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EARLY TWENTIETH-CENTURY Mainstream Concert Music: Evolution

Chapter Overview

In the 1920s, Aaron Copland led the way to France to study composition with Nadia Boulanger.  Copland and other important mainstream composers adapted traditional music forms and techniques to compose twentieth-century music, often of a nationalistic character, thereby finally establishing an audience for serious American music.  Important musicians, including Duke Ellington and Aaron Copland, joined the Harlem Renaissance.
Listening Examples

74. Aaron Copland: Fanfare for the Common Man
75. Copland:  “Hoedown” from Rodeo
69. Samuel Barber: Adagio for Strings 

70. William Grant Still: Afro-American Symphony, third movement

Optional Listening Examples

George Gershwin:  Rhapsody in Blue
Aaron Copland:  Variations on “Simple Gifts” from Appalachian Spring
Samuel Barber: “Knoxville: Summer of 1915”
William Grant Still: Afro-American Symphony, first movement

Suggestions for Further Listening

Aaron Copland: Music for the Theatre


Piano Variations


El Salón Mexico


Concerto for Piano and Orchestra


Billy the Kid Suite


Third Symphony

Samuel Barber: Piano Concerto

Rhapsody in Black:  Music and Words from the Harlem Renaissance (four-CD boxed set, Rhino Records)
Terms to Review

classical ballet

modern dance

traditionalist

neoromantic

augmentation

diminution

Harlem Renaissance

Key Figures

Nadia Boulanger

Aaron Copland

Samuel Barber

William Grant Still

Visuals

Nadia Boulanger

Aaron Copland

Contemporary American modern dance

Samuel Barber

William Grant Still

Critical Thinking

What images does Aaron’s Copland’s “Hoedown” bring to your mind?  What musical elements evoke those images?

Having read the beginning of Virgil’s poem that inspired Samuel Barber to write his famous Adagio, do you hear the music as primarily sensual, or elegiac?  Tragic, or comforting?
What are your views on the Harlem Renaissance?  Did its gifted black poets, writers, painters, and musicians choose the best route to secure economic, social, and cultural equality with white artists?  What other recourse might they have had?  Did efforts to raise spirituals and blues to “high art” enhance or detract from these forms?   (To form and support your views, try to listen to recordings by Marian Anderson, Paul Robeson, and others.)

Further Topics for Discussion

1. In what ways did France offer young American composers a liberating influence in the 1920s?

2. Name some of the resources jazz offers to composers of classical music.  Can you cite specific classical compositions revealing the influence of jazz?

3. In what ways did Harlem Renaissance writers, painters, sculptors, and musicians influence the course of the American arts?
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