in the aesthetic controversies about the complex music of academy-affiliated, “uptown” Manhattan composers versus the often more accessible music of experimentalist “downtown” composers. Further, I investigate the impact of Schoenberg’s ideas on music theory and education through the efforts of figures such as Milton Babbitt, George Perle, Allen Forte, and David Lewin, whose analytic tools, theories, and new terminology for serial and atonal music greatly advanced music theory in American academia. Finally, I show that Schoenberg’s music, although never achieving mass appeal and never failing to provoke music critics, has always succeeded in attracting champions in America: performers, conductors, composers, and musicologists. This volume closes with an assessment of the significance of Schoenberg’s work and ideas in America today, since the Schoenberg Institute’s relocation from Los Angeles to Vienna.

This project has been personally very rewarding, in that it has allowed me to come to terms with the exceptionally difficult period in the (music) history of my native country, Germany, and chosen homeland, the United States. Having lived in two of Schoenberg’s countries, I have gained a better sense of some of the challenges he had to face more than seven decades earlier. I hope this book will lead to a new and deeper understanding of a crucial period in Schoenberg’s life and that it will be a valuable source of information not just for Schoenberg specialists, music scholars, and critics, but also for readers with an interest in twentieth-century music, culture, and history, as well as music students, musicians, scholars, and readers with a general interest in migration and exile topics, the history of the twentieth century, and cultural sociology.
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Schoenberg’s
New World


1 Rethinking Myths of Schoenberg’s American Years

When we think of Schoenberg in America, we often envision him as a controversial figure displaced in a culturally alien environment, disadvantaged, neglected, and disillusioned. We have received this negative view in many discussions of Schoenberg’s American career: He has been pitied and America blamed for its “commercially” oriented institutions that hindered his productivity and the reception of his music. But Schoenberg himself has also been criticized for being elitist and unwilling to adapt to American life; and conversely, he has been rebuked for his attempts to accommodate to America by sometimes compromising his progressive compositional approach.

Biographers have often been heavily influenced by Schoenberg’s sometimes pessimistic perspectives. His own preference for biographies stressing discussions of his works, along with his strong opinions and his (European) students’ worshipful attitude toward him, has led to hagiography-like portraits that suggest the image of Schoenberg as a strong and incorruptible musical prophet.1 Thus most biographies, especially in their treatment of Schoenberg’s American period, distinguish themselves by a strong focus on his works, but at the cost of a comprehensive investigation of his personality. Primarily written by German and Austrian Schoenberg adherents with a skewed understanding of American cultural life, these texts are still widely used, shaping a Eurocentric outlook that tends to flavor our view today of Schoenberg in America. As a result, concerns with Schoenberg’s threatened yet unshakeable artistic identity and American philistinism are prominent, and a successful European career is thereby pitched against a disappointing American period. Schoenberg’s changes in artistic attitude have been predominantly interpreted from the point of view of European left-wing scholars as character weakness—a perspective that has also been misleadingly applied to Béla Bartók, Kurt Weill, and others. The myth of a superior European and inferior American period in the careers of Bartók and Weill, however, has already been successfully debunked.2

This chapter traces the origin, perpetuation, and occasional revision of these perspectives, emphasized in discussions of Schoenberg’s personality, health, finances, Jewish identity, politics, late works, teaching, and influence in America. It seeks to expose clichés, gaps, changing trends, and the agendas of Schoenberg specialists reflected in specialized literature concerning this composer, exile studies, and reference works. It reveals the domination of a Eurocentric perspective and a bias toward pro-European and anti-American scholarship among both Europeans and North Americans who have internalized and replicated this viewpoint.

SCHOENBERG’S PERSONALITY

Central to many accounts of Schoenberg’s American years is the pejorative image of him as a European in exile, an outsider in Southern California, a snob, an untouchable icon with a forbidding and hermetic aura. Jan Meyerowitz, an émigré composer (without ties to Schoenberg) declared that Schoenberg “was not in the least Americanized.”3 Jost Hermand, a German-born, German-literature specialist, emphasized the incompatibility of Schoenberg’s strong interest in Zionism and his “nonconformist” and elitist attitude toward art music with his chosen place of residence, Los Angeles—a commercial and hedonistic environment that was not immune to xenophobia or anti-Semitism.4 American composer David Schiff described Schoenberg as “disoriented by his new cultural surroundings,” and American writer Anthony Heilbut pointed out, “Schoenberg’s American career was plagued by disappointment and inattention.”5 American historian Kevin Starr conveyed a particularly unbalanced and negative image: “Despite his long residence in Los Angeles, from 1934 to 1951… Schoenberg remained a figure so detached, so alienated, as to seem not to exist in Los Angeles at all, or at the least, not to derive much satisfaction from his life there.”6 Malcolm MacDonald, a British writer on music, noted that “for most of his time in America he felt isolated and bypassed by the musical world, little performed and little understood in a comparative cultural backwater.”7 Yet Schoenberg had also been a nonconformist and outsider in Europe. How did these and other writers arrive at such views?

Given Schoenberg’s personality—a mixture of hypersensitivity, vulnerability, authoritarianism, pride, idealism, gratitude, and kindness—it is not surprising that he made many conflicting statements during this particularly trying period in his life. Thus previous Schoenberg commentators, whether aiming at a negative or a positive portrait, could always substantiate their views by using appropriate quotations from primary sources, and perpetuate a largely biased and negatively flavored impression of his American years. Biographers generally omit in-depth discussions of his acculturation—his embrace of the English language and American culture and myriad social interactions with Americans—and support the thesis of Schoenberg as an elitist and outsider. More often they stress his contact with other émigrés, portraying him as a so-called “bei-uns-ki” (German exiles who socialized among themselves and complained “bei uns daheim war alles besser / Back home in Europe everything was better”). The early, influential monographic studies by Hans Heinz Stuckenschmidt and Willi Reich, students of Schoenberg, Alban Berg, and Anton Webern, are prime examples. Stuckenschmidt and Reich, who both stayed in Nazi Europe, offered a mostly Eurocentric outlook that advances the image of Schoenberg as the “suffering hero.”8 The much-quoted collection of Schoenberg correspondence (1958) selected and compiled by European Schoenberg student Erwin Stein presents mostly pejorative letters from the American period, reinforcing the picture of dissatisfaction and disappointment.9 Most “America” chapters in later Schoenberg monographs are heavily modeled on these publications.10

There are, however, also occasional attempts, mostly by American writers, to humanize and popularize the “American” Schoenberg. Walter Rubsamen, an American musicologist and Schoenberg’s colleague at UCLA, gave an account of his American years that discussed, along with Schoenberg’s professional occupations, his relations with numerous musicians and friends (going far beyond the usual references to his friendly relationships with George Gershwin and Oscar Levant), his extraordinary hospitality and frequent parties, his leisure activities, and even his superstitions.11 Dika Newlin deconstructed the image of Schoenberg as a “disembodied historical force” and aloof authority in her Schoenberg articles and her book Schoenberg Remembered, a frank memoir of her experience as his student at UCLA.12 She discussed, for instance, his secret weakness for film and television—anathema to most Schoenberg biographers, who prefer to focus on his criticisms of the Hollywood film industry.13 Yet Rubsamen’s and Newlin’s efforts have been condemned and Newlin’s book has even been derisively dubbed “Schoenberg Dismembered.”14 More recently Matthias Henke and Allen Shawn “humanized” Schoenberg in their short biographies. They presented him in a new and more positive way by elaborating on his manifold nonmusical creative activities in America, including his designs of toys for his children, his interest in bookbinding, and his casual interactions with family and friends.15 Although Shawn’s endeavor received some negative responses,16 some writers bravely continue to challenge the Eurocentric biases of Schoenberg scholarship. American exile specialist Laura Fermi remarked, “Schoenberg too benefited from his transplantation to American soil. He became more human, entering into closer contact with the contemporary world.”17 MacDonald correctly pointed out that Schoenberg wrote and spoke English as much as possible and “made it almost as flexible and vivid (if somewhat idiosyncratic) a medium of self-expression as his German.”18 And the American Schoenberg scholar Alexander Ringer wrote that “American thought and behavior” gained a hold on Schoenberg through his soon “thoroughly Americanized young family” (his two youngest sons were born in the United States).19

MISCONCEPTIONS ABOUT SCHOENBERG’S HEALTH AND FINANCES IN AMERICA

The majority of European Schoenberg commentators, among them Stuckenschmidt, Eberhard Freitag, Manuel Gervink, and MacDonald (as well as authors of encyclopedia articles), posit a stark contrast between his seemingly prosperous European and depressing American years, and in support of this they tend to focus on Schoenberg’s health and financial problems in America. These writers nourish the idea that America treated badly an artist of such an eminent stature, suggesting what Malcolm Gillies has termed (in reference to Bartók) an “American guilt” theory.20 They emphasize his initial discomfort with the debilitating weather, his asthma attacks, and the stressful conditions of low-level teaching in the Northeast, along with increased (age-related) health problems later on in California. But they neglect to note that Schoenberg, who had suffered from asthma and other health problems in Europe, spent about twelve (out of eighteen) years of his American career in relative good health and happiness. Igor Stravinsky’s commentators, by comparison, generally refrain from discussing that composer’s many debilitating illnesses. Many writers opine that Schoenberg’s heart attack in 1946, among several other ailments, drove him into a five-year-long agony and pushed him even further into isolation. In the New Grove Dictionary of American Music Schoenberg is said to have “led the withdrawn existence of an invalid.”21 This point of view certainly supports the “isolation” and “agony” theories, but it contradicts Schoenberg’s busy social and work schedules during that period: private gatherings, lessons in composition, and lectures and courses at the University of Chicago, the Music Academy of the West in Carpinteria, California, and at his home. The notion of Schoenberg as an invalid is challenged by his creative achievements during and after 1946: the String Trio (1946), A Survivor from Warsaw (1947), Phantasy for Violin with Piano Accompaniment (1949), several vocal works, numerous writings, and the textbook Structural Functions of Harmony (1947).

Schoenberg’s “financial misery” is another much discussed and distorted subject in the majority of European accounts of the composer’s American years. Most biographers have blamed financial issues (and thus American institutions) for Schoenberg’s limited compositional output and unfinished works. Meyerowitz claimed that “financial misery did much harm to his creative work.”22 Wilhelm Sinkovicz opined that “during his emigration years, Schoenberg was never able to devote himself in peace to tasks which he would have liked to solve.”23 Other commentators have dwelled upon the financial insecurity induced by Schoenberg’s mandatory retirement from the University of California in 1944 at age seventy, which yielded a pension averaging forty dollars per month (for an eight-year tenure).24 More rarely mentioned is that, in Schoenberg’s case, the university extended the retirement age by five years. Stuckenschmidt described this financial situation, as well as the rejection of Schoenberg’s application for a Guggenheim fellowship in 1945 (for which the applicants’ age limit was forty years), as “embarrassing.”25 Other authors dramatically claimed that Schoenberg was “suddenly forced into deep poverty” and that “Arnold Schoenberg was starving.”26 But despite the Great Depression, Schoenberg enjoyed a comfortable middle-class life with an income drawn from university teaching, lectures, private lessons, conducting, commissions, and royalties. From 1936 through 1944 he could rely on a yearly income of between $4,800 (equal to almost $74,000 in 2009) and $5,400 (due to inflation worth less, around $65,500 in 2009) from UCLA. He lived in a Spanish Colonial house in a fancy neighborhood, Brentwood Park, which he had bought for $18,000 in 1937.27 Schoenberg was even able to afford housekeeping help to maintain the home. Furthermore, he generously supported his relatives back in Europe when he should have perhaps put the money aside for a rainy day. After 1944 Schoenberg had to cut back financially, teach private students, sell manuscripts to the Library of Congress, and accept lucrative commissions, but he never came close to starving. How else could he have afforded to send regular CARE packages to Europe after the end of the war, buy his son Georg a motor vehicle, and donate money to charitable organizations in 1950?28 During this period Schoenberg had his greatest financial success in the United States: Antony Tudor’s choreographed version of Verklärte Nacht, The Pillar of Fire, which has been performed many times since 1942.29 ASCAP granted him an annual allowance of $1,500 in addition to royalties, friends raised money for him, and the National Institute of Arts and Letters awarded him $1,000 in 1947.30 More details on Schoenberg’s lifestyle and finances will be discussed in the following chapters.

SCHOENBERG’S JEWISHNESS AND POLITICS

In contrast to Schoenberg’s personality, health, and finances, his intense involvement in the Jewish national cause (especially from 1933 to 1939 and during his last years) received little or no attention in the early Schoenberg literature. Yet Schoenberg invested much time and energy in Jewish matters. He wrote prolifically about them, composed Jewish-themed works, and even made public speeches for Jewish organizations. Schoenberg’s intense preoccupation with such activities outside of music may explain in part why he did not compose or complete more works during his American years. His early biographers Meyerowitz, Reich, and Freitag discussed Schoenberg’s Jewishness only in relation to religiously oriented works, such as his Kol nidre setting (1938) and A Survivor from Warsaw (1947).31 Stuckenschmidt, in his 500-page Schoenberg monograph, dedicated little more than a page to Schoenberg’s engagement with Judaism.32 Similarly, MacDonald touches only briefly on this subject.33

Yet the path-breaking articles and books on Schoenberg and Judaism by Ringer and Michael Mäckelmann undoubtedly influenced some of the more recent Schoenberg publications and encouraged further specialized studies on this subject.34 Ringer and Mäckelmann cast light on Schoenberg’s complex attitude toward the conventions of his Jewish faith (which he never practiced in a conventional way, as his wife and children remained Catholic). They also discussed his views about assimilation and anti-Semitism, his fight for unanimity among Jews, his attempts to establish a Jewish Unity Party, and his idiosyncratic approach to Zionism (involving the establishment of an independent Jewish state through uncompromising and militant means). More recently, however, Schoenberg biographers such as Gervink, Ringer, Shawn, and Hartmut Krones have begun to incorporate into their work discussions of Schoenberg’s public speeches (for instance, “The Jewish Situation,” 1933) and his most substantial essay on Jewish politics, his “Four-Point Program for Jewry” (1933–38).35 While these writers mostly refrain from a critical assessment of the antidemocratic and authoritarian positions that mark Schoenberg’s polemics, Richard Taruskin, Bluma Goldstein, and Klára Móricz, among others, accuse Schoenberg of sympathizing with fascism.36 Yet these writers tend to downplay or ignore the roots of Schoenberg’s views: his indebtedness to the former Habsburg monarchy, which offered Austrian Jews and artists like Schoenberg more protection than the fragile Weimar democracy and its populist politics.

Besides Schoenberg’s preoccupation with Jewish matters, his peculiar attitude toward politics in general throughout his American years deserves more elaboration and clarification, beyond his politically motivated settings of Byron’s Ode to Napoleon (1942) and A Survivor from Warsaw. This research was omitted from the early literature on Schoenberg.37 German biographies and exile studies from 1993 through 2002, however, have dedicated more attention to his mostly private opinions about politics, granting more insight into his sometimes contradictory ideas, such as his strong and continuous rejection of communism and fascism, his reservations about democracy, his concern with the rights of minorities, and his preference for monarchy.38 Mäckelmann, Albrecht Dümling, Gervink, and Ringer, among others, explain Schoenberg’s caution in politics (as opposed to his political activism in Jewish matters) and his long-term resistance to open criticism of Hitler as a measure to protect his family and friends in Nazi Europe.39 But this attitude, which will be addressed in detail in chapter 3, could also be viewed as a form of adaptation to American politics and an instance of what Martin Jay has termed “deradicalization.”40

CONTROVERSIES ABOUT SCHOENBERG’S LATE WORK

In 1954 music philosopher Theodor W. Adorno expressed his belief that the problems Schoenberg poses are no longer objective, “but a product of public opinion, which keeps ready so many clichés for his work.”41 This is especially true for Schoenberg’s works composed in the United States. By the time he came to America, he was already notorious as a radical and nonconformist composer of structurally complex and aesthetically challenging works. He was considered the “avatar of twelve-tone music.”42 However, the works that Schoenberg promoted and composed in America often contradicted this image. Soon commentators remarked on the different nature of his “American” works, pitting the steadily progressive “European” Schoenberg against the eclectic and retrogressive “American” Schoenberg, despite his claim that he was unaware of any changes caused by his immigration.43

The Accusation of Heterogeneity

Many early Schoenberg biographers, most notably Stuckenschmidt and Reich, included very favorable descriptions of Schoenberg’s American compositions. Yet their commitment did not prevent various other commentators from viewing his “American” oeuvre as more eclectic and heterogeneous than his European output. In their eyes, Schoenberg seemed to sacrifice his former stringent “l’art pour l’art” principles by using both tonal and twelve-tone elements and by composing utilitarian, sacred, and politically engaged music. Adorno considered his late works as “fragmentary” and “catastrophes” in which the compositional procedure means everything and the musical material has no significance.44 He criticized Schoenberg’s mixing of old and new compositional techniques in Ode to Napoleon and his Piano Concerto (1942) as “forced” and “impure.”45 Pierre Boulez, representative of the European postwar serialist movement, went even further, declaring this approach bluntly as vain and flawed:46


But what are we to think of Schoenberg’s American period, during which the greatest disarray and most deplorable demagnetization appeared? How could we, unless with a supplementary—and superfluous—measure, judge such lack of comprehension and cohesion, that reevaluation of polarizing functions, even of tonal functions? Rigorous writing was abandoned in those works. In them we see appearing again the octave intervals, the false cadences, the exact canons at the octave. Such an attitude attests to maximum incoherence—a paroxysm in the absurdity of Schoenberg’s incompatibilities.47



With research on the majority of his American works having been limited for so long, these verdicts have significantly influenced Schoenberg scholarship.48 More recently, however, new and positive interpretations of the disparate tendencies in Schoenberg’s late works have appeared. His efforts are now also understood as “processes of disjuncture and disruption,” marked by “radically dissimilar elements that refuse assimilation.”49 Other commentators, including musicologist Joseph Auner, drew attention to Schoenberg’s anticipation of “the broad availability of historical styles and self-conscious manipulation of earlier music in the output of composers we do not normally associate with Schoenberg, such as Crumb, Foss, Berio, and Rochberg.”50 They also emphasized that most of Schoenberg’s European works revealed conflicting tendencies as well—rigorous modernism and elements referring to the past.51

Schoenberg’s Controversial Return to Tonality

The most puzzling and controversial aspect of Schoenberg’s American works was his more frequent and emphatic consideration of tonality in works like his Suite in G for String Orchestra (1934) and Theme and Variations for Wind Band (1943). They indeed reveal an unmistakably retrospective quality. The premiere of Schoenberg’s first American work, his Suite in G, triggered, for instance, the following response by New York Times critic Olin Downes: “Only one thing more fantastical than the thought of Arnold Schönberg in Hollywood is possible, and that thing has happened. Since arriving there about a year ago, Schönberg has composed in a melodic manner and in recognizable keys. That is what Hollywood has done to Schönberg. We may now expect atonal fugues by Shirley Temple.”52 Following many attempts to prevent speculations about an alleged capitulation with regard to twelve-tone composition, Schoenberg published the article “On revient toujours” in the New York Times (December 19, 1948), defending his continuous “longing to return to the older style” and his occasional decision to “yield to that urge.”53 While Schoenberg himself classified his Suite in G and Band Variations as “Nebenwerke” (secondary or minor works) and utilitarian or pedagogical music, and ranked through the assignment of opus numbers most of his tonal American works with his nontonal works, Adorno spoke of the “long list of ‘secondary works’” (“parerga”), including such compositions as the Second Chamber Symphony (1939) and Kol nidre (1938).54 Comparison of these works with his major American twelve-tone compositions still sparks controversy. This is perhaps due to the deep-rooted view—drawn from Schoenberg’s unfinished opera Moses und Aron (1932)—of Schoenberg as “Moses,” the abstract thinker, when during his American years he had a greater affinity with “Aron,” the eager communicator.

Adorno, Hanns Eisler, and others did not overlook the fact that these works were more accessible for audiences.55 Adorno claimed that Schoenberg’s audience-friendly music was written for a “false society”: “His inexorable music represents social truth against society. His conciliatory music recognizes the right to music which, in spite of everything, is still valid even in a false society—in the very same way that a false society reproduces itself and thus by virtue of its very survival objectively establishes elements of its own truth.”56 Eisler’s attitude was similar to Adorno’s. After remigrating to East Germany in 1948, Schoenberg’s rebellious student Eisler declared that his teacher “fell prey to the delusions that accompany capitalist culture.”57 Schoenberg himself firmly maintained in 1950 that he had “made no concessions to the market,” yet young composers in Darmstadt, including Boulez, followed in Adorno’s and Eisler’s footsteps and accused Schoenberg of adapting to the new cultural situation with retrogressive compositions.58 According to avant-gardist and leftist perspectives, the tonal or audience-friendly works of Schoenberg—as well as Bartók’s, Erich Korngold’s, and Weill’s—exemplify “deradicalization” and thus are of “slight importance.”59 This view can still be found in some exile narratives of the 1990s where authors emphasize the “adversarial energy of émigrés” and state that the “artistically significant works, which came forth … owe nothing to their adaptation to the new circumstances, but everything to their opposition.”60

Less negative interpretations emerged occasionally in America in the 1970s and have burgeoned recently in both American and European narratives. Schoenberg commentators now tend to see tonal and other retrospectively marked works more positively, as a reflection of his émigré experience rather than a compromise of the composer’s integrity: “for the exile his past is almost everything and the present is like a bottomless night.”61 In this sense Schoenberg’s tonal works are viewed as his “anchors to a more solid past to which he remained actively connected in a way that Webern and even Berg and succeeding generations did not.”62 In this view, his tonal music as well as his arrangements of his own and classical works of the past appear as sincere attempts to reach out to American publishers, conductors, performers, and audiences, out of a desire or necessity to communicate with the new environment.63 They are thus “responses to the unfamiliar culture,” directed by outer circumstances such as commissions and encouragement from publishers or performers, or works “influenced by the pragmatic atmosphere of the United States.”64 Alan Lessem interestingly viewed Schoenberg’s tonal pieces as “public” and his dodecaphonic compositions as “private” works.65 Others believe that the exile status freed Schoenberg from the pressure to stay the modernist course and enabled him to handle compositional materials more flexibly, granting an interaction between law and freedom.66

In contrast, certain writers have continued to stress that Schoenberg resisted adaptation to American culture. Advancing an “isolation” theory, these commentators deny instances of acculturation and conformist tendencies in Schoenberg’s artistic output after 1933. They either praise Schoenberg for challenging American culture or criticize him for exhibiting European cultural superiority.67 Freitag stated that “in the USA Schoenberg remained nonconformist, an outsider, not least because he did not subordinate himself to the mechanisms of the market.”68 Dorothy Crawford similarly asserted that the “American idea of market force—which necessarily lowers the aspirations of the individual in order to satisfy the greatest number of consumers—remained alien to him.”69 Hermand insisted that Schoenberg never changed his elitist attitude that art was not mass entertainment, that he composed “German” music, and that his late works, including his tonal works, remained complex and incomprehensible to a general audience.70 Other authors elaborated on the new, more sophisticated, and freer kind of tonality Schoenberg used in his American works, and on the (supposedly) great contrast between such retrospective works as the Suite in G and neoclassical compositions by Stravinsky.71

Debates about the Politically Engaged American Works

Unlike most of Schoenberg’s European works, Ode to Napoleon (1942) and A Survivor from Warsaw (1947) mark more than any other of his late compositions an unusual change in his artistic approach and have given rise to controversy, despite successful performances. Not only did Schoenberg use the English language in these works, but he also embraced the concept of politically engaged art, an idea that was very topical among his compatriots, American composers Marc Blitzstein, Aaron Copland, Elie Siegmeister, and others in the 1940s. In these vivid musical indictments of Hitler, Nazism, and the Holocaust, Schoenberg seems to have contradicted his own ideals of autonomous music. (He once objected to Berg’s Wozzeck [1922] on the grounds that “music should rather deal with angels than with officer servants,” and in the 1920s rejected out of hand Eisler’s engaged music.)72 Purists such as Adorno questioned whether these works belonged to the aesthetic realm.73 Yet some scholars maintain that Schoenberg’s engaged music did not sacrifice, but rather enlarged, the concept of autonomous art.74 While most Schoenberg biographers described his politically inspired works in very positive terms and compared them to masterpieces of the past, including Beethoven’s opera Fidelio, some scholars took exception to the Napoleon-Hitler parallel invoked by Schoenberg’s setting of Lord Byron’s Ode to Napoleon and the “super-topicality” of Survivor.75 The latter work in particular, inspired by dancer Corinne Chochem and commissioned by the Koussevitzky Music Foundation, has inspired a wide variety of interpretations. It has been considered a “testament to Schoenberg’s own spiritual struggle,” a “personal parable of his experiences as a Jew,” a manifestation of “political eschatology” and a modern “Ode to Joy.”76 It has also been viewed as a reflection of Schoenberg’s alienation, anger and withdrawal from German music, as well as a work whose “impetus came more from immediate external circumstances than from an intrinsic imperative to create such a piece.”77 Survivor has also been rejected as “embarrassing” and “abominably banal” by some scholars and even dismissed as Hollywood kitsch.78 Survivor and other works are discussed in greater detail in the third chapter.

The Question of Schoenberg’s Compositional Productivity in America

Further misconceptions pertaining to Schoenberg’s American works arise from speculations about the reason for their limited number. During his eighteen years in America, Schoenberg completed fifteen original compositions, in addition to many occasional canons and six arrangements of his own and other composers’ works. He also started but left unfinished numerous pieces, including works for piano, organ, string quartet, chorus, and a large-scale programmatic symphony based on Jewish themes. Yet because he was unable to bring to completion his oratorio Jakobsleiter (begun in 1917) and opera Moses und Aron (begun in 1930), many commentators have suggested that his burdened mental state, heavy teaching load, and financial struggle in America prevented him not only from composing more works but from finishing others. Some biographers have seen the Guggenheim Foundation’s denial of a grant to Schoenberg in 1945 as being more or less responsible for foiling his completion of Jakobsleiter and Moses.79 Often American society itself takes the blame for his meager creative output:80 “The United States was not the place where Schoenberg’s ideas could fall on fertile ground,” stated Sinkovicz.81 Lessem viewed the relative “unresponsiveness of publishers, performers, and audiences” in America as having inhibited Schoenberg’s artistic productivity.82

In this respect most scholars (with exceptions such as Henke and Shawn) fail to consider his many nonmusical interests and activities: political, religious, and social engagements; extensive writing (theory books, poems, essays, correspondence); painting; handcraft; sports, card, and chess playing; and dedication to his young family, relatives, and countless friends.83 These activities, which at times became his priority and undoubtedly took away time from composing, could explain at least in part why Schoenberg was not a prolific composer—either in America or in Europe. Schoenberg’s biographers tend to take his own words at face value (to the detriment of a more critical perspective), yet they seem to have overlooked his comments on this issue: “Maybe I would have written more when remaining in Europe, but I think: nothing comes out, what was not in. And two times two equals four in every climate.” In 1948 he noted that “to compose the final act [of Moses und Aron] I have not yet found the right mood.”84

SCHOENBERG—THE TEACHER AND HIS STUDENTS

Most accounts of Schoenberg’s American teaching career give the impression that he was dissatisfied with the teaching conditions—the teaching load, educational system, and students—in America. Most biographers buttress this by quoting and generalizing critical remarks Schoenberg made about teaching in the United States: “Unfortunately the material [students] I get has had such an inadequate grounding that my work is as much a waste of time as if Einstein were having to teach mathematics at a secondary school.”85 However, at other places Schoenberg remarked that he “was not enthusiastic about German teaching either” and that “American young people’s intelligence is certainly remarkable.”86 Furthermore, biographers tend to focus on his first and most stressful teaching job at the branches of the Malkin Conservatory in Boston and New York, and sparsely cover his eight-year tenure at UCLA, where the teaching conditions were more favorable. Detailed information on his private composition lessons and seminars, and elaborate discussions of the nature of his teaching activities, are generally omitted.87 Such a perspective certainly underscores the image of Schoenberg as a European elitist but does a disservice to his unwavering idealism in the face of adversity, as well as his pragmatism and adaptability. It is an indisputable fact that Schoenberg, a passionate and devoted teacher throughout his life, quickly adjusted to the needs and expectations of the American educational system by providing a high-minded and rigorous teaching approach (the preferred approach of his time in academia).88 The legacy of his teaching in America can be found not only in his textbooks on harmony, counterpoint, and composition tailored to the needs of American students, but also in his numerous articles on music education and proposals for music schools.

While much has been made of his European students in Schoenberg monographs, little has been said about his American students. Most biographers generally accuse Schoenberg’s students of lacking qualification, perseverance, and a thorough knowledge of the musical canon.89 Composers from the Hollywood film industry, who studied with Schoenberg, come off even worse as they are charged with superficial curiosity, wanting to learn only a few tricks in a little time.90 This distorted view was furthered by Oscar Levant in his more entertaining than accurate 1940 satirical memoir A Smattering of Ignorance: “There is rarely a period in Hollywood when all the orchestrators and most of the movie composers are not studying with one or another of the prominent musicians who have gone there to live recently. At one time the vogue was for Schoenberg, who came with a great reputation, of course, as a teacher. However, most of the boys wanted to take a six weeks’ course and learn a handful of Schoenberg tricks.”91 Yet Schoenberg surely would have enjoyed working with such talented composers from the film industry as Levant, Alfred Newman, Ralph Rainger, and David Raksin, because in most cases this was not limited to a six-week-long encounter.92 While less happy about offering courses to music minors, he would have liked teaching numerous gifted and prepared students such as Wayne Barlow, John Cage, Patricia Carpenter, Lou Harrison, Richard Hoffmann, Earl Kim, Leon Kirchner, Dika Newlin, Leonard Ratner, Leroy Robertson, Leonard Rosenman, William Russell, Leonard Stein, and Gerald Strang, all of whom had distinguished careers as composers, performers, scholars, and teachers. These student names are absent from the majority of biographical accounts. Cage, Levant, and Schoenberg’s teaching assistants at UCLA, Stein, Strang, Newlin, and Hoffmann, generally receive only passing mention.93 Their voices have been neglected, too, although we stand to learn much from an in-depth study of their accounts and notes. Thus the impression arises that Schoenberg’s American students could not withstand comparison to his European disciples—a view reinforced by such statements as this: “Strangely enough, only very few out of the hundreds of musicians who studied with Schoenberg at UCLA have become composers of some reputation: Gerald Strang, Leon Kirchner, Simon Carfagno, Earl Kim, Dika Newlin, and Don Estep.”94 This observation, based on a remark by Schoenberg himself, was later topped by Meyerowitz’s assertion that “among the hundreds of American students Schoenberg taught there is not one composer worth mentioning.”95 By the 1960s Cage and Harrison had gained international recognition as composers, and Hoffmann, Kirchner, Kim, and Newlin had established themselves as composers and become professors of composition at prestigious colleges and universities. One might want to add that few of Schoenberg’s many European students—Berg, Webern, Eisler, Roberto Gerhard, and Nikos Skalkottas—became well known composers.

Only in the past few years have some scholars begun to cast a different, more positive light on Schoenberg’s teaching activities in America.96 A few have embarked upon more detailed studies of Schoenberg’s teaching methods in America and his development of textbooks tailored to the needs of American students.97 Yet studies focusing on Schoenberg’s interactions with his students are still rare.98 Such investigations could in part illuminate reasons for his immense popularity with younger generations of composers and his great influence on American academia after his death, a subject to be explored later in this book.

INFLUENCE AND RECEPTION IN AMERICA

The common perception that “Schoenberg’s ideas could not fall on fertile ground,” that there was no “productive preoccupation” with his work, and that his music was “practically not performed” in America is also a myth inviting scrutiny.99 Undoubtedly this misconception grew out of Schoenberg’s own professed worries about his legacy and the dissemination of his music, concerns that contradict the assumption that he was not interested in the music market. His concern about being neglected was prompted in part by what his fellow émigré Ernst Krenek called the “echolessness of the vast American expanses”—implying that artists, for lack of feedback, were often unaware of the full scale of the reception of their work in this large country.100

While many Schoenberg commentators stress that he was first of all a highly popular and influential teacher who elevated academic standards, they do not mention that his innumerable American students advanced his legacy in manifold ways. Such pre-1933 Schoenberg students as the American composer Adolph Weiss were already spreading his gospel in America in the late 1920s. This, as well as the general topic of the reception of his music in the United States before 1933, has been neglected in Schoenberg scholarship. European biographers report on the revival of his music in Europe after World War II, yet tend to overlook how his presence in the United States nurtured interest in modernism among the young artists who did not even study with him, including Milton Babbitt, Elliott Carter, Robert Craft, George Perle, and George Rochberg.101 In the 1950s and 1960s Schoenberg’s compositional ideas became important and much respected subjects of study in academia, while at the same time atonality and serialism came to be the preferred compositional techniques for many American composers. Throughout his American years, Schoenberg gained visibility in the press through his own articles and letters to the editors of various publications, and these regularly provoked invigorating discussions and debates about modernism by others.

The much-deplored “small number” of American performances that Schoenberg received before 1933 and between 1933 and 1951, which after all amounted to hundreds of events, also has to be considered in relative terms. The limited number before 1933 must be gauged in the light of the different musical infrastructure and political changes resulting from World War I. The frequency of Schoenberg performances after 1933 must be seen against the background of a country coping with the Great Depression, the presence of countless other struggling American-born and immigrant composers in the 1930s, and the economic burden caused by World War II in the 1940s. Thus it is not surprising that during these years populist leanings dominated concert programming and that, if Schoenberg’s music was performed in large concert halls, his most accessible works were given preference. The number of Schoenberg performances also needs to be compared with the much smaller number of performances of modernist works by such fellow émigrés as Bartók, Krenek and Edgar Varèse or American-born composers including John Becker, Henry Cowell, Ruth Crawford, Charles Ives, Wallingford Riegger, Carl Ruggles, and Roger Sessions.

It is high time to reassess Schoenberg’s American career. His later years were far from “la douloureuse période américaine” that some have made them out to be.102 As we shall see in subsequent chapters, Schoenberg’s life in America is more complex and colorful than suggested by most previous commentators.


2 Schoenberg and America: Early Rapprochements

In 1933, in the wake of Hitler’s rise to power, Schoenberg settled in the United States, where he would spend the rest of his life. Yet the story of Schoenberg in America does not start with the composer’s emigration. The notion that he was unknown in America before his emigration, and that his music went largely unperformed there, are myths. Long before 1933, Schoenberg had important performances and advocates in America. Furthermore, from the early 1910s onward, his works and aesthetics were a frequent topic of discussion in American musical and intellectual circles, more so than those of most native composers. Even adverse reactions to Schoenberg’s music tended to keep his name very much in the American public eye. And as we shall see, Schoenberg himself had well-formed, if idiosyncratic, notions about America, and what opportunities America should bestow upon him, years before he ever set foot there.

DISCOVERING SCHOENBERG THROUGH REPORTS FROM ABROAD

Because classical music programming in America had an overwhelming bias toward European composers, Schoenberg was regularly performed in American concert halls and much discussed in the American press long before he arrived in this country. Between 1907 and 1913 American music lovers attained a first impression of his music by way of journalistic reports from Europe. As his notoriety grew, foreign correspondents of journals such as Musical America, Musical Courier, and Musical Leader, and newspapers, including the New York Times and Christian Science Monitor, increasingly reported on early European performances of such works as the First Chamber Symphony, op. 9 (Vienna, 1907); Second String Quartet, op. 10 (Vienna, 1908); Pelleas und Melisande, op. 5 (Munich, 1910); and Three Piano Pieces, op. 11 (Berlin, 1911). Yet predictably, these critics, like their European colleagues, gave attention only to the most sensational and entertaining aspects of these events, namely, the music’s unfamiliar sounds and the mostly negative and turbulent audience reactions. Schoenberg was portrayed as “arch cacophonist,” and anarchist, and labeled an exponent of “musical occultism” and “aural chaos.”1 One critic described the premiere of the First Chamber Symphony as follows:


A symphony for fifteen soloists is no ordinary work. Nor was the music ordinary. That use of fifteen solo instruments is a proclamation that the composer is a disciple of Mahler in the instrument idea. Whether Schoenberg deliberately sought the chaotic or whether the chaos is the result of his hopelessness, cannot be determined. In either case, each instrument wandered its own silly, themeless way. Mahler was present, and although he tried to hide his thoughts, he looked his feelings. The music caused hysterics in the audience. Many left before the end, others hissed, but there was applause as well.2



These reporters encouraged unfavorable prejudices and slogans among Americans who had not had the chance to hear any of Schoenberg’s works, yet they also provoked a good measure of curiosity.

Critics and the rest of the American music world seemed puzzled over Schoenberg. “What is Arnold Schönberg? An altruist laboring for the second and third generation or a colossal joker?” asked one journalist.3 Some American commentators compared Schoenberg with such older modernists as Strauss, Reger, Debussy, Scriabin, and Mahler, because their works had already been heard in the United States. Others emphasized his difference from this generation and his more extreme aesthetic stance, calling him an ultrist, ultra-modern, cubist, and futurist. The famous and controversial “Armory Show” or “International Exhibit of Modern Art” that opened in February 1913 in New York, featuring cubist and futurist art by Pablo Picasso and Marcel Duchamp, among others, might have provided the context for some of these epithets.4 Schoenberg’s name, unlike Stravinsky’s, was on everyone’s lips. Headlines like “Russia’s Schoenberg, Latest of Modernists” and “Truly Is Stravinsky on the Way to Be the Schoenberg of Western Europe” document that until 1913 Stravinsky was an unknown quantity in the United States.5

However, American writers soon began to take a stand in favor of Schoenberg. On the occasion of the world premieres of the Five Orchestral Pieces under Henry Wood in London in 1912 and the massive Gurrelieder under Franz Schreker in Vienna in 1913, favorable and even enthusiastic reviews appeared in the American press for the first time. The Five Orchestral Pieces were described as “certainly the most startling of the season’s novelties at the Queen’s Hall Promenade Concerts” and “music well put together,” documenting a “deliberate logic,” “unsurpassed sheer technical skill,” and “the composer’s command of color.”6 The Gurrelieder were praised as a “great marvel to hear,” which revealed “great lyrical beauties” and “extraordinary imaginative power.”7 Positive feature articles on Schoenberg were published by Karleton Hackett, music critic of the Chicago Evening Post; Ernest Newman, the renowned English music critic and contributor to the Boston Evening Transcript; and Philip Clapp, a young composer and Harvard graduate who authored a dissertation on “Modern Tendencies in Musical Form” in 1911. Hackett declared Schoenberg to be “the most striking figure in the world of music at this particular moment” and “thoroughly trained in the structure of music according to the old models.”8 Newman pointed out that Schoenberg was “not a mere fool or madman,” but “a man of undoubted gifts.” And Clapp considered him “a creative artist of rank whose point of view is unusual but eminently worthwhile.”9

Such appraisals alternated with dismissive and sensational reviews on the occasion of early European performances of Pierrot lunaire and the notorious Viennese “Scandal Concert” of 1913, which sparked violent audience reactions. Prominent critic and essayist James Huneker’s 1913 New York Times article “Schoenberg, Musical Anarchist Who Has Upset Europe” is perhaps the most famous and most quoted of the many vigorous American press reactions on early Pierrot performances. It was the largest piece on Schoenberg to have appeared in the New York Times up to that point, illustrated with a photo, a score excerpt from Verklärte Nacht, and Schoenberg paintings. While Huneker had no doubts about Schoenberg’s authority and earnestness, he wrote: “Schoenberg is the cruelest of all composers, for he mingles with his music sharp daggers at white heat, with which he pares away tiny slices of his victim’s flesh. Anon he twists his knife in the fresh wound and you receive another horrible thrill.” Fearing the future acceptance of Schoenberg’s music, he stated, “If such music making is to become accepted then I long for Death the Releaser.”10 Death actually released Huneker from witnessing the American Pierrot premiere in 1923, as he passed away in 1921.

THE FIRST SCHOENBERG PERFORMANCES IN AMERICA

Having read about Schoenberg’s music for some years, Americans finally got to hear some of his works in their own country for the first time. Between October 1913 and April 1917 (when the United States entered World War I) multiple performances of three major orchestra works, two early chamber compositions, and the piano pieces opp. 11 and 19 were given in all the major cities from coast to coast.

Renditions of Schoenberg’s orchestral works were limited to America’s chief orchestras (many symphonic institutions, such as those of Houston, Baltimore, Detroit, and Los Angeles, had not been founded yet). Thus his larger works received first hearings in Chicago, Boston, Philadelphia, New York, and Cincinnati. Interestingly, his works were presented in an anachronistic order, with the Five Orchestral Pieces, his most progressive orchestral work at that time, performed first; the First Chamber Symphony was presented second, and the early tonal Pelleas played last.

In October 1913, the Chicago Symphony Orchestra under Frederick Stock gave the American premiere of the atonal Five Orchestral Pieces—only a year after its very first performance. It was one of the season’s most anticipated events. One excited journalist even hoped for tumultuous circumstances, which might evoke those of the recent “Scandal Concert” in Vienna:


Now no metropolis has ever been able to write its title clear as an art center which had not at least to its credit one riot, while the older and more important the city, the longer the list of riots to which it could point with pride. What better opportunity could we ever expect to have, one more in keeping in tradition of the art-loving cities of the old world, than the first performance in America of a symphony by … Schoenberg, for the inauguration of our music riots?11



The two concerts were virtually sold out. Yet instead of riots, there were only a few hisses, some laughter and irritation, but also astonishment, interest, fascination, and applause. Nonetheless, the critics caused a verbal turmoil, describing the sounds they heard as “a congress of polecats,” “stuff as awful as an overripe and energetic durian fruit,” “fowls and other domestic animals beginning their racket at the midday meal,” “a ghastly banshee,” and “a pandemonium of cross-eyed devils playing a big score.”12 Critics blamed the audience for pressuring Stock with their “lusting after novelties like a baby crying for a lighted match.”13 Stock they rebuked for having been fascinated with Schoenberg’s work for some time, for wasting money and talent, and for desecrating the concert hall by programming this “Shame-berg Suite.” Some proposed curing him with the “regenerative properties of boiling oil,” while others suspected that Stock might have produced a Halloween joke.14 A few positive comments pointed out Schoenberg’s “remarkable technical acumen,” and the work’s “moments of strange beauty,” “subtle dynamic effects,” “stupendous detail,” and “variety of fantasy surpassing the imagination of scholarship.”15 But such complimentary remarks were submerged in a flood of invective.

In comparison, the reactions to the Boston premiere of the Five Pieces, with the Boston Symphony Orchestra under Karl Muck a year later in December 1914, were much less vehement.16 Reports about the favorable reception of this work’s second London performance under Schoenberg, long and informative pre-concert newspaper articles, and a detailed program book helped shatter some prejudices. These texts included thorough descriptions of structural details and musical examples based on Arthur Eaglefield-Hull’s published analysis of the Five Orchestral Pieces.17 The conduct of the audience was “highly creditable to Boston. There was smiling, there was giggling at times, there was applause,” though some concertgoers seem to have concentrated more on reading the program notes than on listening to the new sounds.18 The reviews were mixed, but generally more polite than those of the Chicago critics. Boston journalists thanked Muck for enabling them to hear this work despite Muck’s professed skepticism toward Schoenberg. Renowned critic Henry Taylor Parker, whose initials H.T.P. were often thought to stand for “Hard To Please,” surprisingly wrote a sympathetic review; so did eminent music critic Philip Hale, who found the work “extraordinary” and praised Schoenberg as “a man of unusual knowledge, force and originality.”19 John N. Burk, a Harvard student at the time and later author of books on Beethoven, Mozart, and Clara Schumann, published the most glowing review of the event. Schoenberg owned a copy of it and underlined the most flattering passages: “What Schönberg has accomplished requires superhuman technical ability, and superhuman creative, and imaginative power. Schönberg is no raving maniac, but the conceiver of an entirely new plan of things. Aside from the question of genius, or even of beauty, he is certainly a composer of broad and expansive mind; a creator on a large scale.”20 The performance also impressed other Harvard students, including members of the poet group “Harvard Aesthetes,” e. e. cummings, and S. Foster Damon. In his commencement address entitled “The New Art” (1915), e. e. cummings, whose experimental poetry became strongly influenced by such concepts as Schoenberg’s Klangfarbenmelodie (sound color melody), spoke about Schoenberg, Henri Matisse, Gertrude Stein, and other figures. Damon, who later became an important William Blake scholar, vividly recalled the performance of the Five Orchestral Pieces in a 1915 article entitled “Schönberg, Strindberg and Sibelius.”21

In the fall of 1915 the legendary conductor Leopold Stokowski, who developed into a staunch Schoenberg supporter and conducted many American and world premieres of his works, introduced the First Chamber Symphony to Americans with members of the Philadelphia Orchestra (Figure 2.1). He presented this work in his own way, taking some liberties with Schoenberg’s instrumentation by enhancing the soloistically conceived string section. Since Philadelphians at this point had heard only Schoenberg’s First String Quartet and Verklärte Nacht, Stokowski took several precautions to avoid antagonism from concertgoers and critics.22 The audience received, in addition to detailed program notes with music examples compiled by Philip Goepp, a red slip with notes by Stokowski. And before taking up his baton he delivered further explanatory remarks about Schoenberg’s work and why he chose to perform it. One critic observed that after such preparations “the audience settled back with the expectant expression of patients in dentist chairs.”23 After the hearing, however, concertgoers and the majority of critics were pleasantly surprised and amazed about the mildness of the dissonances and the lack of “big crashes of vociferous discord.”24 A week later Stokowski also introduced the First Chamber Symphony in a semi-private performance at the Ritz-Carlton Hotel to New Yorkers, who for the first time could hear an “orchestral” work of Schoenberg. This work received another rendition in 1916 with the New York Symphony under Walter Damrosch; the only orchestral work of Schoenberg played that year, it was accompanied by such headlines as “Musicians Wage War of Sounds.”25
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FIGURE 2.1.
Program of the Philadelphia Orchestra under Leopold Stokowski.

The third and longest orchestra work, Pelleas, was also introduced in two cities: New York and Cincinnati. Its American premiere with the New York Philharmonic under Josef Stransky took place in November 1915 at Carnegie Hall. Both scheduled performances were sold out, and the lights were dimmed to enhance the tone poem’s somber atmosphere. The audience apparently listened attentively and applauded cordially, but the critics were divided. Some praised the work’s “masterly orchestration,” its “beautiful themes,” and “skillful development,” while others opined that Schoenberg “boxed the ears of his hearers with some extremely rude and loud dissonances.”26 Some reviewers contentedly thought that Schoenberg “cannot now be said to languish unappreciated in New York for lack of a hearing,” while others regretted New York’s “blissful ignorance” regarding “the undiluted ‘third [atonal] period’ Schönberg.”27 In 1917 the Cincinnati Symphony under Ernst Kunwald performed this work for the first time in Cincinnati. But it was the only American performance of an orchestral work by Schoenberg that year and the last rendition of one of his orchestral pieces before the end of World War I. In 1917 the Austrian and German conductors Kunwald and Muck became enemy aliens and soon thereafter were imprisoned until the end of the war.

Schoenberg’s songs and early chamber music also began to be introduced in October 1913. The baritone Reinald Werrenrath programmed three early tonal songs, “Dank,” “Wie Georg von Frundsberg,” and “Warnung,” from opp. 1 (1898) and 3 (1899–1903) for a concert in New York. This event of October 23, 1913, was the very first Schoenberg to be heard in America, Werrenrath felt that he had to assure the rather nervous New Yorkers in advance that concerning dissonance there was no cause for worries.28 Although the reviewers expressed relief at these pieces’ “mercy on the performers and listeners,” they also revealed some disappointment that those early songs “failed to show any startling measure of tonal anarchy.”29 In the following years these and other songs could be heard in further public and semi-private recitals in New York.

In 1914 the prominent Flonzaley Quartet premiered Schoenberg’s lengthy First String Quartet in D minor, op. 7 (1905) in New York, Boston, Chicago, and Philadelphia, and attracted much press attention before and after the events. Schoenberg’s great supporter Busoni had introduced the quartet’s leader Adolfo Betti to this work during his American concert tour in 1910–11. The performance in January was not only this work’s American premiere, but also New York’s first hearing of a substantial (though early) Schoenberg piece. Up to this point New Yorkers had listened only to some of his earliest songs. To prepare the concertgoers for this event, the Flonzaley Quartet offered two open rehearsals, one of which was introduced by the director of New York’s Schola Cantorum, Kurt Schindler, a German immigrant who knew Schoenberg. Schindler’s talk, soon to be published as a pamphlet complete with an index of musical themes, included remarks on Schoenberg’s distinguished endorsers Busoni, Mahler, and Richard Strauss; Schoenberg’s career; and the structural features of the First Quartet.30 While the large audience received the work with “rapt attention” and much applause, the critics offered lukewarm assessments.31 They admitted that the work contained “many moments of beauty,” but regretted that “they were fleeting.”32 And most commentators seem to have concluded that this work was “music for the head” and that “listening to it comprehendingly is an intellectual feat.”33 Schindler’s careful explanation of the work’s logic of construction, intended to prevent denunciations of the music as “aural chaos,” seems to have backfired. However, this work was much more kindly greeted by the large Boston audience and press a few days later. It received positive responses by the majority of reviewers, including Olin Downes, who worked for the Boston Post until 1924; Downes, as New York Times critic, would later tear many of Schoenberg’s works to pieces.34 While the Quartet had the poorest reception in Philadelphia, it arguably received the best response in Chicago. Both audience and critics vividly remembered the recent performance of Five Orchestral Pieces from a few months ago and were now pleasantly surprised to discover a very different side of Schoenberg.

Schoenberg’s most popular work, the tonal string sextet Verklärte Nacht, op. 4, was introduced in America at the annual meeting of the American Guild of Violinists in 1914 in St. Louis, although this event took place almost unnoticed. The New York-based Kneisel Quartet, famed in America and Europe for its first-rate chamber music performances, introduced this work in 1915 to audiences in Chicago, Philadelphia, New York, and Boston. As it was received with enthusiasm in all cities, the group kept playing it until they disbanded in 1917. This work led conservative critics, including Richard Aldrich, Henry Krehbiel (both New York), Henry T. Parker (Boston), and Maurice Rosenfeld (Chicago), to praise Schoenberg as a “remarkable Viennese genius” and “supreme melodist.”35 Needless to say, Verklärte Nacht soon became Schoenberg’s most performed work in America.

Most often performed works in America before World War I were the atonal Piano Pieces, opp. 11 (1909) and 19 (1911). Pianists including Harold Bauer, Ossip Gabrilowitsch, Charles Griffes, Charles Hambitzer, Katherine Heyman, Leo Ornstein, Rudolph Reuter, Leo Sowerby, and T. Carl Whitmer presented them in such cities as Boston, New York, Poughkeepsie, Pittsburgh, Cleveland, Grand Rapids, Chicago, San Francisco, and Portland, Oregon.36 Thanks to their brevity they could be easily presented in small venues and offer increasingly curious audiences a taste of Schoenberg’s latest style.

Sowerby, a nineteen-year-old student at the American Conservatory in Chicago and later one of the most prominent American composers of church and organ music, gave in May 1914 what was arguably the American premiere of the first two movements (the second in Busoni’s arrangement) from Opus 11 in his hometown, Grand Rapids, Michigan. The “modernist” program given at the St. Cecilia Society also featured works by Debussy, Ravel, Korngold, and Reger. According to the chronicler of the Grand Rapids Herald, the Schoenberg selections were representative of what Sowerby tried to accomplish as a composer at that time.37

Of the many pianists performing Schoenberg in America before World War I, the young, magnetic Ukrainian-American virtuoso pianist and composer Leo Ornstein drew perhaps the most attention to Schoenberg with his “piano recitals of modern and futuristic music.” In these concerts given between 1914 and 1917 Ornstein regularly programmed opp. 11 and 19 along with works of Debussy, Ravel, Albéniz, Scriabin, and effective modernist compositions of his own including Wild Men’s Dance (1915), Dwarf Suite (1915), or Impressions de Notre Dame (1914). He startled large audiences in such cities as New York, Boston, Cleveland, and San Francisco, and thereby nurtured the controversy between conservative and progressive musicians and critics. In New York in two recitals at the Bandbox Theatre in 1915, he took credit for introducing the public to Schoenberg’s “third style,” and was well received by enthusiastic concertgoers and several open-minded critics. Some of them thanked Ornstein “for giving New York its first taste of the real Schoenberg” and declared the pieces “splendid mood pictures” that were “most interesting and impressive.”38 Other critics compared Schoenberg’s music with Ornstein’s, and claimed that Ornstein “outdid Schoenberg with impunity”; to them Schoenberg’s music sounded comparatively “tame” and “anemic.”39 Ornstein must have welcomed such views, because with these novel recital programs he not only filled a gap as a performer, but also launched his own career as a composer by aligning himself with the foremost modernists of the day. Yet Ornstein ran the risk of being seen as an imitator of Schoenberg, a perception he dismissed by asserting that he was completely unacquainted with any new music when he conceived his own adventurous compositions.40 (Yet how could he have been unaware of contemporary works, having been in Europe in the early 1910s and having met the composer Busoni and critic Michel Dimitri Calvocoressi among others?) After 1917 Ornstein dropped Schoenberg’s works from his programs, rejecting him on the grounds that he was “working out his theory before working out his art.”41

ORCHESTRAL PERFORMANCE AFTER WORLD WAR I

Just as Schoenberg’s music and thoughts had started to gain ground in the United States, America’s entry into World War I triggered attacks against Austro-German musicians and against these countries’ most recent musical tendencies. The result was an eventual boycott of most German and Austrian music until the end of the war. In 1916 the number of Schoenberg performances dropped dramatically. In November 1917 the Metropolitan Opera firmly prohibited productions of German operas. The American symphony orchestras banned the works of living German, Austrian, and Hungarian composers, and drastically reduced the repertoire of deceased composers from these countries in concerts given between 1916 and 1919. Unavoidably, Schoenberg performances came to a complete halt in the fall of 1917.

The new political alliances resulting from World War I, especially America’s close diplomatic relations with France, noticeably marked American musical life in the first years after the war. Many performers, particularly those of French origin, such as Pierre Monteux, conductor of various orchestras in New York and Boston between 1917 and 1924, and E. Robert Schmitz, pianist and founder of the Pro Musica Society, categorically refused to play Austro-German music. Schmitz described the work of German composers as follows: “With Weber, Strauss, and Schoenberg comes the worship of the Kolossal [sic] that is the religion of Germany’s ruinous Kultur … the gradual deformation started with Luther … Schoenberg is an absolute reflection of this contemporary Germany … Schoenberg’s music is ‘metallic Cubisme,’ it is ‘heavier than art.’”42

As a consequence more music of French and Russian composers regularly appeared on American concert programs. Such American composers as John Alden Carpenter, George Whitefield Chadwick, Edward McDowell, Arthur Foote, Rubin Goldmark, and Edgar Stillman Kelley were increasingly featured as well. The patriotism of the war years led to a serious reconsideration of America’s own neglected composers and musical resources. Even critics reminded their audience, “Now is the time to shake our music free, to relieve us from the arrogant and narrow notion that all music made in Germany is divine.”43

In the early 1920s anti-German feeling declined, and once again the works of living Austro-German composers received attention. In the realm of orchestral music, conductors Willem Mengelberg, Stokowski, and even Monteux started to champion Schoenberg again in 1921. In the course of the 1920s and early 1930s, Walter Damrosch, Arthur Fiedler, Gabrilowitch, Rudolph Ganz, Eugene Goossens, Serge Koussevitzky, Mengelberg, Monteux, Eugene Ormandy, Fritz Reiner, Artur Rodzinski, Walter Rothwell, Nicolas Slonimsky, Alexander Smallens, Stock, Albert Stoessel, Stokowski, Stransky, Arturo Toscanini, Henri Verbrugghen, Ignatz Waghalter, and Bruno Walter all programmed Schoenberg’s music. Among these figures, Mengelberg, Reiner, Slonimsky, Stokowski, and Stransky gave world and American premieres of seven works for orchestra (and voices) composed before 1933.44

In 1921 Mengelberg and the National Symphony offered a successful American premiere of Schoenberg’s 1917 arrangement of Verklärte Nacht for string orchestra in New York, whereupon this version entered the repertoire of many other American orchestras. A year later Stransky and the New York Philharmonic mounted the world premiere of a Schoenberg work in America: his orchestral arrangements of the Bach chorales “Komm Gott, Schöpfer, heiliger Geist” (BWV 631) and “Schmücke Dich, o liebe Seele” (BWV 654). While the audience greeted the pieces warmly, New York critics were divided. Some thought that the works were “genuinely refelt” and “bathed in [Schoenberg’s] own instrumental magic,” but others were disappointed about these transcriptions’ lack of futuristic effects.45 They also queried the “tentativeness and incertitude” of the work’s execution.46 Despite the mixed reactions, these arrangements, along with Schoenberg’s 1928 transcription of Bach’s Prelude and Fugue in E flat major (BWV 552), introduced in America by the Cincinnati Symphony under Reiner in 1930, also regularly appeared on many American orchestra programs. Besides Verklärte Nacht and the Bach arrangements, Schoenberg’s Five Orchestral Pieces, his First Chamber Symphony, and Pelleas also received multiple hearings (and mixed responses) in the 1920s and early 1930s.

Of all the above-mentioned conductors, Stokowski performed Schoenberg most often and gave the most American premieres of his works before 1933 (Figure 2.2). After performing Pelleas with the Philadelphia Orchestra in Philadelphia in 1921, he presented the Five Pieces in Philadelphia and on a tour of five major American cities: New York, Washington, Baltimore, Harrisburg, and Pittsburgh. Stokowski conducted the work from memory and prefaced each of the eight performances with his customary informative remarks about the music. Since most of these cities were hearing this work and, for that matter, Schoenberg’s music for the first time, the numerous reactions ranged from acknowledgment and fascination to bewilderment and rejection, though the positive responses were in the minority. In 1923 Stokowski gave the first American performance of the 1922 orchestral version of Schoenberg’s First Chamber Symphony.

Most important, in the early years of the Great Depression, Stokowski gave American premieres of three of Schoenberg’s most significant large-scale works in Philadelphia. In 1929 he presented the Orchestral Variations, op. 31, Schoenberg’s first dodecaphonic work for large forces just a year after its completion and world premiere. In 1930 he offered the first American performance of the expressionistic stage work Die glückliche Hand of 1913, and in 1932 he introduced the massive Gurrelieder for voices and orchestra to American audiences. The Variations, reflecting Schoenberg’s most recent compositional approach, drew the most negative responses, while the two earlier works generated more favorable reactions.

The premiere of the Orchestral Variations prompted, as one might expect, considerable resistance from audience and press. All three performances in Philadelphia and New York were greeted with hisses and some applause, perhaps inspired by Downes’s flimsy and acerbic program notes (the orchestra’s competent program annotator, Lawrence Gilman, had fallen ill). However, the performances did not lead to noisy demonstrations, as was the case in Berlin the year before. In New York, where the hissing was strongest, Stokowski rebuked the concertgoers, declaring: “As long as I am conductor of this orchestra, or any other orchestra, I intend to perform the greatest music of the past and the best music of the present … America is a country liberal in ideas, broad in thought, we should permit free expression in music and free right to hear such music.”47
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FIGURE 2.2.
Stokowski Portrait by Edward Steichen (1927). Courtesy Joanna T. Steichen and the Smithsonian National Portrait Gallery.

While critics covering performances of dodecaphonic works had heretofore rarely mentioned the twelve-tone concept, reviewers now spun out their own confusing definitions of dodecaphony grounded in Downes’s imprecise and misleading description of the technique. In his program notes and review Downes claimed that the work was based on the “twelve-tone scale” and that “different notes of that scale are arranged in basic shapes or ‘ground forms’ of which a composition may have one or more. The ground shapes can be ‘inverted’—turned upside down—or reversed horizontally.” He added that the scale is subjected to “very geometrical, almost algebraical” devices and asked if this is “to be called music or musical mathematics.”48 Most critics built on Downes, invoked the “twelve-tone scale,” condemned the work as “machine-made music,” and deprecated its “labyrinthine structure,” “mechanical abstraction,” and “threat of mechanization.”49 Schoenberg was labeled a “mathematician,” “arch-geometrician,” and “musical engineer.”50

Equally bold and ambitious was Stokowski’s premiere of Die glückliche Hand, cosponsored by the League of Composers and presented both in Philadelphia and New York. Paired with the ballet version of Stravinsky’s Le Sacre du printemps, the production was lavishly staged by Rouben Mamoulian and Robert Edmond Jones, and featured Doris Humphrey and Charles Weidman among the dancers. Schoenberg’s composition in its unique concept seemed to open up new horizons of American opera production. And Olin Downes even found Schoenberg’s work more attractive than Stravinsky’s: “undeniably atmospheric and original in its combination of music, color and other theatrical ingredients.”51 Yet typically there were also critical voices. The staging was queried because of the disregard of Schoenberg’s detailed lighting instructions due to the lack of adequate technical production. And a few traditionalist critics dismissed the opera as “pessimistic,” “decadent,” and “acrid.”52 Yet even though Schoenberg was proving to be by and large a divisive figure, the critical reactions to this and other atonal works were less hostile than the responses to his twelve-tone music.

Gurrelieder, Schoenberg’s largest and most popular tonal work, ironically had to wait almost twenty years for its first American performance. This was not the fault of Stokowski and other conductors, such as Artur Bodanzky, Reiner, and Stock. They all tried in vain to perform the work in the 1920s. Indeed, Stokowski had desired to conduct the work for a long time. Having heard two performances under Schoenberg in Vienna in 1920, he purchased the Gurrelieder score and unsuccessfully tried to meet the composer to discuss his intention. Stokowski even left Schoenberg a check for over $500 after learning about his financial problems from Schoenberg’s publisher Universal Edition.53 Yet Schoenberg kept holding the rights of Gurrelieder’s U.S. premiere.

Stokowski had been studying Gurrelieder’s score since 1920, “whenever [he] had leisure,” and eventually he succeeded in mounting the work’s first complete American performance, despite the economic constraints brought on by the Great Depression.54 The performance involved the Philadelphia Orchestra augmented to 123 musicians; 400 singers from the Princeton, Fortnightly, and Mendelssohn Clubs; and six soloists, including Jeanette Vreeland, soprano, Rose Bampton, contralto, and Paul Althouse, tenor. The work impressed and pleasantly surprised the many conservative concert-goers and critics who greeted it with much applause and praise. Critics acclaimed Gurrelieder’s “glowing lyricism,” “rapturous richness of musical material,” “extraordinary instrumentation,” and the “originality” of the work’s vocal lines.55 Negative voices were few and typically included that of Downes who considered Gurrelieder to be “music by the pound and the yard” and “cumbersome, swollen, disproportionate.”56

In addition to four renditions at Philadelphia’s Academy of Music and New York’s Metropolitan Opera House, Gurrelieder also received exposure through radio and recording: one of the three Philadelphia performances was broadcast, and all three were recorded live without retakes. RCA Victor released this recording in 1932 on a set of fourteen twelve-inch discs, one of which offered spoken remarks by Stokowski and music examples played on the piano by Sylvan Levin. Special in many ways, it was not only the work’s premiere recording and the first American recording of a Schoenberg composition, but also then the largest piece ever featured on records, and the release created great excitement in the music world. This recording remained that work’s only recording for twenty-one years and became a collectors’ item when it was removed from the catalog.57 Schoenberg found it “in some respects very good, but in others a little poor.” He conveyed in a letter to conductor Thor Johnson that “Stokowsky [sic] is generally a little too free with violent changes of tempi, and some of the tempi he takes do not agree with my music. The orchestra plays very fine, but almost all of the soloists are rather poor.”58

Schoenberg was not happy about Stokowski’s Gurrelieder performance for two reasons. Stokowski managed to program the work without his consent, even though he had reminded Stokowski in the fall of 1931 about his own rights and intention to conduct the work himself in the United States. He was also disappointed that Stokowski refrained from giving the first American performance of his tricky twelve-tone opera Von heute auf morgen (From Today to Tomorrow, 1929). Although Stokowski rejected any blame, he let his orchestra’s business manager Arthur Judson obtain the rights for the premiere from Universal Edition’s American representative, Associated Music Publishers. Universal Edition, however, finally admitted that it had ceded the rights to the Philadelphia Orchestra on the assumption that Schoenberg would have been unable to tour the United States in the foreseeable future. Schoenberg’s disappointment about his lost opportunity lingered. One and a half years later he grumbled in a letter to Stokowski:


Your performance of my Gurrelieder has been a wrong by Hertzka who had broken the contract which had assured me the first performance in America and the fees for it and also my rights of disks! And further you know that a composer of my rank has no advantage from a performance, for the paid sums are minimally and only for conducting is to get some honorar [sic]. Also in this case the reproducer is better treated than the producer.59



The last important premiere of one of Schoenberg’s orchestral works in America before his arrival there was Slonimsky’s performance of Begleitmusik für eine Licht-spielszene (Accompaniment to a Film Scene), op. 34 in Los Angeles in July 1933. Having successfully premiered this recently composed dodecaphonic work two months earlier in Cuba, Slonimsky included it on one of the Hollywood Bowl concert programs, where he was hired as conductor for the summer season. For the Los Angeles Philharmonic and the Hollywood Bowl audience, it was their first encounter with twelve-tone music (though not their first taste of atonality, Schoenberg’s Five Pieces having received a hearing there in 1929), and Slonimsky met with harsh resistance. Having featured mainly modernist works by Ives, Varèse, and others on previous programs, he was fired after the Schoenberg performance. The Los Angeles Times abstained from reviewing the concert and instead published an article on the day of the concert, which questioned the conductor’s ability and his programming of “ultra-modern” compositions.60 In presenting Schoenberg’s music for an imaginary film scene in the film capital, however, Slonimsky couldn’t have imagined that Hollywood would become Schoenberg’s new hometown within about a year and that he would soon be a sought-after teacher by numerous film composers.

MODERN-MUSIC SOCIETIES CHAMPION SCHOENBERG’S CHAMBER MUSIC

Interest in modern music in America grew substantially in the 1920s. This fact is reflected in the establishment of contemporary-music societies (perhaps indebted to Schoenberg’s Society of Private Musical Performances, 1918–21), new-music journals such as Modern Music (1924–46) and Pro-Musica Quarterly, and the publishing venture New Music Quarterly (1927–58). Especially active in furthering Schoenberg’s reception in the 1920s were the Pro-Musica Society (1920–32) organized by Schmitz, the International Composers’ Guild (ICG, 1921–27) established by Varèse and Carlos Salzedo, the League of Composers initiated by music patroness Claire Reis among others, and the California-based New Music Society (1925–36) founded by composer Henry Cowell. Since these institutions displayed much openness toward new musical tendencies, but had generally small budgets at their disposal, they focused on the presentation of Schoenberg’s most advanced chamber, piano, and vocal music.

Among the above-mentioned societies, Varèse and the ICG take credit for producing American premieres of four important atonal and twelve-tone chamber and vocal works by Schoenberg. The most important was the memorable introduction of Pierrot lunaire in February 1923 in New York. Although Pierrot could then no longer be considered a novelty, its American premiere took place only a year after its first French performance under Darius Milhaud and a year before its British and Italian debuts under Milhaud and Alfredo Casella, respectively. (For that matter, Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring was still awaiting its American premiere in 1924.) Many friends of new music, but most of all Varèse, the event’s main organizer, and Louis Gruenberg, the conductor, anticipated the Pierrot performance with excitement, as they both had witnessed rehearsals and concerts of Pierrot and a special private rendition of it at Busoni’s home in Berlin in June 1913. Yet Varèse and Gruenberg struggled with several problems. When Varèse invited Schoenberg in August 1922 to become a board member of the ICG, Schoenberg refused on the grounds that German composers were underrepresented on the ICG programs. And when he learned about Varèse’s scheduling of a Pierrot performance, he was offended that he had not been consulted about the enterprise. He worried that Varèse would underestimate the work’s difficulty and not have apt performers and enough rehearsals.61

As Schoenberg had feared, the preparation of the premiere turned out to be difficult, and the performance scheduled for January 1923 had to be pushed forward to February. Instead of the planned fifteen rehearsals, the ensemble needed twenty-two (Figure 2.3). Eva Gauthier, the “High Priestess of Modern Song,” who had performed early songs by Schoenberg since 1920 and who was first engaged to perform the Sprechstimme part, cancelled. So did the singer Mimine Salzedo (Carlos’s wife), who was eventually replaced by the Swedish-American soprano Greta Torpadie. However, the efforts paid off. Thanks to numerous press announcements and much publicity by ICG executive director Reis and Minna Lederman, the future editor of Modern Music, this performance was sold out and hundreds of concertgoers had to be turned way. The illustrious audience included the poet Amy Lowell; the musicians Gautier, Mengelberg, and Stokowski; and the composers Marion Bauer, Casella, Georges Enesco, George Gershwin, Milhaud, Carl Ruggles, and Lazare Saminsky.62 Preceded by works of Charles Koechlin, Erik Satie, and Milhaud, and an insightful pre-concert lecture by German-American musicologist Carl Engel, the Pierrot performance was a great success. As was to be expected, it produced a big stir and split the audience and reviewers in two camps. Reactionary critics, including Richard Aldrich, Henry T. Finck, and Henry Krehbiel, dismissed the work as iconoclasm and “dreary musical tomfooleries.”63 In contrast, the younger and more open-minded generation of reviewers, such as Paul Rosenfeld, Pitts Sanborn, and Emilie Bauer, considered it “sensuous,” “thrilling,” and “one of the most typical and significant compositions of one of the most important living composers.”64
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FIGURE 2.3.
Rehearsal of Pierrot lunaire for the American premiere with Greta Torpadie, voice; Louis Gruenberg, conductor; Jacob Mestechkin, violin; Leroy Shield, piano; William Durieux, cello; George Possell, flute; and Robert Lindemann, clarinet. MA, 20 January 1923. Courtesy Musical America Archives.

In the following years, Pierrot was being presented in major American cities (New York, 1925; Chicago, 1925; Boston and New York, 1928; Philadelphia, 1929; San Francisco, 1930) (Figure 2.4). Because of the plea for a repeat performance, Pierrot actually led to a split of the ICG, whose mission was to give exclusively premieres. The disagreement ended with the founding of the League of Composers, which two years later presented the second American Pierrot performance under the baton of Howard Barlow and with Torpadie as vocalist.

Meanwhile the League competed with the ICG, organizing American premieres of Schoenberg’s Second String Quartet (1908) in 1924, the Woodwind Quintet (1924) in 1926, and Die glückliche Hand (1913) in 1930. Until its disbanding in 1927, the ICG gave the U.S. premieres of Herzgewächse (1911) in 1923, Das Buch der hängenden Gärten (The Book of the Hanging Gardens, 1909) in 1924, and the Serenade in 1925. The New Music Society in Los Angeles and San Francisco produced, in addition to multiple renditions of Schoenberg’s Piano Pieces, opp. 11 and 19, the American premiere of the Five Piano Pieces, op. 23 (1923) in 1926, the California premieres of the Woodwind Quintet in 1927, and as mentioned, Pierrot in 1930.

Of the novelties offered, Das Buch and Herzgewächse were overwhelmingly well received. Herzgewächse, featuring soprano Eva Leoni and conductor Salzedo, had to be repeated upon popular demand. Gilman described the work as an “iridescent web of delicate and poignant beauty” and commended Leoni’s beautiful voice.65 The three songs from Das Buch performed by Marya Freund, the Polish mezzo-soprano and celebrated vocalist of European Pierrot performances, were greeted with enthusiasm and called “delicately harmonized specimens.”66 Yet the premiere and two further performances of the Second String Quartet by the Lenox and Pro Arte Quartets with American vocalist Ruth Rodgers and English soprano Dorothy Moulton in 1924 and 1929 drew mixed reactions. Downes, who reviewed the American premiere, perceived “flashes of true beauty” and a “constructive scheme planned before and not after the composer put pen to paper,” but considered the work in general “labored,” “naïvely pretentious,” and “self-tortured.”67 At this quartet’s second hearing, at the Berkshire Chamber Music Festival in Pittsfield later that year, the audience and critics were split as well. But for many of them this performance seems to have been their first encounter with Schoenberg’s music, as they spoke of “strange and unfamiliar worlds.”68 Moulton’s unconvincing vocal performance apparently contributed to the tepid reception of the quartet as well.
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FIGURE 2.4.
Pierrot’s Priestess: Caricature of Greta Torpadie as vocalist in a Pierrot performance under Richard Burgin in Boston in 1928. Boston Evening Transcript, 24 October 1928.

Thanks to American contemporary-music societies, most of Schoenberg’s European twelve-tone works were programmed in America even before his arrival in the United States. In 1925, only a year after its world premiere, the Serenade was presented in an ICG concert: the very first twelve-tone work heard in America. Members of the Philadelphia Orchestra under Stokowski performed the work. For lack of a guitarist, Salzedo played the guitar part on the piano. As with previous performances of Schoenberg’s progressive works in America (and in Europe), the dodecaphonic Serenade was accepted by some who “understood it, and loved it, for they shouted for more.” And it was rejected by others, who found it “excessively fussy, mannered and dry of genuine emotional quality.”69 Interestingly, none of the 1925 Serenade premiere reviewers mentioned the twelve-tone technique.

Following the ICG performance of the short and serene Serenade, the first American hearing of Schoenberg’s lengthy and austere dodecaphonic Woodwind Quintet (1924), initiated by the League in 1926, marked a change in American Schoenberg reception. It sparked overwhelmingly antagonistic reactions. The League audience, generally sympathetic toward modern music, was either puzzled or opposed, “gasping for fresh air.”70 Rosenfeld commented that “no work by Schoenberg makes following more difficult.”71 With only rudimentary technical knowledge, generally open-minded critics and American composers rejected the quintet vigorously. Marion Bauer, for instance, criticized the quintet as “music of geometric design,” “excessively dissonant,” and found that the “registers and [instrument] combinations were most unhappily antagonistic.”72 Cowell, however, boldly included the Woodwind Quintet in a program of the New Music Society in San Francisco the following year, and thanks to his captivating pre-concert talk and educational program notes, the work received somewhat friendlier responses from the audience and press.

The American premiere of Schoenberg’s dodecaphonic Third String Quartet, given by the Gordon Quartet at the Berkshire Festival of Chamber Music in Pittsfield, Massachusetts, in 1928, was another significant event. The work was commissioned by and dedicated to the American art patroness and initiator of the annual Berkshire Festivals in 1918, Elizabeth Sprague Coolidge, who had already programmed Schoenberg’s Second Quartet there in 1924. This commission, along with Schoenberg’s acquaintance with Coolidge (brought about by Hans Kindler, cellist of the Pierrot world premiere and conductor in America), proved most beneficial for his present and future career.73 In Germany, where the quartet was formerly performed, critics were impressed by Coolidge’s sponsorship of modern music: “There lives in America a quite extraordinary woman, a Maecenas of music—Mrs. Elizabeth Sprague Coolidge … And since in our own Germany we have no Maecenas like Mrs. Coolidge, no one who assists at the birth of new music, we have to thank this woman for the first interesting concert of our musical season in Berlin.”74 First presented by the Kolisch Quartet in Vienna, Prague, and Berlin, the work earned a number of favorable reviews. And these reactions, reprinted in the American press, apparently influenced American critics who reported on the work’s performance in Pittsfield. European critics praised his quartet, though with some exaggeration, as an “unqualified triumph,” and found it certainly more accessible than his Woodwind Quintet. They also acknowledged its craftsmanship, clarity, and economy, even claiming that “the spirit of the later Beethoven shines through it.” Above all, they felt that atonality was used “in a more positive sense.”75 Similarly, American critics commended the “artistic integrity,” lucidity, and beauty of the second and fourth movements, also evoking an affinity with Beethoven.76 Some detractors, however, found Schoenberg’s new musical language “still strange and forbidding” and dismissed the fusion of dodecaphony with devices of the past.77

Schoenberg’s twelve-tone piano works, the Five Piano Pieces, op. 23 and Suite, op. 25 (both of 1923), received regular hearings within and outside American contemporary-music institutions starting in 1926. Pianists who specialized in this repertoire included Dene Denny, Celius Dougherty, Hortense Monath, and Oscar Ziegler. Denny, a Californian pianist and co-founder of the Carmel Music Center in 1926, may have given the American premiere of the Five Pieces in a concert of the New Music Society in Los Angeles in 1926. Ziegler, a Swiss musician, may have played the first American performance of the Suite at the New School for Social Research in 1928. Yet there could have been earlier public performances of both pieces, which escaped the attention of the music press. At the same time pianists such as the Californians Richard Buhlig, Winifred Hooke, and Wesley Kuhnle (a Buhlig student), along with Jesús Sanromá, a renowned pianist from Puerto Rico, and others, eagerly promoted the Piano Pieces, opp. 11 and 19, even though the public and critical response to Schoenberg’s piano oeuvre remained mixed. Schoenberg was not the sole representative of atonal and twelve-tone music on American concert programs in the late 1920s and early 1930s. Also performed on a regular basis were Adolph Weiss’s twelve-tone Second String Quartet (1926), Piano Preludes (1927), Sonata da Camera (1929), and Piano Sonata (1932); Wallingford Riegger’s dodecaphonic Three Canons for Woodwinds (1931) and Dichotomy (1932); and Ruth Crawford’s proto-serial Diaphonic Suite (1931). Even Aaron Copland, whose fascination with jazz in the mid-1920s yielded to an interest in leaner and more abstract compositional approaches later in that decade, freely experimented, consciously or not, with ideas of serialism in such works as the “Poet’s Song,” a setting of an e. e. cummings poem composed in Germany in 1927, and, more important, his Piano Variations (1930).78 “Poet’s Song” was not performed until 1935, but the Piano Variations, premiered in 1931 by Copland himself, regularly figured on new-music programs. Such compositions often appeared on programs with other nonserial dissonant and abstract works by various progressive American composers, including Cowell, Charles Ives, and Ruggles.

SCHOENBERG EXPLAINED AND CONTEXTUALIZED

Aside from performances and concert reviews, from 1914 Schoenberg was much discussed in America in feature articles and, in the context of modernism, in national newspapers, professional journals, and books. As a representative of modernism, Schoenberg pointed to major cultural changes in American life, which in the 1910s and 1920s began to radically undermine the lifestyles, beliefs, and aesthetics marked by American Victorianism. Conservative Americans indebted to such Victorian perspectives as virtuousness and a belief in unshakable universal truths often struggled against the modernist fascination with uncertainty, irrationality, raw emotion, immorality, mechanization, complexity, and new art forms.79 Consequently they rejected Schoenberg’s works, which embodied some of these new phenomena, as a manifestation of cultural decay. Supporters of modernism, however, countered such viewpoints and often enthusiastically endorsed his music.

Among the many opponents of Schoenberg and modernism was Huneker who, however, expressed both aversion and admiration in the Schoenberg chapter of his 1915 book Ivory Apes and Peacocks. Conservative New York critic Henry T. Finck published in the widely read Nation the malevolent Schoenberg feature “The Musical Messiah—or Satan?” in which he called Schoenberg “the representative of German musical frightfulness.”80 Distinguished old-school composer Arthur Foote and pianist-composer Henry Holden Huss denounced Schoenberg’s most recent music as “monstrous crimes against beauty” in articles entitled “Will the Music of Ultra-Modernists Survive?” and “The Anarchic Element in Some Ultra-Modern Futurist Music.”81 And the British composers and critics William Hadow, John Runciman, and Frederick Corder condemned modern music, including Schoenberg’s, in their 1915 Musical Quarterly articles. Corder also made use of wartime and anti-German rhetoric, expressing his belief that he could now speak his mind about Schoenberg because “the public has plunged into a hysterical fit of hatred of everything German.” He stated: “To pretend that the clotted nonsense of Schönberg and Bartók must mean something merely because it is printed in Germany is an insult to humanity.” He continued feverishly that “it almost reconciles one to the awful catastrophe of this European war to think that it will at least sweep away these cobwebs from people’s brains.”82

Such negative voices notwithstanding, numerous young American composers and musical thinkers, including Marion Bauer, Philip Clapp, Edward Burlingame Hill, Edward Kilenyi, Sr., A. Walter Kramer, Hiram Moderwell, Roger Sessions, and, as mentioned above, e. e. cummings and S. Foster Damon, concurrently defended Schoenberg’s works.

The same year that Corder’s denunciations appeared, Moderwell, the young music and drama critic, published an enthusiastic survey of Schoenberg’s music in the widely circulated New Republic. He pleaded with the public to consider Schoenberg’s latest works with open-mindedness, and garnered several responses, including one from Paul Rosenfeld, soon to become an important Schoenberg critic. The writer Carl Van Vechten urged: “Go hear the new music; listen to it and see if you can’t enjoy it … Your ears will make progress in spite of you and I shouldn’t wonder at all if five years more would make Schoenberg and Stravinsky and Ornstein a trifle old fashioned.”83 Kramer, a composer-critic for Musical America, wrote his own passionate essay “This Man Schönberg! A Word of Warning to the Unwise,” in which he fervently praised him as “the man of the hour” and stressed the need for “Schoenberg champions.”84 Marion Bauer, who owed much of her knowledge about Schoenberg to Eugene Heffley, a prominent New York piano teacher, published interviews with a variety of musicians who expressed their views about Schoenberg’s music.85

In his positive and detailed review of Schoenberg’s Harmonielehre (1911), the young Hungarian-American composer Kilenyi praised Schoenberg’s “clear and novel explanations” of old phenomena, such as parallel fifths, doubling of intervals, the diminished seventh chord, and the relationship of consonance and dissonance. He also commended Schoenberg’s discussion of new types of chords and chord progressions.86 Reprinted in extracts in the Musical Observer, Kilenyi’s article provoked criticism from the conservative music pedagogues Percy Goetschius and Daniel Gregory Mason, who found Schoenberg’s approach to tonality “very super-ficial compared with d’Indy’s.”87 Undeterred, Kilenyi soon introduced his music-theory student George Gershwin to Harmonielehre.88

Before the U.S. entry into World War I, the former Schoenberg student Egon Wellesz published what was perhaps the most comprehensive article on Schoenberg to date in the newly founded Musical Quarterly. In this essay he provided information about Schoenberg’s biography, teaching methods, compositions, and paintings, and advised listeners about how to approach Schoenberg’s music.89

Throughout the 1920s and early 1930s Schoenberg was seriously and critically discussed in specialized journals, such as Modern Music, the Musical Quarterly, and Pro-Musica Quarterly, and in books on modern music and harmony; two monographs exclusively dedicated to his life and work also appeared in English. The authors of these writings can be divided into four groups: first, Schoenberg’s European students and adherents, including Theodor W. Adorno, Alban Berg, Paul Pisk, Willi Reich, Josef Rufer, Paul Stefan, Erwin Stein, and Egon Wellesz, who devotedly conveyed information about their idol to Americans; second, important European composers, musicologists, and critics, such as Casella, Hugo Leichtentritt, Milhaud, Eaglefield-Hull, Edward Dent, Cecil Gray, Rollo Myers, Percy Scholes, and Boris de Schloezer, who investigated Schoenberg questions; third, eminent American writers on music, including Carl Engel, Frederick Martens, Otto Ortmann, Rosenfeld, Charles Seeger, and Joseph Yasser, who explained Schoenberg’s music and ideas to the public; fourth, numerous American composers, such as Bauer, Cowell, Gruenberg, Dane Rudhyar, Lazare Saminsky, and Adolph Weiss, who came to terms with his work. Last but not least, Schoenberg himself emerged with three contributions in the Etude (“Aphorisms” and a response to a survey about the future of music, 1923) and the Christian Science Monitor (“Tonality and Form,” 1925).

The most comprehensive coverage of Schoenberg’s career was offered in Martens’s monograph Schönberg (1922) and Wellesz’s 1925 biography Arnold Schönberg (originally published in a shorter version in German in 1921).90 Martens, who had authored a book on Ornstein in 1918, largely built his short volume on the writings of Wellesz and Eaglefield-Hull and on Harmonielehre. Rather than focusing on psychological interpretations of Schoenberg’s life and art, Martens concentrated on his works up to the unfinished oratorio Jakobsleiter (1917–22) which he divided into three periods and described in a nontechnical language. He also commented on the riotous audience reactions and on Schoenberg’s growing influence on other composers, avoiding an overly apologetic or polemic tone. He borrowed this approach from Wellesz, whose 1921 monograph was the earliest Schoenberg biography. Written under Schoenberg’s supervision, Wellesz’s volume was the more comprehensive, offering, besides chapters on his life and teaching, a large section with detailed commentaries on his works, featuring numerous music examples. In the 1925 edition, embracing some 150 pages, Eaglefield-Hull added some information on several early twelve-tone works and a rather spurious explanation of dodecaphony. Both the German and English editions of Wellesz’s biography resonated strongly in the American music press, generating book reviews, book chapters, and biographical articles, some of which were also tributes to Schoenberg’s fiftieth birthday in 1924.91

Among the few worthwhile early essays dedicated to specific Schoenberg works are Engel’s essay “Schönberg lunaire,” based on his lecture for Pierrot’s American premiere, Leichtentritt’s analysis of the Six Little Piano Pieces, and Stefan’s two surveys of Schoenberg’s operas.92

Schoenberg was also elevated to a prime position among modernists by composer-writers on music. Among the many new musical tendencies, the influential French-American composer Rudhyar distinguished three major directions represented by Scriabin, Schoenberg and Stravinsky. He asserted that “it is no longer the famous three B’s, but the three S’s in European music.” While he characterized Schoenberg as a revolutionary, who first engaged in “pure self-expression” and later in “neo-scholasticism,” he typified Stravinsky as a “neo-primitivist,” who musically combined “cerebrality” and “animality.” Scriabin he called a “transformer of Europeanism” who “regenerated romanticism, transfiguring its emotional vagaries into mystic ecstasies.” Of the “three S’s,” he considered Stravinsky to be the most successful, yet least individualistic modernist.93 American music pedagogue Ortmann divided modernists into two schools. The first was the so-called “sensorial school,” oriented toward simplicity and primitivism, which included composers using tone clusters (Cowell), noise (Francesco Pratella), and electro-acoustic sounds (Leon Theremin); the other was the “intellectual school,” which strove for complexity and embraced Schoenberg. Milhaud and Casella, who both explored polytonal techniques, compared their approach with Schoenberg’s atonality. While Milhaud declared both techniques as equally valid tonal expansions and showed intersections between them, Casella found atonality, “the most venturesome of post-Debussyan problems,” disquieting. He was disturbed that “all ties with the idea of tonality” were cut.94

American composers compared their own creative activities with Schoenberg’s, yet their relationship to influential European modernists was not a simple one. Many had developed their own concepts of modernity and dissonant counterpoint, and repudiated the notion of being imitators of European modernists. They attempted in different ways to stake out their positions within the international modern-music scene. Cowell, who had been a friend of Schoenberg since his 1932 Berlin visit, performed and published Schoenberg’s music and defended him as the “greatest living composer.”95 Explaining the foundation of dissonant writing with his overtone-series theory, Cowell illustrated how European and American composers, such as Schoenberg, Bartók, Hába, Ruggles, Varèse, and himself, approached dissonance in their works in different ways.96 He often stressed that some of his compatriots were on a par with the Europeans: “The American composer, Charles Ives, used the materials back in 1901 and 1902 which are supposed to have originated with Schönberg and Stravinsky.
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