
Led by Herman E. Sherman, the Young Tuxedo Brass Band parades i n  New 
Orleans, 1973. Marching bands-trailed by a "second line" of enthusiasts or, some- 
times, funeral mourners-appeared i n  the Crescent City as early as the 1850s. 
During the next half century, they helped create the unique American sound of jazz. 
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This year, half a century after the guardians of Manhattan's august 
Carnegie Hall first admitted Benny Goodman and his band to its 
stage, Congress declared jazz an "American treasure." Scholars have 
been reappraising American music: popular song, jazz, and classical. 
Here, music critic Howard Husock recalls how Irving Berlin, Cole 
Porter, and dozens of other Tin Pan Alley songsters created a lively 
style of popular music that appealed to Americans of all ages, only to 
see the audience fragment after World War 11. Terry Teachout 
chronicles the long quest of jazz musicians for cultural "respectabil- 
ity"; he describes some of the surprising effects. And music scholar 
K. Robert Schwarz traces the history of the nation's classical compos- 
ers, who have variously embraced "international" music or searched 
for a distinctively American sound. 

by Howard Husock 

When Rudy Vallee exclaimed, "Heigh-Ho, Everybody!" through his 
trademark megaphone, his audience of young (mostly female) fans 
erupted in screams. The appearance of Vallee and his Connecticut Yan- 
kees at Keith's 81st Street Theater in February 1929 had attracted 
hundreds of delirious teen-agers, as well as a contingent of New York's 
Finest (on horseback) to contend with them. No popular singing star had 
ever created such tumult. It was, wrote one show business reporter, "an 
explosion in the theatrical world." 

The Rudy Vallee craze was America's first taste of "youth music." 
It would be 13 years before the nation saw anything like it again--when 
a gangly young "Frankie" Sinatra made legions of adolescent bobby- 
soxers shriek and swoon at New York's Paramount Theatre-and an- 
other 14 years before Elvis Presley released his smash record, "Heart- 
break Hotel," establishing "youth music" as one of the enduring 
elements of American life. 
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Today, we take for granted popular music's direct and exclusive 
appeal to the young. So much so that it is tempting to look at pop music, 
even before Elvis Presley, as a series of youth fads. But Rudy Vallee and 
Frank Sinatra were anomalies during the 60 years before the advent of 
Presley and rock-and-roll. Popular music before rock was dominated by 
Tin Pan Alley, whose diverse singers and songwriters, from George M. 
Cohan to Cole Porter, spoke to young, old, and middle-aged alike. And 
they usually spoke from an adult perspective. Whether describing the 
perils of "Makin' Whoopee" or the emotional strains of "Stormy 
Weather," Tin Pan Alley's writers and performers were subtle and 
worldly wise, offering consolation to adults, guidance to the young. 
Moreover, songs such as "Brother Can You Spare a Dime?" and "God 
Bless America" expressed a shared national mood and culture. 

Writing Songs to Order 

Since the rise of rock, the mainstream of American popular music 
has been aimed narrowly at the young. Predictably, rock is more likely to 
celebrate youthful excess and alienation than to encourage thoughtful 
reflection. Even the names of rock groups-Megadeth, Agent Orange, 
the Dead Kennedys-celebrate the nihilistic underside of adolescence. 
The overwhelming dominance of rock in today's popular music leaves 
the young with neither the steadying influence of a tale of personal 
experience nor the sense of belonging to a national culture, which pop 
music historically transmitted. 

Commercial popular music itself is a relatively recent invention. 
America's first "hit" song, writes Sigmund Spaeth in his History of 
Popular Music in America, probably was "Yankee Doodle." This 
sprightly tune (author unknown) was on the American colonists' lips 
before the Revolution; the Continental Army's fife and drum corps 
played it at the surrender of General Comwalhs at Yorktown in 1781. 
Most popular songs of the era promoted patriotic or political themes, 
with new words put to existing European tunes. Francis Scott Key, for 
example, wrote "The Star Spangled Banner" (1814) to the melody of 
"To Anacreon in Heaven," an older English song. 

The United States did not produce a bona fide hit composer until 
1848, when Pittsburgh's 22-year-old Stephen Foster published "Oh! Su- 
sanna." The song was an immediate success, carried from coast to coast 

Howard Husock, 37, is director of the Case Writing Program at Harvard's 
John F. Kennedy School of Government. Born in Cleveland, Ohio, he received 
a B.S. from Boston University (1972). He was producer and director of sev- 
eral documentaries at Boston's public television station, WGBH (1979-87), 
including America's First School: 350 Years at Boston Latin (1986). His 
essays on music and other subjects have appeared in several national publica- 
tions. He played lead guitar and kazoo in the Cuyahoga River Valley Sludge 
Jug Band (1967-68). 
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Tin Pan Alley's notables gather around as Duke Ellington and George 
Gershwin play the piano. Cole Porter, wearing a bow tie, is flanked on the left 
by Richard Rodgers and Lorenz Hart. In the foreground is Irving Berlin. 

by traveling minstrel shows and, later, by the California-bound Forty- 
Niners, who made it their anthem. In short order, Foster penned a string 
of phenomenally successful popular songs, including "De Camptown 
Races" (1850), "Swanee River" (1851), and "My Old Kentucky Home" 
(1853). By 1857, he had pocketed some $10,000 in sheet music royal- 
ties-an astonishing amount for a songwriter at the time. Seven years 
later, however, Foster died in a Bowery hotel, having squandered his 
talents, the public's affection, and virtually all of his financial assets. A 
chambermaid found 38 cents in his pocket. 

As successful as Foster's confections had been, most scholars agree 
that no truly national popular American music emerged until the end of 
the 19th century. Even in Foster's heyday, church hymns and folk tunes 
made up the musical repertoire of most American households. The popu- 
lar music business was tiny, with scattered songwriters and music pub 
lishers in San Francisco, Chicago, Detroit, New York, and other cities 
catering mostly to regional markets. Their chief products were one- 
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sentiment ditties-about "birds, stars, rippling streams, the perfume of 
the flowers, and thee-and-thou," as one publisher summed it up. "Even 
the biggest song hits," wrote historian Ronald L. Davis, "met with com- 
paratively modest returns." 

All of that was changed in 1892 by the staggering success of a 
single tear-jerker, "After the Ball," by Milwaukee's Charles K. Harris. 

The nation's first certified million-seller, "After the Ball" alerted 
songwriters and music publishers to a vast new market for sheet music. 
Hitherto, they had survived by selling their wares-at 10 to 50 cents 
per copy-chiefly to professional entertainers in the traveling vaudeville 
shows (successors to minstrelsy), burlesques, and theatrical "extrava- 
ganzas." Harris showed that there was big money to be made by selling 
sheet music directly to the growing middle class of industrializing Amer- 
ica-and he understood that the songs had to appeal to women. 

For many newly prosperous American families, having a piano in 
the front parlor was a mark of culture and sophistication. As Mother 
played the upright, the family would gather round of an evening to sing 
songs that, more likely than not, had caught her fancy at a traveling 
vaudeville show. (Once intended for "stag" audiences, vaudeville had 
been largely cleaned up by the 1890s.) 

In a variety of ways, Harris set the style for the new popular music. 
A sign outside his office at 207 Grand Avenue in Milwaukee promised 
"songs written to order." That irnpulse-to assess and cater to the 
popular taste-would drive Tin Pan Alley for years to come. 

Harris even had a hand in creating the semimythical Tin Pan Alley 
itself. The profits from "After the Ball" (which ultimately sold some five 
million copies) allowed him to open his own music publishing house in 
tum-of-the-century New York, and he set up shop among the other 
flourishing publishers on West 28th Street-the clamorous thorough- 
fare, hard by the Broadway theaters and vaudeville shows, which the 
New York Herald's Monroe Rosenfeld dubbed Tin Pan Alley.* 

Plugging 'Ragtime Cowboy Joe' 

It was a street of low brownstones, grimy from coal smoke, with 
tailors and small shops occupying the ground floor storefronts, and the 
music publishers jammed into warrens of tiny cubicles on the floors 
above. Each publisher operated a kind of musical sweatshop, employing a 
staff of lyricists, composers, and arrangers to chum out songs in assem- 
bly-line fashion. In cramped audition rooms, demonstrators played the 
piano and sang the firm's latest offerings for visiting singers and vaude- 
ville performers (many of whom were unable to read music themselves). 
When all the windows were wide open on a humid Manhattan summer 
afternoon, the clamor on 28th Street was tremendous. 
*Tin Pan Alley became the generic term for the popular music industry from 1890 into the 1950s, even 
though Hollywood and the record industry had deprived 28th Street of most of its publishers by 1930. 
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The kings of Tin Pan Alley, recalls historian David Ewen, were the 
"pluggers." This, too, partly reflects the influence of Charles Harris, 
who demonstrated the importance of the hard sell. In the days before the 
radio and phonograph, the plugger's job was to find a way, any way, to 
get his publisher's song directly before the public. He might break into 
song while riding a horsecar, or at a baseball game, or while standing on 
the boardwalk in Atlantic City. Harry Cohen, later the head of Columbia 
Pictures, recalled that as a youthful plugger in 1912 he sang "Ragtime 
Cowboy Joe" "50, 60 times a night," to help make it a hit. 

While it was as emphatic in its commercialism as the rock music 
industry is today, Tin Pan Alley avoided pandering to the public. Follow- 
ing the precedent established by "After the Ball," popular songs not only 
told stories, they also imparted lessons. 

Creating a National Repertoire 

"After the Ball" is told from the point of view of a young girl who 
asks her bachelor uncle why he never married. The old man replies by 
telling how, as a youngster attending a ball, he had spied his beloved 
kissing another man. In a fury, he stalked out, vowing never to speak to 
the woman again. Years later, after her death, he learns that the other 
man was her long-lost brother. The chorus: 

After the ball is over, after the break of mom 
After the dancers' leaving; After the stars are gone; 
Many a heart is aching, If you could read them all; 
Many the hopes that have vanished, after the ball. 

"After the Ball" is a story of the consequences of youthful intem- 
perance told, as a lesson, to a girl on her uncle's knee. Like many 
popular ballads through the early 1900s, it transmitted the folk wisdom 
of the society to the young. In those days before television and the 
Walkman, moreover, the songs were often sung by entire families 
around the parlor piano, reinforcing the notion that these were values to 
be shared. 

Among the many songs in this vein were Paul Dresser's "The 
Convict and the Bird" (1888), about a criminal's longing for freedom, 
and Harry Von Tilzer's "Bird in a Gilded Cage" (1900), the sad story of 
a woman who married for money. These songs concerned what might be 
called the pathos of embracing the wrong moral values. 

By no means were all, or even many, of Tin Pan Alley's early 
creations somber or serious. Hundreds of forgettable songs were p u b  
lished every year on whatever subject seemed to strike the public fancy. 
Of the dozens of songs inspired by the bicycle craze of the 1890s, for 
example, only "Daisy Bell" ("A Bicycle Built for Two") has survived. 

But, in searching for songs that would sell, Tin Pan Alley also 
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turned out hundreds of songs keyed to current events and to the national 
mood. Without consciously seeking to do so, the songsmiths of Tin Pan 
Alley bound the nation together. "The Sidewalks of New York" (1894) 
and Paul Dresser's "On the Banks of the Wabash Far Away" (1897) 
were just two of the more popular numbers that familiarized listeners 
with American cultural geography. Tin Pan Alley ground out dozens of 
sentimental Irish ballads (including "My Wild Irish Rose") in response to 
the massive Irish immigration of the late 19th century-tunes that were 
aimed at a special interest market, but that surely also helped to remind 
native-born Americans of the humanity of the new immigrants.* 

The years between the turn of the century and World War I1 
brought vast changes to popular music-as it moved from vaudeville and 
the musical theater to the movies, and from live performance to radio 
and phonograph. In Tin Pan Alley, a new generation of songwriters took 
over, led by h g  Berlin, George Gershwin, Harold Arlen, and a handful 
of other great talents. They were mostly Jewish immigrants or sons of 
Jewish immigrants-who, consciously or not, helped create an inclusive 
national repertoire of songs. It is work that, in a stunning number of 
cases, is still familiar to Americans today. 

Talking Up to the Audience 

Tin Pan Alley's crystallization of national culture could not fail to 
yield songs unsurpassed in inspiring national pride: George M. Cohan's 
"You're a Grand Old Flag" (1906) and Irving Berlin's "God Bless Amer- 
ica" (written in 1918 but not recorded until 1939, when Kate Smith 
made it famous). But commercial songwriters were seldom jingoistic. 
Berlin, for example, also wrote "Oh, How I Hate to Get Up in the 
Morning," a heartfelt gripe about life in the army. 

Tin Pan Alley, in the person of lyricist E. Y. "Yip" Harburg, pro- 
vided what might be viewed as bookend anthems of the Depression: the 
brooding, sardonic "Brother Can You Spare a Dime?" (1932) and the 
optimistic "Over the Rainbow" (1939). 

Unlike many protest songs of the 1960s, "Brother Can You Spare a 
Dime?" made its case without indicting the entire society. The song is a 
capsule of the recent American past-a World War I doughboy "builds a 
dream" during the 1920s, only to find himself in a Depression breadline. 
His plight sums up the nation's plight. As always, Tin Pan Alley-in this 
case, Yip Harburg-talked up to its audience. 

They used to tell me I was building a dream 
And so I followed the mob 

'However, Tin Pan Alley did not do well by blacks, producing an entire genre of "coon" songs (ex., "All 
Coons Look Alike to Me"), It did welcome a few black songwriters, including Shelton Brooks, whose 
accomplishments include "The Darktown Strutters' Ball" (1917), and James Weldon Johnson, famed for 
' L i t  Every Voice and Sing" (1901). 
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DANCING IN THE DARK 

"Modern ballroom dancing may easily degenerate into. . . unruly behavior and 
not infrequently [into] sexual immorality," warned two English sociologists in 
1951, several years before the birth of rock-and-roll. 

For centuries, virtually every new style of music has spawned dance fads 
among the young-and alarm over "licentiousness" among adults. The Waltz, 
introduced to the royal courts of Europe during the late 18th century, out- 
raged some aristocrats. In the United States, during the pre-World War I 
ragtime craze, polite society was scandalized by the Turkey Trot and Kanga- 
roo Dip. But new steps were quickly transformed into "proper" ballroom 
numbers. Before long, even the Rockefellers and Hearsts were doing the Fox 
Trot at debutante balls and wedding receptions. 

Youngsters maintained a monopoly on the latest dance fads, but the genera- 
tions also mingled on the dance floor, doing the Two-step, the Waltz, the 
Lindy. Teen-agers learned the accepted steps from their elders: Social dancing 
was not just a pleasure/ordeal but an introduction to the adult world. It taught 
the sexes about etiquette, and about each other. "Dancing is wonderful train- 
ing for girls," quipped essayist Christopher Morley in 1939, "it's the first way 
[they] learn to guess what a man is going to do before he does it." 

Then came rock and the 1960s. Recalling the Philly Dog, one of the first 
rock steps, author Don McDonagh observes that "its back-and-forth shuffling 
and snapping fingers. . . indicated a certain heedlessness for anyone outside 
the dancer's own world. The emphasis was shifting away from the socially 
approved couple to extreme preoccupation with the [self]." 

Suddenly, dance floors were segregated by age. The conventions of social 
dancing withered. Until the disco craze of the 1970s, even the notion of estab- 
lished steps was endangered. "Did any of us really know how to do the Funky 
Chicken or the Frug?" asks novelist Jay McInemey, 33, author of Bright 
Lights, Big City (1984). Freedom from social dancing's restrictions has also 
deprived the young of its skills and shared pleasures. Now, when a turn on the 
floor is "unavoidable," McInemey says, he does an "all-purpose shuffle." 
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When there was earth to plow 
Or guns to bear 
I was always there 
Right on the job 
They used to tell me I was building a dream 
With peace and glory ahead 
Why should I be standing in line 
Just waiting for bread? 

The continuing impulse to mold a national culture was reflected, 
particularly before the Depression, by tributes to America's many locales 
that helped, albeit unintentionally, to unify the nation. Among the still- 
familiar examples are Mary Earl and Ballard MacDonald's "Beautiful 
Ohio" (19 l8), George Gershwin's "Swanee" (1919), Fred Fisher's "Chi- 
cago" (1922), Jerome Kern's "01' Man River" (1927), and Hoagey 
Carmichael's "Georgia on My Mind" (1930). There were plenty of more 
obscure tributes as well-to Tampa, to the Rio Grande, to "the girl in 
the heart of Maryland." In 1914, Irving Berlin, a quintessential New 
Yorker, even came up with "I Want to Go Back to Michigan." 

Cole Porter's Scandal 

Indeed, Berlin's songbook, more than most, reveals the Tin Pan 
Alley perspective. The Russian immigrant, who celebrates his 100th 
birthday this year, composed an ode to ethnic assimilation, "Yiddle on 
Your Fiddle" (1909), and also wrote classic songs that helped create 
common secular images for Christian holidays: "White Christmas" and 
"Easter Parade." (Less memorable was Berlin's attempt at a Thanksgiv- 
ing hymn, "I Have so much To Be Thankful for.") 

More than anything else, of course, the Tin Pan Alley composers 
produced songs about matters of the heart. Sentimental morality plays in 
the style of "After the Ball" fell out of fashion after the turn of the 
century, and Tin Pan Alley deserted the form without looking back. In 
many ways, however, the perspective and implicit lessons remained the 
same. Writing frequently in a more intimate, first-person vein, the lead- 
ing love balladeers-Cole Porter, Richard Rodgers, George and Ira 
Gershwin, Jerome Kern, Johnny Mercer, Harold Arlen-infused their 
songs with adult themes and a poignant sense of personal experience. 

The new frankness inevitably led to occasional scandals. Cole Por- 
ter's "Love for Sale" (1930), for example, was banned from the air- 
waves by most local radio stations, more for its title, apparently, than for 
its sobering message: 

Let the poets pipe of love 
In their childish way, 
I know ev'ry type of love 
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Better far than they 
If you want the thrill of love 
I've been thru the mill of love, 
Old love, new love, 
Ev'ry love but true love. 

Tin Pan Alley assumed that marriage and family were integral to 
"true love." Romance was more than a matter of hormones. Not that its 
view of love and family was utopian. Consider the 1928 hit by Walter 
Donaldson and Gus Kahn, "Makin' Whoopeen-which, in detailing the 
effects of an impetuous fling, reinforced the then-common belief that 
romance generally led to responsibility and its burdens. 

Picture a little love nest 
Out where the air is clean 
Picture the same sweet love nest 
See what a year can bring 
He's washin' dishes, baby clothes 
He's so ambitious, he even sews 
But don't forget folks 
That's what you get folks 
When you make whoopee. 

Because audiences expected an adult view of the world, Tin Pan 
Alley could deal with some of the harsher realities of life: the plight of 
the aging woman, hoping against hope for the arrival of "The Man I 
Love" (George and Ira Gershwin, 1924), or the affection that survives 
"Come Rain or Come Shine" (Harold Arlen and Johnny Mercer, 1946) 
for reasons that only adults, conscious of their own limitations and those 
of their partners, can understand. Singers as different in their appeal as 
Doris Day and Billie Holiday, or Bing Crosby and Billy Eckstine, per- 
formed the songs for an audience that spanned the generations, as well 
as the races and social classes. 

Hound Dog 

What killed Tin Pan Alley? The music publishers on West 28th 
Street began to disappear as early as the 1920s, when the rise of the 
phonograph diminished sheet music sales. Another blow came in 1927; 
A1 Jolson's sensational appearance in The Jazz Singer, the first full- 
length talking picture, prompted Hollywood film executives to buy out 
many New York music publishers and to lure songwriters out West. 

Still, the Tin Pan Alley style and sensibility survived, even if the 
place itself had vanished. Through the 1930s and '40s, film musicals and 
network radio shows such as "Make Believe Ballroom" carried Tin Pan 
Alley's tunes to a national audience. Then, as historian James Morris 
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wrote, the rise of television during the 1950s gradually killed off many 
network radio broadcasts. Increasingly, "the radio waves were turned 
over to inexpensive and locally produced disc-jockey shows . . . Radio sta- 
tions began to serve specialized audiences, playing only records by coun- 
try musicians, or only rhythm and blues." 

"Hillbilly" and "race" music, which had been growing and 
crosspollinating since the turn of the century, richly deserved a wider 
audience. But their arrival on the airwaves heralded the splintering of 
America's popular music culture. Now, rural white Southerners and 
blacks in the big cities each had their own music. 

The energized hybrid of country and rhythm and blues, rock-and- 
roll, would be a rich new indigenous American art form. But the beat, 
the melodies (or lack of them), and the very message of rock music were 
pitched exclusively to another large specialized radio audience of the 
1950s-the emerging baby boom generation. 

The lyrics of the earliest rock songs did not explicitly cater to 
youthful sensibilities. Elvis Presley's "Hound Dog," for example, was 
originally a blues hit for Wilhe Mae Thornton, written as a woman's 
complaint about a freeloading man: "You ain't nothin' but a hound dog." 

As a result of rock's sudden popularity, witty and inventive writers 
such as Chuck Berry and the prolific team of Jerry Lieber and Mike 

Rock in the USSR: Moscow's popular Mister Twister pays homage to Elvis 
Presley and the rock-and-roll of the 1950s. Along with movies and blue jeans, 
rock music is one of America's most successful cultural exports. 
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Stoller, who once might have made careers in Tin Pan Alley, devoted 
themselves instead to writing music for teens. Lieber and Stoller's 1957 
hit "Yakety Yak," performed by the Coasters, satirized parents who 
imposed restrictions on their offspring: 

Take out the papers and the trash 
Or you don't get no spending cash 
Just tell your hoodlum friends outside 
You ain't got time to take a ride 
Yakety yak 
Don't talk back. 

For a time, mainstream America sought to embrace or at least 
contain rock. Ed Sullivan, whose Sunday night television variety show 
(1948-71) was in some ways the last vestige of the old-time vaudeville 
hall, with a faithful national audience of all ages, showcased Elvis Presley 
and the Beatles. But Sullivan's producers felt compelled to show "Elvis 
the Pelvis" only from the waist up; rock-and-roll was not family music. 

During the 1960s, virtually all popular music came to be defined as 
the province of the young. When Berry Gordy, Jr.'s Motown Records 
began to dominate pop music with a Tin Pan Alley-style stable of brilliant 
black singers and songwriters, Gordy felt constrained to market Motown 
as "the sound of Young America." By 1969, when half a million young- 
sters gathered at Woodstock, New York, to smoke marijuana and cele- 
brate peace and love (and, nominally, to protest the Vietnam War), the 
schism between the generations was deep. One of the acts at Woodstock 
was the Who, a British group known (and admired) for smashing its 
instruments on stage during major performances. "(Talkin' About) My 
Generation," their signature song, summed up the youth culture's atti- 
tude toward adulthood: "Hope I die before I get old." 

Mock Hangings and Electrocutions 

The rise of a popular music meant exclusively for the ears of the 
young had predictable results. Rock-lyrics, music, and performances 
alike-crystallized a generation's ennui, but it also descended into ad- 
olescent fantasy, despondency, and self-indulgence. Romance, the great 
subject of Tin Pan Alley, was replaced by sex, the great preoccupation of 
teen-agers. The love songs of rock are-with some exceptions-about 
initial attraction far more than the complexities of what might follow. 
"Come on, baby, light my fire," the Doors' invitation in 1967, is a long 
way from Cole Porter's "What is this thing called love?" (1929). 

The challenge to adult authority that began in wiseacre innocence 
with "Yakety-Yak" during the 1950s took a turn toward overt rebellion 
during the early 1960s under the influence of Bob Dylan, the Beatles, 
and the Rolling Stones, among others, and finally veered into nihilism. By 
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REACTING TO ROCK 

Rock-and-roll "is sung, played and written for the most part by cretinous goons 
and by means of its almost imbecilic reiteration and sly, lewd, in plain fact, 
dirty lyrics . . . [it] manages to be the martial music of every side-burned delin- 
quent on the face of the earth." 

Thus, in 1958, singer Frank Sinatra expressed the antipathy of many 
adults toward the raucous music that was pulling teen-aged fans away from the 
wholesome sounds of Pat Boone and Patti Page. At times during the 1950s, 
some parents did more than worry out loud. Authorities in New Haven, 
Connecticut, outlawed rock-and-roll dances; the Catholic Youth Organization 
urged teens to smash all the rock records they owned. One Columbia Univer- 
sity psychiatrist likened the "prehistoric rhythmic trance" and wild gyrations 
induced by rock-and-roll to the medieval affliction St. Vitus Dance, where "as 
in drug addiction. . . a thousand years of civilization fall away in a moment." 

Thirty years after Sinatra spoke out, the music that once scandalized par- 
ents has been assimilated to such an extent that it is used to advertise every- 
thing from Big Macs to Chevrolets. The early history of rock has been reduced 
to pop mythology: The young "taught a lesson" to an ignorant America. 

During the same 30 years, however, the content of rock lyrics has changed 
dramatically. Rock idols, no longer confined by convention to innuendo and 
suggestion, now sing not only about sex but also about sexual perversion and 
violence. "Whips, chains, handcuffs and leather masks are being popularized in 
songs and as images in videos and on album covers," writes Tipper Gore, wife 
of Senator Albert Gore (D.-Tenn.). The most objectionable songs tend to be 
performed by "heavy metal" bands and other groups that appeal chiefly to the 
youngest (often pre-teen) listeners. 

Gore became concerned over the content of these songs in 1985, when she 
discovered a song about a masturbating female "sex fiend" on a Prince album 
in her 11-year-old daughter's collection. Along with other prominent Washing- 
ton wives, Gore organized the Parents Music Resource Center (PMRC). In a 
highly publicized Senate hearing in September 1985, Gore and her colleagues 
called on the record industry to put warning labels voluntarily on records 
containing sexually explicit lyrics. The PMRC also urged record companies to 

the early 1970s, Detroit-born Alice Cooper (nee Vincent Fumier) was 
delighting youthful fans with his boast, "I'm 18, I don't know what I 
want" (he was 25 at the time), accompanied by a stage show that fea- 
tured mock hangings and electrocutions. Rolling Stone's history of rock 
music hailed Cooper's act as "the hippest rock rebellion yet." 

By the end of the 1970s, this lone rock star's bizarre and troubling 
antics were being reproduced on a mass scale by the "punk" music 
movement and its offshoots, spearheaded by the likes of Sid Vicious and 
the Sex Pistols. Today, the teen-agers of Middle America routinely don 
punk regalia-black pants and shirts, chains and studs, hair dyed Hallow- 
een colors-to impress their peers at suburban shopping malls. Punk 
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print lyrics on album jackets to alert parents to the contents. 
Most disturbing, according to Gore, are the dozens of songs that portray 

"sadomasochism, killing and raping as [a] . . . normal way to treat women." 
The popular group Judas Priest, for example, sings of forcing a girl a t  gunpoint 
to have oral sex. In Motley Criie's million-selling "Too Young to Fall in Love," 
the band sings, "Not a woman, but a whore11 can taste the hate./Well, now I'm 
killing y o u / ~ a t c h  your face turning blue." 

To Gore's surprise, she found herself 
denounced, as she put it, as "a prude, a cen- 
sor, a music hater, even a book burner." 

Civil libertarians and music industry ex- 
ecutives, ignoring the fact that the PMRC 
had asked only for voluntary labeling, at- 
tacked the proposals as "a complete intru- 
sion on artistic expression." Other critics 
have raised practical objections. One is the 
sheer size of the task of rating records: 
While about 300 movies are  rated every 
year, the record industry pumps out some 
25,000 new rock songs. Moreover, con- 
tends industry spokesman Stanley Gortikov, 
"lyrics are not like motion pictures. Standards, precise standards cannot be 
developed for language." 

Nevertheless, in November 1985, the Recording Industry Association of 
America, representing most major U.S. record companies, agreed to a com- 
promise. The companies would either put warning labels on albums containing 
"explicit" lyrics or print the words on the album jackets. But it was left to 
individual record companies to decide what is "explicit." 

Since then, Gore writes, "some companies have complied in good faith, 
although others have not complied at  all." Reluctant to concede failure, the 
PMRC is now concentrating on alerting parents and teachers to the dangers of 
media "sexploitation." The defenders of Motley Criie and Judas Priest, mean- 
while, seem convinced that the next generation will regard them, like the 
defenders of Elvis Presley during the 1950s, as  enlightened heroes. 

music and its fashion "look," like virtually all the youth styles and fads 
(e.g., high-decibel "boom boxes") before and since, is also a calculated 
affront to adult sensibilities, or at least a flouting of convention. It is the 
musical equivalent of subway graffiti. 

There are, of course, popular stars who have not embraced the 
juvenile preoccupations of rock. Ray Charles-one of the nation's pre- 
mier popular singers, though not necessarily a "rock" artist-integrates 
virtually all strains of American music, from rhythm and blues to coun- 
try, into his repertoire. In the patriotic Tin Pan Alley tradition, he has 
made "America the Beautiful" his signature tune. Aretha Franklin cer- 
tainly rivals any of the great singers of the 1930s in sophistication and 
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emotional depth. And the staying power of many Beatles songs (e.g., 
"Yesterday" and "In My Life") is due in part to the fact that the group 
was able at times to transcend purely youthful concerns. More recently, 
rock superstar Bruce Springsteen has established himself as a sophisti- 
cated story-telling songwriter. 

A few other stars have also grown disenchanted with the adolescent 
posturing of rock. In recent years, longtime rocker Linda Ronstadt has 
recorded two collections of Tin Pan Alley standards, complete with or- 
chestral backing. Buster Poindexter, the flamboyant former member of 
the New York Dolls, has taken to reviving standards as well. On a recent 
Tonight Show, Poindexter said he had tired of rock concerts that re- 
minded him of "Hitler youth rallies." 

Revivals, however, are not the same as a living musical culture. 
And even when rock songs are subtle and mature, they are not likely to 
have much impact on young listeners. The words are hard to under- 
stand; the youth fads and antics that surround rock do not encourage 
adult sentiments. For a possible successor to the Tin Pan Alley tradition, 
one has to look South, in the unlikely direction of Nashville's Music Row. 

Today, scores of talented young singers and songwriters hoping to 
capture the attention of publishers or record producers head for Nash- 
ville-to its ultramodern studios sprinkled among the fast food fran- 
chises on the outskirts of town, and to 16th Avenue in the old downtown, 
near the original Grand Ole Opry house and songwriter hangouts such as 
Tootsie's Orchid Lounge. 

Most "cosmopolitan" music fans in New York or Los Angeles 
would be loathe to admit it, but much of the nation's most sophisticated 
popular music today is coming out of Nashville. 

Country Grows Up 

Of course, Nashville has been a major force in popular music for 
decades. During World War 11, the music of Roy Acuff and his Smoky 
Mountain Boys (e.g., "The Great Speckle[d] Bird") became so popular 
among G.I.'s overseas that Japanese troops taunted them by shouting 
"to hell with Roy AcufT!" The mixing of men from North and South, 
East and West, in military units gave wider exposure to what had been a 
regional phenomenon. When they returned home, ex-G.I.'s all over the 
country began tuning in the Grand Ole Opry, the weekly live radio 
broadcast from Nashville's WSM. The Opry sound had distinctly South- 
e m  roots in fiddle tunes and bluegrass, but it also had been keeping alive 
the sentimental ballad tradition of the 1890s. 

By the 1950s, songs reflecting the exigencies of life-the truck 
driver who sacrifices his life to save a bus full of school children (Red 
Sovine's "Phantom 309") or the convict who dreams of his small-town 
youth while he awaits execution (Porter Wagoner's "Green Green Grass 
of Homev)-had become virtually the exclusive province of Nashville. 
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Country goes mainstream: 
On her weekly TV variety 
show, Dolly Parton welcomes 
country-western veteran Wil- 
lie Nelson, who has revived 
"Blue Skies" and other Tin 
Pan Alley standards. 

(Black gospel music, with a considerably narrower audience, also contin- 
ued the story-telling tradition.) 

Country-western music was an important element of the mix that 
became rock-and-roll. Elvis Presley and Jerry Lee Lewis had their roots 
in up-tempo country, or "rockabilly." But Nashville continued along its 
own evolutionary path after the 1950s: The Sun Belt's prosperity and 
the dispersion of Southerners to the North and West spread the Nash- 
ville sound, and the new audiences pushed it in more sophisticated musi- 
cal and lyrical directions. 

Like Tin Pan Alley, Nashville had to keep its ear to the ground. As 
its listeners left the farms for the tract housing of Houston, Atlanta, and 
Bakersfield, Nashville kept up-fashioning a music that spoke to the 
condition of more and more Americans. Instead of the "home out on a 
rural route" described in a heavy twang by Hank Wilharns, the "hillbilly 
Shakespeare," during the early 1950s, Nashville stalwarts such as 
George Jones and Tammy Wynette are now more likely to sing of life in 
a "Two-Story House" (by Wynette, Glenn Tubb, and David Lindsey): 

She: "I have my story" 
He: "I have mine, too" 
Both: "How sad it is 
We now live 
In a two-story house." 
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Today, in commercial terms, country is not nearly as big as rock, 
annually claiming some $400 million in record sales compared to rock's 
$1.6 billion. But Nashville's appeal, like Tin Pan Alley's before it, is 
intergenerational. Country music concerts, whether at state fairs or in 
high school gyms, attract gray heads as well as grandchildren. A recent 
Country Music Foundation survey of the audience at a major country 
music festival, for instance, found that 19  percent were between 26 and 
35 years old, and 18 percent were 56 and over. 

A Fragmented Culture 

Over the years, country has strengthened its claim to be our na- 
tional music. Nashville now welcomes both black and Mexican-American 
stars-Charlie Pride is black, Freddy Fender is Hispanic. It is also, like 
Tin Pan Alley, a source of idealistic anthems (which are not always 
predictably right-of-center in their sentiments) about the nation as a 
whole. Waylon Jennings' recent hit "America," for example, praises the 
veteran who fought in Vietnam, but adds: 

And the ones who could not fight 
In a war that didn't seem right 
You welcomed them home 
America, America. 

Bruce Springsteen and a few other rock and "urban contemporary" 
(black) stars do occasionally come up with songs that have a sense of the 
trials and triumphs of daily life as lived by ordinary Americans. But only 
Nashville is doing so consistently. Its songs may not always match those 
of classic Tin Pan Alley in grace and subtlety, but the same sense of 
adult experience and maturity pervades what my local country-westem 
radio station likes to call "songs about love and life, sung straight from 
the heart." 

The reigning king and queen of country are singers Randy Travis 
and Reba McEntire: She is a former rodeo rider from Oklahoma, he, a 
onetime Nashville catfish cook. 

In "Somebody Should Leave" (by Charles Rains and Harlan How- 
ard) McEntire captures the pathos of a couple considering separation- 
but mindful of the consequences. 

Somebody should leave 
But which one should it be 
You need the lads 
And they need me. 

In "Forever and Ever, Amen," the biggest country hit of 1987, 
Travis pledges fidelity in marriage "as long as old men sit and talk about 
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the weather/As long as old women sit and talk about the old men." The 
music video of the song even recalls the story line of "After the Ball," 
with vignettes from what appears to be the wedding of Travis's real-life 
sister, where young nieces and nephews beg their uncle for a song. The 
video, like the song, emphasizes kinship across the generations. 

At times, country music has explicitly embraced the Tin Pan Alley 
tradition. The Country Music Association paid tribute to Lrving Berlin 
during its televised annual awards ceremony two years ago; Willie Nel- 
son has revived and reinterpreted "Stardust," "Blue Skies," and other 
standards. Accepting a Gramrny award this year for writing (with Paul 
Overstreet) "Forever and Ever, Amen," songwnter Don Schlitz said: "I 
grew up hearing about a place in New York . . . called Tin Pan Alley, and 
grew up listening to the music from Motown and the Brill Building, 
where a bunch of people went into rooms and banged out a song. And 
that tradition lives on in our hometown in Nashville, Tennessee. And I 
am very proud to be a part of it-one of those guys who goes into an 
office every day and writes a song." 

Yet Nashville's appeal does have its limits, both of region and of 
class. "Sophisticated" listeners, who may still relish Gershwin and Por- 
ter, generally have little enthusiasm for country-western music. Nor is 
Nashville likely to get much of a hearing from teen-aged rock fans. 

Nothing more aptly symbolizes the fragmentation of our popular 
musical culture than the headphone selections offered on commercial 
airline flights: Channel One for classics, Two for country, Three for rock, 
Four for jazz, and so on. 

Today, Americans seem to share fewer and fewer tastes in national 
entertainment of any kind-from movies to television programs to radio. 
We have extraordinary electronic technology, but we lack songwnters 
like Irving Berlin, described more than half a century ago by his col- 
league Jerome Kern as an artist who "absorbs the vibrations emanating 
from the people, manners, and life of his time and, in turn, gives these 
impressions back to the world-simplified, glorified, clarified." 

SONG CREDITS:  "13rotln.r Can You Spare A Ihine." by Jay Comey and 1;. Y. Harburg. Copyright 10 1932 Wanier Bra!,. Inc. (renewed). All rights 
r v i d  U d  by permission "Love for Siilc," by C o k  P o m r ,  Copyright 0 1930 \V.inier Bros.. Inc. (renewed). All n fh ts  rcsen'ed. Used by 
pemiision "Makin' Whoopee:' Copyright 0 1928 by Doniildaoa fubli-shnig Co. and Gilben Kcycs MUSK Co. Renewed. YAKETY YAK by Mike 
Slollcr .ind Jerry Leikr. Copynt;ln 0 1958 by Tiger MUSIC Inc, Copynghl Assigned To Chsppcll & CO., Quintet Music, Inc., & Freddy Ilienstock 
Music Co. All Rights Adniini'itcretJ By intersorig-USA. Inc Intcniationiil Copyright Secured. All f igh ts  Rescn'ed. UhCd By Pernrs~on. 
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by Terry Teachout 

Trumpeter Harry James was uneasy as he warmed up backstage at 
New York's Carnegie Hall on the evening of January 16, 1938. "I feel 
like a whore in a church," he told a colleague. He had every reason to be 
nervous. Benny Goodman's swing band, with James on trumpet, was 
about to play a full-length concert-the first such performance ever 
given in America's most prestigious concert hall by a jazz group. 

If anyone was prepared to bring jazz to Carnegie Hall, it was Benny 
Goodman. Known from coast to coast for his recordings and radio broad- 
casts, the King of Swing, the eighth of 12 children from a Chicago family 
of Russian immigrants, was also an accomplished classical clarinetist. 
(Three months after his Carnegie Hall debut, he recorded Mozart's 
Clarinet Quintet with the Budapest String Quartet.) Even so, Goodman 
was as nervous as Harry James that evening. At one point, he had even 
considered adding Beatrice Lillie, the English comedienne, to the pro- 
gram. "The stage shows we played in theaters," he explained, "always 
included comics." 

As it turned out, Benny Goodman did not need any relief, comic or 
otherwise. A recording of the concert released in 1950 shows that the 
crowd was with the Goodman band from the moment it kicked off with 
"Don't Be That Way." After "Sometimes I'm Happy," the band swung 
into "One O'clock Jump," the theme song of Count Basie. The famed 
Kansas City jazz pianist was waiting in the wings with four of his sidemen 
to join forces with Goodman, James, and drummer Gene Krupa for a 12- 
minute "jam session" on Fats Waller's "Honeysuckle Rose." Already on 
stage with the Goodman band were two saxophonists from Duke Elling- 
ton's orchestra. The whole history of jazz, it seemed, was being replayed 
before the audience that night. 

For jazz, the road to Carnegie Hall had been a long one. At the 
time, most Americans saw jazz not as an art form but as dance music- 
with a scandalous black pedigree to boot. Whispered tales of alcoholism, 
drug abuse, and sexual promiscuity (some accurate, some scurrilous) 
followed jazz musicians, especially black ones. After F. Scott Fitzgerald 
published Tales of the Jazz Age in 1922, the word "jazz," at one time an 
obscure piece of ghetto slang with sexual overtones, became universally 
recognized as the emblem of "flaming youth." 

A music grown up in such dubious circumstances, it then seemed, 
could hardly be respectable, and those who played it were not regarded 
in polite society as likely role models for the young. For Benny Goodman 
to have played jazz at Carnegie Hall-with a racially integrated group, 
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Onstage at Carnegie Hall i n  1938, Benny Goodman plays clarinet; Lionel 
Hampton, vibraharp; and Gene Krupa, drums. The concert LP is still Num- 
ber One on the list of all-time best-selling acoustic jazz recordings. 

no less-was thus an extraordinary achievement. 
"New Orleans is the cradle of jazz," pianist Jelly Roll Morton told 

Robert ("Believe It or Not") Ripley in 1938, "and I, myself, happened to 
be the creator in the year 1902." Though Morton was exaggerating his 
own role in its birth, jazz did emerge as a recognizable musical idiom in 
New Orleans around the turn of the century. "Pie man used to swing 
something on the bugle and the waffle man rang a big triangle," Louis 
Arrnstrong, born around 1900, later recalled. "The junk man had one of 
them long tin horns they celebrate with at Christmas-could play the 
blues and everything on it. There wasn't a person in New Orleans that 
didn't have rhythm." 

Armstrong remembered going to the Funky Butt Hall on Perdido 
Street to hear jazz bands play when he was only about six years old. The 
music he heard was instrumental folk music played by and for a rela- 
tively small circle of New Orleans Negroes and black Creoles in and 
around Storyville, the city's red-light district. Early jazz appears to have 
been a hybrid musical idiom descended partly from ragtime,* partly from 
such earlier forms of Afro-American folk music as the blues, and partly 
from European hymnody and light classical music. 
*Ragtime, exemplified by Scott Joplin's "Maple Leaf Rag," was a turn-of-the-century precursor to jazz, 
syncopated and often musically complex, which was fully written out rather than improvised. 
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What early jazzmen brought to this stylistic mishmash was "swing," 
a special kind of rhythmic excitement based on the opposition between 
the regular beat of the rhythm section-usually piano, guitar or banjo, 
bass, and drums-and the syncopated lines of the horn players who 
improvised over that beat. Like many things in music, it is easier to hear 
than to define. When a fan asked Armstrong to explain swing, he is 
supposed to have replied, "If you have to ask, you'll never know." 

Jazz Becomes a Lady 

Jazz was spread first by the riverboats that cruised up the Missis- 
sippi to Memphis, St. Louis, Chicago, and other inland ports, with New 
Orleans musicians employed to provide entertainment on board. Of equal 
importance was the invention of the phonograph, which became an effec- 
tive medium after the turn of the century. In 1917, an all-white New 
Orleans group called the Original Dixieland Jass Band* made the first 
jazz recordings, sparking a nationwide dance craze (one of their first 
recorded tunes was "Dixieland Jass Band One-Step"), and introducing 
hundreds of American musicians to the new music. By 1920, writes 
historian James Lincoln Collier, jazz "was widely known and badly imi- 
tated throughout the United States." 

From the beginning, jazz was a popular music, not an art music. 
The members of the Original Dixieland Jass Band always stressed their 
musical ignorance in interviews. ("I don't know how many pianists we 
tried," one ODJB member claimed, "before we found one who couldn't 
read music.") Yet, while jazz musicians were forced to work as cornrner- 
rial entertainers, some of them also thought of themselves as artists. 

This dichotomy between the "entertainer" and the "artist" is cen- 
tral to the subsequent history of jazz. Every major artist in jazz has had to 
place himself, whether consciously or unconsciously, at some point be- 
tween these two extremes. Few great jazz musicians have been alto- 
gether comfortable with the choice, and fewer still have fit neatly into 
either category. 

The difficulty is exemplified by the careers of Louis Armstrong and 
Jelly Roll Morton. Millions of listeners around the world remember Arm- 
strong as the gravel-voiced singer, with handkerchief in hand, of "Hello, 
Dolly" and other pop tunes. But he was also a musical genius of the first 
order, revolutionizing virtually every aspect of jazz. During the 1920s, 
with his Hot Five and Hot Seven bands, he established the solo as a 
*The modem soelline of iazz had not been established at the time. - - ~ - ' " ,  

Terry Teachout, 32, is a member of the editorial board of the New York Daily 
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primary form of jazz expression. His utterly natural sense of swing 
served as a model for many of his contemporaries and all of his juniors. 

"Through Louis Armstrong and his influence," composer and critic 
Gunther Schuller has written, "jazz became a truly twentieth-century 
language. And it no longer belonged to New Orleans, but to the world." 

Armstrong's genius, however, was purely intuitive. A phenomenally 
gifted improviser on comet and trumpet, Armstrong did not compose, 
showed little interest in classical music, and spent much of his career 
after the 1920s playing familiar tunes accompanied by mediocre big 
bands. He saw himself as an entertainer first. "You have to use a little 
showmanship," he said in 1965, "or they call you deadpan. If they ain't 
sick of it, I ain't." 

Jelly Roll Morton (1885-1941), on the other hand, was a New 
Orleans jazz pianist and composer of considerable sophistication. Influ- 
enced by the multithematic musical structures of classic ragtime, Mor- 
ton composed and recorded dozens of short pieces in the New Orleans 
jazz idiom (e.g., "Black Bottom Stomp," "Grandpa's Spells") that are the 
earliest successful examples of jazz as a self-conscious art music. 

To most popular musicians during the 1920s, however, the epitome 
of musical sophistication was not the New Orleans jazz of Jelly Roll 
Morton but the quasi-symphonic "sweet" jazz of Paul Whiteman. 
Whiteman's big band performed at concerts as well as dances. Its audi- 
ence was almost exclusively white and middle class. Some sense of the 
kind of music the band played can be gleaned from the fact that George 
Gershwin wrote Rhapsody i n  Blue at Whiteman's behest; the Whiteman 
band premiered the composition in 1924 at New York's Aeolian Hall. 
Duke Ellington later said, with a characteristic hint of irony, that 
Whiteman "made a lady out of jazz." 

Europe Applauds 

Not surprisingly, many white jazz musicians of the 1920s were 
attracted to classical music. They were challenged by its harmonic and 
structural complexity and, in many cases, comforted by its greater social 
acceptability. Whiteman's band offered the closest jazz equivalent to a 
symphony orchestra-Whiteman himself had been a violinist with the 
San Francisco and Denver symphonies. Though Whiteman's band was 
rhythmically "square," it was also, as Gunther Schuller notes, "overflow- 
ing with excellent musicians and virtuoso instrumentalists. Its 
arrangers. . . wrote complex, demanding scores that took everything 
these musicians could give." 

Among the many talented musicians drawn into Whiteman's orbit 
was Iowa-bom Bix Beiderbecke. In 1928, Beiderbecke fulfilled the 
height of the "artistic" jazzman's musical aspirations when he played the 
comet solo on Whiteman's recording of Gershwin's Concerto i n  F. 

He also set the pattern for most white jazzmen of the next quarter- 
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century. While the great innovators invariably would come from the 
ranks of black jazzrnen, their white contemporaries (some of whom, like 
Beiderbecke, were also first-rate talents) would generally avoid the risks 
and rewards of radical innovation in favor of relatively conservative, 
"respectable" playing styles. 

As big bands became "jazzier" after Louis Armstrong's short but 
pathbreaking stint with Fletcher Henderson's band during the 1920s, 
they began to attract the attention of black jazzrnen who dreamed of 
their own brand of musical "respectability." 

The most important of these musicians was Duke Ellington (1899- 
1974). Like Beiderbecke, Ellington was largely self-taught and a rather 
poor reader of music. His knowledge of classical music was sketchy at 
best. But Ellington, a man of exceptional sensitivity and imagination, was 
determined to turn the dance band into a medium for serious musical 
expression. As the leader of the house band at Harlem's storied Cotton 
Club during the late 1920s and early '30s, he began to write and record 
such now-famous original works as "Mood Indigo" and "Creole Rhap- 
sody." The recordings attracted the attention of European commen- 
tators. In 1934, the influential British critic and composer Constant Lam- 
bert described the Cotton Club star as "the first jazz composer of 
distinction and the first Negro composer of distinction." 

The Big Bands Go Bust 

Ellington eventually went on tour in Europe, as did Louis Arm- 
strong and several other important performers of the 1930s. They were 
stunned to find there a small but passionate community of jazz fans-and 
a comparative absence of the racial prejudice that burdened the black 
jazz musician's life in America, where black bands were not permitted in 
many white-owned nightclubs and concert halls. European acclaim con- 
vinced many American jazzrnen that their work merited serious consid- 
eration as an art music.* 

The first important step toward recognition in the United States 
came, ironically, with the resurgence of jazz as a truly popular music. 

The initial jazz craze, which had started in 1917 and continued 
through the '20s, was stifled by the Great Depression. As the market for 
music of all kinds shrank, radio and phonograph executives shied away 
from jazz in favor of blander, safer forms of popular music. By the rnid- 
1930s, however, a new generation of young people, born during the 
post-World War I baby boom, had reached late adolescence and were 
looking for a music of their own. Benny Goodman, soon to be acclaimed 
the King of Swing, supplied it. 

Swing was not really new: It was a slicker, more polished version of 

*It also convinced a number of American jazzmen, mostly blacks, to remain in Europe as expatriate artists, 
as depicted in the film Round Midnight (1986). Several important American jazzmen still live in Europe, 
including trumpeter Art Farmer, who lives in Vienna, and saxophonist Steve Lacy, a Paris resident. 
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Gifted with musical talent 
and personal flair, Duke El- 
lington was widely honored 
at home and abroad. In 
1958, he was presented to 
Queen Elizabeth 11 in Leeds, 
England. Ellington's celeb- 
rity helped increase public 
acceptance of jazz as "seri- 
o u s  music. 

the big band style originally worked out by Fletcher Henderson during 
the 1920s. But Goodman popularized it, and thus set the tone for an 
entire era. For the first and only time in the history of jazz, in the words 
of jazz photographer William I? Gottlieb, "the most widely acclaimed 
music was the best music." 

Even after his 1938 Carnegie Hall concert, Goodman continued to 
perform mostly on the radio and at dances, as did most of his contempo- 
raries. Jazz remained a utilitarian dance music, and for every Benny 
Goodman, with his increasingly serious artistic ambitions, there were 10 
Louis Armstrongs who were temperamentally incapable of seeing them- 
selves as anything other than pure entertainers. But Goodman retained 
his interest in classical music, commissioning works from such compos- 
ers as Bela Bartok, Paul Hindernith, and Aaron Copland, and studying 
with the classical clarinetist Reginald Kelt. 

Furthermore, Goodman's appearance at Carnegie Hall inspired 
other jazzmen to follow in his footsteps. Duke Ellington made his Carne- 
gie Hall debut in 1943, performing Black, Brown, and Beige, the first of 
a long series of multimovement concert works on which he hoped to 
stake his claim to be a serious composer. Three years later, Woody 
Herman brought his famous Herd to Carnegie Hall to perform Igor 
Stravinsky's Ebony Concerto, which the Russian emigre had written 
especially for the Herman band. ("Their instrumental mastery," Stravin- 
sky later said of Herman and his musicians, "was astonishing.") 
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Unfortunately, the musical advances of these bandleaders were 
wiped out by the collapse of the big band movement in 1946. The bands 
had begun to weaken during World War 11, as many musicians went off 
to war and the costs of city-to-city touring rose sharply. The American 
Federation of Musicians made matters worse when it decided during 
1942-43 to order its members to stop making records in an attempt to 
force a drastic restructuring of the system of royalty payments-in favor 
of the artists and at the expense of the record companies. Frank Sinatra, 
Peggy Lee, and other singers, stepping into the recording void left by 
the AFM strike, captured the nostalgic mood of wartime America with 
romantic ballads. The big band leader of the hour was Glenn Miller, who 
de-emphasized swing in favor of a sweeter, more commercial sound. 

The final blow was delivered by the Depression-era baby bust. The 
birth rate in America had dropped to 21.3 per 1,000 in 1930. Sixteen 
years later, with their youthful core audiences shrinking, the big bands of 
Benny Goodman, Tommy Dorsey, Woody Herman, Count Basie, and 
Louis Armstrong went under. 

A Bird Flies 

With the sudden death of the big bands, jazz was reincarnated in the 
new "bebop" movement. Bebop flowered in popular night spots such as 
the Three Deuces and the Onyx on Manhattan's legendary "Swing 
Street," West 52nd Street. It stressed small groups and performances in 
nightclubs and brought a further increase in musical sophistication and 
artistic self-awareness. A brittle, fast-paced music, harmonically complex 
and melodically oblique, bebop was far more suitable for listening than 
for dancing. Jazz traditionalists, like much of the listening public, gener- 
ally disdained the strange, new, seemingly disjointed music. "These 
young cats now," said Armstrong, "they're full of malice, and all they 
want to do is show you up and any old way will do as long as it's 
different . . . people get tired of it because it's really no good and you got 
no melody to remember and no beat to dance to." 

The key innovators in the movement, both black, again provided a 
vivid dramatization of the dichotomy between the "entertainer" and the 
"artist." Trumpeter Dizzy Gillespie, for all his immense musical gifts, 
presented himself as an entertainer, clowning on stage and, later in his 
career, fronting a long succession of musically mediocre small groups. 
Most listeners remembered his stage antics and the trademark upturned 
bell of his trumpet rather than the flashing virtuosity of his solos. 

From the beginning, Gillespie's sometime partner, alto saxophonist 
Charlie "Bird" Parker, saw himself as an artist. A revolutionary musical 
innovator comparable in significance to Louis Armstrong, Parker fused 
the nervous electricity of bebop with the deeper emotional content of the 
blues to unforgettable effect. But, like Bix Beiderbecke before him, 
Parker eventually chafed at the constraints of small-group improvisation. 
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Parker was also interested in classical music, enjoyed playing with a 
string section, and longed to study composition. "Take me as you would 
a baby and teach me music," he once told composer Edgard Var6se. "I 
only write in one voice. I want to have structure. I want to write orches- 
tral scores." But Parker, a heroin addict who seemed to do everything in 
excess, gradually destroyed himself, dying at age 34 in 1955. 

The 'New Thing' 

As before, the white jazzrnen, with their better schooling and social 
advantages, made the first decisive moves of their generation toward 
musical respectability. Among them were baritone saxophonist Gerry 
Mulligan, a founder in 1949 of "cool" jazz, a bebop-derived style that 
stressed lyricism and subtlety. Another leader of the cool jazz movement 
was Lennie Tristano, a blind Chicago pianist who introduced completely 
unstructured, atonal improvisation to jazz with his 1949 recordings, "In- 
tuition" and "Digression." 

The hero of the new cool school was pianist Dave Brubeck, a stu- 
dent of French composer Darius Milhaud. Together with the alto saxo- 
phonist Paul Desmond, Brubeck founded a long-lived quartet that made 
use of such classical techniques as counterpoint, bitonality, and com- 
pound time signatures. But the Dave Brubeck Quartet was perhaps most 
notable for discovering jazz's most important audience of the coming 
decade: college students. Brubeck's long string of live on-campus record- 
ings made him a national star, won him a place on the cover of Time 
(1954), and signaled the increasing dominance in jazz of the concert 
stage over the nightclub. 

Back in New York, in 1952, four black beboppers who had played 
together in Dizzy Gillespie's short-lived big band started the Modem Jazz 
Quartet. The MJQ played off Milt Jackson's warm, expressive vibraharp 
against the elegant piano and attractive (if occasionally precious) compo- 
sitions of John Lewis, a gifted blues player who was also strongly inter- 
ested in classical music. Under Lewis's leadership, the MJQ performed 
in tuxedos, gave out printed programs and stuck to them, and even 
showed up on time for performances. 

When not playing in clubs and at concerts, the group worked closely 
with Gunther Schuller, whose "third-stream" movement attempted to 
create a new fusion of jazz and classical music. 

Not everyone was impressed by the Modem Jazz Quartet. Miles 
Davis, the dominant figure in jazz during the 1950s, rejected its fancy 
trappings outright, although he respected the musicianship of its mem- 
bers. "Polished Negroes," Davis said, leaving little doubt as to whom he 
was talking about, "are acting the way they think white people want 
them to act, so they can be accepted." 

Although he had received some training at the Juilliard School of 
Music, Davis saw no need to pay homage to the ideals of classical music 
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Jazz giants Charlie Parker 
(saxophone), Charles 
Mingus (bass), and 
Thelonious Monk (piano), 
i n  a rare appearance to- 
gether in  1953. On drums is  
Roy Haynes. No comparable 
group of jazz innovators has 
appeared since this jazz 
"generation," which also in- 
cluded Miles Davis and 
John Coltrane. 

in order to establish his artistic credentials. He shunned rehearsals and 
avoided elaborate written arrangements, preferring to emphasize spon- 
taneity. He also bucked a trend by playing whenever possible in clubs 
rather than concert halls: "Nobody can relax at concerts, the musicians 
or the people, either. You can't do nothing but sit down, you can't move 
around, you can't have a drink. A musician has to be able to let loose 
everything in him to reach the people. If the musician can't relax, how's 
he going to make the people feel what he feels?" 

Other innovators of the era included pianist Thelonious Monk and 
bassist Charles Mingus, the leading jazz composer of the 1950s and '60s 
("Goodbye Pork Pie Hat," "Pithecanthropus Erectus," "Better Git It in 
Your Soul"). But Davis, an alumnus of the Charlie Parker Quintet and a 
founding father of cool jazz during the late 1940s, overcame a heroin 
habit and established himself as the dominant figure in 1950s jazz. One of 
the most intriguing, abrasive personalities in jazz, he was the first of its 
players to transcend the artist-entertainer dichotomy. Unlike Arm- 
strong, he behaved in public as though he took himself seriously. "He 
was the first one," Dizzy Gillespie said, "that came along in our business 
and figured he didn't have to smile at everyone, didn't have to tell no 
jokes or make no announcements, didn't have to say thank you or even 
bow. He figured he could just let the music speak for him, and for itself." 

The result was a swinging, uncluttered music. Davis was willing to 
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try anything, moving fearlessly from bouncy show tunes, such as "The 
Surrey With the Fringe on Top" (from Oklahoma!), to sophisticated 
modal compositions, and he brought his public along with him at each 
stylistic turn. 

By the early 1960s, one of Davis's proteges, tenor saxophonist John 
Coltrane, had taken the lead in developing the "new thing," a jazz idiom 
characterized by frenzied, turbulent collective improvisation and solos of 
unprecedented length. Sometimes brilliant, sometimes merely incom- 
prehensible, Coltrane's style, which enthralled the jazz avant-garde long 
after Coltrane's untimely death in 1967, alienated much of what re- 
mained of jazz's popular audience. 

Once again, the coup de grace was provided by a demographic shift. 
As the first children of the post-World War II baby boom turned 16 in 
1962, they ignored the increasingly inaccessible music of Coltrane and 
his contemporaries and turned instead to simpler, more immediately 
appealing sounds. Young whites tuned into rock-and-roll; young blacks to 
rhythm and blues and soul music. 

Paying the Price 

This rejection by younger listeners is the principal reason why an 
influential group of jazz musicians, led by Miles Davis, began during the 
late 1960s to incorporate elements of rock and soul into their music. The 
results were mixed. Some players, notably vibraharpist Gary Burton, 
were able to combine elements of jazz and rock in a genuinely creative 
way. Pianist Herbie Hancock and guitarist George Benson, among oth- 
ers, achieved great commercial success by merging jazz and black popu- 
lar music during the 1970s, but their music became merely formulaic. 
Davis's attempts at "fusion," as the new brand of jazz was called, were 
more complex but generally less successful. After releasing a handful of 
provocative fusion recordings during the late 1960s, he ceased to be an 
important figure in jazz. 

The abdication of Miles Davis left jazz without a major innovator to 
set new artistic directions for the next generation. As a result, jazz has 
entered a phase of eclecticism in which new players, instead of breaking 
fresh ground, pick and choose from a musical palette of the great players 
of the past. 

Trumpeter Wynton Marsalis, the best-known of these younger mu- 
sicians, is an exceptionally gifted technician whose style is almost com- 
pletely derived from the playing of Miles Davis. Marsalis has also re- 
corded several critically acclaimed albums of classical music. The World 
Saxophone Quartet, an avant-garde ensemble, has recorded a Duke El- 
lington album for Nonesuch, a classical music label. Tenor saxophonist 
Scott Hamilton and cornetist Warren Vach6 pack nightclubs by playing 
an updated version of swing-era combo jazz. 

This period has not been without its gains. While jazz was never, as 
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Grover Sales and other jazz critics claim, "America's classical music," it 
is now nonetheless generally recognized as a true art music. 

The price of this status has, however, been high. As it became an 
exotic art music, jazz lost much of its popular audience. Commercial 
radio stations long ago stopped playing new jazz. The major record com- 
panies, which were still recording jazz 20 years ago, no longer have 
much time for it. While a Wynton Marsalis can still sell enough records 
to attract the attention of a major label such as CBS Records, most jazz 
artists, young and old alike, now record for small, independent firms- 
many of them based in Europe. Nor are recordings the only relevant 
measure of the shrinking market for jazz. Ask any middle-aged jazz musi- 
cian how much work he gets today and how much work he got in, say, 
1962, and you will hear a sad tale of slow and inexorable decline. 

The crisis of expression in contemporary jazz is identical to that 
now being experienced by classical composers, who lost their audience 
by embracing avant-garde compositional techniques during the late 
1950s and '60s. Perhaps jazz may follow the example of such contempo- 
rary "minimahst" classical composers as Philip Glass and Steve Reich, 
whose music, whatever its aesthetic weaknesses, at least seems to have 
some potential for attracting a larger, younger, and more enthusiastic 
audience. "New age" music, with its simple, repetitive instrumental tex- 
tures, may well turn out to be the minimalism of modem jazz. 

Today, jazz has achieved "respectability." It is played regularly in 
concert halls, analyzed by scholars, taught in universities, enshrined in 
archives, and celebrated in the Smithsonian and other museums. The 
typical young jazz musician now studies his art at Boston's Berklee Col- 
lege of Music or some similar institution, carves out a fairly conventional 
middle-class existence by recording jingles or teaching high school band 
(playing jazz on the side), and dreams of getting a grant from the Na- 
tional Endowment for the Arts to start a big band, or perhaps an avant- 
garde combo. 

It is difficult for many of today's listeners not to feel nostalgia for a 
time when jazz was still fundamentally popular music, a vital part of 
American life. Now it is a branch of high culture. Yet, by its very nature, 
jazz is unsuitable for preservation by such state-supported artistic en- 
deavors as the museum or the symphony orchestra. It is a way of life as 
much as a form of art, a unique musical idiom handed down from individ- 
ual to individual. Now that the culture that sustained it has withered 
away, who knows whether the jazz tradition can be preserved? 
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CLASSICAL 

by K. Robert Schwarz 

After two years as a teacher in the United States during the 1890s, 
noted Czech composer Antonin Dvorak issued a surprising challenge to 
his hosts. 

"Just as this nation has already surpassed so many others in marvel- 
ous inventions and feats of engineering and commerce," he said, "and 
has made an honorable place for itself in literature. . . , so it must assert 
itself in the other arts, and especially in the art of music." 

In Dvorak's time, as today, American classical music was being 
tugged in two directions. Oddly enough, Dvorak, a foreigner, espoused 
the nationalist cause, joining those composers who have viewed Ameri- 
ca's native culture-our folk and ethnic music, ragtime and blues, and, 
later, jazz and rock-as a legitimate foundation for a distinctly American 
classical style. On the other side, the "internationalists," represented in 
Dvorak's day by composers such as John Knowles Paine, have dismissed 
the whole notion of a national style as chauvinistic. Implicitly assuming 
the inferiority of American culture, they have argued that American 
composers should learn mainstream European musical idioms. 

Throughout American history, but particularly during the 20th cen- 
tury, the pendulum has swung back and forth between these two oppos- 
ing views in almost every generation of composers and critics. 

The tension between European and American styles emerged long 
before Dvofak's challenge. During the Revolutionary era, the sacred 
music of New England was dominated by the compositions of Boston- 
born William Billings (1746-1800). By the early 19th century, however, 
as the young nation absorbed a fresh influx of European immigrants, 
native New England church music was increasingly seen as crude and 
clumsy. New England clergymen began eliminating American compo- 
sitions from hymn-books, replacing them with European works or imita- 
tions thereof. By the time Lowell Mason compiled the Boston Handel 
and Haydn Society Collection of Church Music (1821), hardly a trace 
remained of the native sacred repertoire. 

Nor was the trend limited to church music. Louis Moreau Gott- 
schalk (1829-69), a piano virtuoso and composer who was raised in the 
Old Quarter of New Orleans and educated in Paris, wrote brilliant solo 
piano compositions based on the Afro-Caribbean music he had heard as a 
child. Today, the vividness of his melodies and the snap of his rhythms 
seem a prescient attempt at American musical nationalism. Yet Gott- 
schalk, despite tremendous success as a performer, was repeatedly sty- 
mied as a composer by the prevailing attitude among the educated urban 

WQ SUMMER 1988 



AMERICAN MUSIC 

classes in his homeland that European (and particularly German) music 
was superior to American. 

By the mid-19th century, German musicians were everywhere in 
America, and native composers, if they wanted to be taken seriously, had 
to ape the German style. Some went to Germany to study composition; 
they returned to America sounding like Schumann, Brahrns, or Wagner. 

This was the unfriendly milieu that Charles Ives (1874-1954) en- 
countered when he arrived at Yale to study with the noted composer 
Horatio Parker in 1894. Parker had little sympathy for either the young 
man's love of the American vernacular or his musical experiments. Yet 
to Ives, such tendencies came naturally. Raised in Danbury, Connecticut, 
he was the son of an all-purpose town music director of extraordinary 
eccentricity. George Ives, involved with band music, organ playing, and 
camp-meeting hymn singing, was reluctant to divorce classical music 
from popular music. And he was a relentless experimenter who used his 
son-and all the townsfolk of Danbury-as his test audience. 

An Audience of None 

"Father insisted on the use of the ears and the mind to think for 
themselves-in other words, not to be too dependent on customs and 
habits," Charles later recalled. Although the son seems to have exagger- 
ated the father's originality, George's attempts to "stretch the ears" 
certainly took remarkable forms. Once, in a spatial experiment, he di- 
rected several bands to march around Danbury's town square in opposite 
directions, playing different tunes, an effect that Charles later recalled in 
his Three Places in New England (1912). In a tonal experiment, 
George had his son sing in one key while he sang in another. And always 
it was the spirit, conviction, and sincerity of a performance that counted 
far more than mere musical accuracy. 

It is no wonder, then, that Charles Ives' compositions bore the 
imprint of his father's experiments. Yet the younger Ives realized that 
audiences were unlikely to appreciate his compositions any time soon. 
After graduating from Yale, he chose a career in life insurance (like his 
contemporary, poet Wallace Stevens) rather than music. "If he has a 
nice wife and children, how can [a composer] let the children starve on 
his dissonances?" Ives asked with typical Yankee practicality. 

Thus Ives became a spare-time composer, writing in virtual isola- 
tion at night and on weekends at his homes in Manhattan and Connecti- 
cut. His few attempts to have his work performed provoked hostility and 
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European composers and 
performers dominated opera 
and classical music in 
America through the early 
20th century. Here (circa 
1916), Enrico Caruso, the 
Italian-born "superstar" of 
New York opera, sings the 
lead in Donizetti's popular 
L'Elisir dJArnore. 

incredulity. "I seem to have worked in composition with more natural 
freedom when I knew that the music was not going to be played, at least 
publicly," he later rationalized. 

By the mid-1920s, a variety of chronic health problems brought 
Ives' business life and musical career to a close. His music still earned 
him only ridicule. One reason was his assertion of the worth of all facets 
of American music-hymns, marches, ragtime, patriotic and popular 
songs-and thus his refusal to separate art from daily life. "You cannot 
set off art in the comer and hope for it to have vitality, reality, s u b  
stance," he said. "It comes directly out of the. . . experience of life." 

Ives believed that music should try to recreate life, with all its 
disorder intact. A song such as The Things Our Fathers Loved (1917) 
evokes this reality, and specifically Ives' own Danbury childhood, by 
means of quotations of hymns, marches, and popular songs, all juxta- 
posed with joyous disregard for traditional European notions of conso- 
nance and dissonance. 

It was Ives' scorn for convention that led him to experiment with 
many revolutionary 20th-century techniques, sometimes before they 
were "discovered" in Europe. He equated dissonance with strength, and 
explored the implications of densely-textured music lacking a tonal cen- 
ter. Ives knew his compositions might sound "difficult," but felt that 
listeners ought to be challenged: "Beauty in music is too often confused 
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with something that lets the ears lie back in an easy chair. Many sounds 
that we are used to do not bother us, and for that reason we are inclined 
to call them beautiful." 

Ives might have been a model for younger American composers 
during the early 20th century-had any of them ever heard his music. 
Not until the 1930s did Ives begin to win attention. "There we were in 
the 1920s searching for a composer from the older generation with an 
'American sound,' and here was Charles Ives composing this incredible 
music-totally unknown to us," Aaron Copland later recalled. 

Music for 'the Masses' 

So Copland, born in Brooklyn in 1900, had to look elsewhere for his 
models. Like many American composers-from Virgil Thomson in 1921 
through Philip Glass in 1964-he went to Paris to study with Nadia 
Boulanger, a renowned teacher. Boulanger, who was convinced that 
American music was just about to find its own native voice, encouraged 
her young student to explore the sounds of home-grown music. When 
Copland returned to New York in 1924, he was "determined to write a 
work that would immediately be recognized as American in character." 

During the 1920s, the most natural way for an American composer 
to emphasize his nationalism was to turn to jazz. At the time, symphonic 
jazz was all the rage; in 1924, bandleader Paul Whiteman had introduced 
George Gershwin's Rhapsody in Blue, a hugely successful attempt to 
synthesize jazz and concert music. Copland tried his own version of sym- 
phonic jazz in Music for the Theatre (1925) and Piano Concerto (1926). 

But to Copland symphonic jazz was a dead end. "It was easy to be 
American in musical terms, but all American music could not possibly be 
confined to two dominant jazz moods-the blues and the snappy nurn- 
ber," Copland said. Where would he find a music upon which to base a 
richer American national style? 

The answer came out of the great economic upheaval of the 1930s. 
The Depression years brought a turn toward conservatism in the arts 
and leftism in politics. Leftist sentiment encouraged composers to reach 
out to "the masses," to speak a musical language that would appeal to 
the common people. And what better basis for such a language than 
American folk music? Suddenly, composers (like many artists and writ- 
ers) became fascinated with historical and regional Americanism, and 
particularly with the rugged American West. Meanwhile, the growth of 
motion pictures, the phonograph, and radio assured composers a broader 
audience, provided that their music was simple, direct, and functional. 

It was left to Virgil Thomson, born in 1896 in Kansas City but 
trained in Paris by Boulanger, to create the new style. Thomson wrote 
the scores for two documentary films, one of which, The Plow That 
Broke the Plains (1936), propagandized in favor of resettlement aid for 
Dust-bowl families. For his score, Thomson turned to the music of his 
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youth-Baptist hymns, blues, and, most importantly, folk and cowboy 
songs-and used them in a disarmingly unpretentious, tuneful manner. 

Armed with this lesson, Copland embarked on his own attempt to 
reach a larger public by means of what he called "imposed simplicity." 
He later wrote: 

During the mid '30s, I began to feel an increasing dissatisfac- 
tion with the relations of the music-loving public and the 
living composer. The conventional concert public continued 
apathetic or indifferent to anything but the established 
classics. . . Moreover, an entirely new public had grown up 
around the radio and phonograph. It made no sense to ignore 
them and to continue writing as if they did not exist. 

Recognizing the split between composers and audiences that was 
then only just appearing, Copland, unlike many later composers, found a 
way to bridge it. Without compromising quality for the sake of popular 
appeal, he pared down and simplified his already lean musical vocabulary. 
To the rhythms of jazz he added a new ingredient-American folk mu- 
sic, reinterpreted in his own style. Thus the ballets Billy the Kid (1938) 
and Rodeo (1942) turn to cowboy songs, and Appalachian Spring 
(1944) includes the Shaker melody "Simple Gifts." During World War II, 
Copland responded to the nation's renewed patriotism with the heroic, 
brassy, Fanfare for the Common Man (1942), one of the best-known 
pieces of American music next to "The Star Spangled Banner." 

A 'Prepared* Piano 

Perhaps at no other time in American history were composer and 
public so united in their musical taste. But that bubble of solidarity was 
soon to burst, as American composers began to turn from nationalism to 
internationalism, from American models to European ones, a shift that 
was to have ominous consequences for both composers and the public. 

The most surprising development in music after World War II was 
the rapid adoption on both sides of the Atlantic of the 12-tone technique 
that Austria's Arnold Schoenberg had pioneered during the 1920s, and 
carried to the United States in 1933 when he fled the Nazis. The tech- 
nique offered a new way of organizing the 12 pitches of the scale-a 
method that deliberately avoided any hint of tonal center (what we com- 
monly call "key"). It is a cerebral, rational, compositional system, in 
many ways akin to mathematical permutation. 

It was not until after World War 11 that the American composer 
Milton Babbitt realized that Schoenberg's 12-tone technique might be 
extended beyond pitch. If one could order the pitches of a composition in 
such a way as to both predetermine structure and void tonality, why not 
also order durations and dynamics? Thus Babbitt, trained as a mathema- 
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tician as well as a composer, began to use a series of durations (the 
lengths of notes) and a series of dynamics (the volume of notes) along 
with Schoenberg's series of pitches. Babbit's extension of 12-tone tech- 
nique became known, logically enough, as serialism. 

Babbitt's approach led him to create staggeringly complex and rig- 
idly organized compositions. "I believe in cerebral music-in the applica- 
tion of intellect to relevant matters," he declared proudly. "I never 
choose a note unless I know precisely why I want it there, and can give 
several reasons why [I chose] it and not another." Yet listeners were left 
utterly in the dark, for the mathematical permutations of serialism are 
inaudible on the musical surface. When confronted with the pointilistic 
sound of Babbitt's music-melodies fragmented into tiny, leaping, dis- 
jointed bursts-and its avoidance of both tonal center and regular pulse, 
listeners responded with dismay. And they became increasingly alienated 
from the American avant-garde. 

Babbitt's reaction was to lash out at the "conservatism" of audi- 
ences, and to retreat, along with other composers who shared his predi- 
lections, into academia. With the development of the electronic sound 
synthesizer during the late 1950s, Babbitt, at Princeton, was finally able 
to realize his goal of totally-controlled music: Without having to worry 
about the limitations of human performance, he could obtain precise 
organization of complex rhythms, dynamics, and pitches. 

The masters of 20th-century American classical music: Aaron Copland (left); 
Virgil Thomson (upper right); and Charles Ives (lower right). 
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One of the great ironies of American music history is that while 
Babbitt was extending serialism-a musical language that became the 
epitome of internationalism, at least among the avant-garde of the 1950s 
and '60s-another composer was moving in the opposite direction. 

Instead of trying to rigidly predetermine every aspect of music's 
structure, John Cage was attempting to reduce the composer's control 
over his creations. Cage can hardly be considered a nationalist, for he 
showed little interest in indigenous American music. Nor can he be 
considered an internationalist, for he had even less use for European 
models. Yet he is an internationalist of a different sort, a man strongly 
influenced by non-Western music and philosophy. And he belongs to a 
distinctly American lineage, that of the stubbornly independent innovator 
who, like Ives, follows his own path, oblivious to the dictates of fashion. 

Born in Los Angeles in 1912, Cage grew up hearing as much non- 
Western music as Western. He became especially interested in the gam- 
elan, an Indonesian orchestra of metal percussion instruments. By the 
1930s, composing for percussion ensemble, Cage was attempting to 
recreate the gamelan aesthetic-not only its chiming sonority, but its 
distinctly non-Western static, nondirectional quality. 

By 1938, Cage had succeeded in transforming the inside of a piano 
(by inserting screws, bits of rubber, and other objects) so that it sounded 
like a miniature gamelan. But Cage saw the "prepared piano" as only a 
first step in the absorption of non-Western aesthetics. He had become 
convinced, like Ives before him, of the need to blur the distinction be- 
tween music and noise, between art and life. In 1937, he predicted that 
"the use of noise to make music will continue until we reach a musical 
product through the aid of electrical instruments, which will make avail- 
able for musical purposes any and all sounds that can be heard." 

The Sounds of Silence 

Thus Cage's Credo in Us (1942) combines home-made gamelan- 
like percussion with an electric buzzer and a radio. At precisely indicated 
points in the score, the radio is turned on to whatever happens to be 
broadcast (although the player is advised to "avoid news programs dur- 
ing national or international emergenciesM)-a deliberate abdication of 
control by the composer. 

Another step came in 1947, when Cage began attending lectures on 
Zen Buddhism. "The study of Zen led me to the enjoyment of things as 
they come, as they happen, rather than as they are possessed or kept or 
forced to be," Cage said. "One may give up the desire to control sound, 
clear his mind of music, and set about discovering means to let the 
sounds be themselves, rather than vehicles for man-made theories or 
expressions of human sentiments." 

Giving up "the desire to control sound" became Cage's obsession 
during the 1950s. He began using chance methods to compose, choosing 
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pitches, durations, and timbres not by conscious decisions but by the 
results of the coin-tosses prescribed in the Chinese "Book of Changes," 
the I Ching. Next, Cage sought to extend his "chance procedures" to 
the realm of performance. He realized that there is no such thing as 
"silence." All the sounds around us are "music." Thus, in Cage's famous 
silent piece of 1952, 4'33" the pianist sits at the keyboard and plays 
nothing at all. The listener is encouraged to focus on other sounds, 
especially those produced by the audience itself. 

Cage thus took Ives' refusal to distinguish between art and life to its 
ultimate extreme. He saw the composer's role not as "an attempt to 
bring order out of chaos, nor to suggest improvements in creation, but 
simply to wake us up to the very life we're living." 

Searching for Listeners 

Cage could not have expected a warm reception from critics and his 
fellow composers, never mind the concert-going public. And he did not 
receive one. But his radical experiments served a valuable purpose, for 
they forced an entire generation of composers to open its ears. What 
could have been a better antidote to academia's emphasis on stiflingly 
overintellectualized serial techniques? 

Nevertheless, by the 1960s, composers and audiences had reached 
a peak of mutual estrangement. Composers, immersed either in aca- 
demic serialism or the chaotic "happenings" of the experimentalists, 
dismissed the average listener as hopelessly naive.* Concertgoers, con- 
vinced that comprehensible music had died with Mahler and Sibelius, 
reacted with hostility to new works; conductors chose few new Ameri- 
can compositions for performance. Meanwhile, rock and soul music si- 
phoned off younger listeners. More and more, the classical music audi- 
ence was white, older, upper-crust, and very conservative in its tastes. 

However, a few younger composers were beginning to fill the musi- 
cal vacuum by the late 1960s. Although they had little in common as far 
as musical style, they all shared a desire to reach out to audiences. 
Under the general umbrella of "new accessibility," they began to attract 
the attention of once-alienated listeners. In Ancient Voices of Children 
(1970), for example, George Crumb did so by turning music into a 
theatrical ritual, filled with evocative masks, costumes, and sonorities. 

If Dionysian expression rather than Apollonian rationalism was the 
hallmark of the "new accessibility," no composer epitomized the trend 
more than David Del Tredici. "New Romanticism" might be a better 
term for Del Tredici's music: Not only does he embrace Romanticism's 
emotionalism, he returns to its tonality, its more consonant harmonic 

*A notable exception was Leonard Bernstein. More than anyone else during the 1940s and 1950s, he 
managed to integrate native idioms with the classical tradition, notably in West Side Story (1957), a 
seamless amalgamation of Broadway, bebop, mambo, opera, and symphony. Bernstein has become our 
greatest conductor, but he was not able to live up to his early promise as a composer. 
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A scene from Akhnaten (1984), an opera by Philip Glass. Many critics argue 
that performances of such contemporary American works are all too rare. 

language, and its singable melodic lines. 
"For me," writes the Princeton-trained composer, "tonality is a 

daring discovery. I grew up in a climate in which, for a composer, only 
dissonance and atonality were acceptable." Yet Final Alice (1976), one 
of many Del Tredici scores inspired by Lewis Carroll's Alice in Wonder- 
land stories, reveals that the composer returns to Romanticism in a very 
personal, idiosyncratic way. Despite the virtuoso orchestration, conso- 
nant harmonies, and soaring soprano melodies, this is Romanticism 
transformed by a 20th-century composer-a Romanticism whose obses- 
sive repetition and hyper-expressive climaxes are every bit as perverse 
as Wonderland itself. 

Del Tredici's opulent orchestral scores certainly charmed audi- 
ences, but he could hardly win back the audience for new music by 
himself. That feat was left to a much more radical group of composers, 
who had roots firmly planted in the American vernacular. 

By the late 1960s, at least four composers-La Monte Young, 
Terry Riley, Steve Reich, and Philip Glass-had emerged as pioneers of 
a new style called minimalism. The term itself, borrowed from the visual 
arts, is despised by the composers, but it does aptly describe the mu- 
sic-which zeroes in on small details of structure and then magnifies 
them by repetition to form the basis of an entire work. 
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The career of Steve Reich, now 51, reflects the predilections of the 
minimalists as a group. Born in New York City, Reich was fascinated by 
music with a steady pulse and tonal center-the bebop of Charlie 
Parker, the music of Africa and Asia, the propulsive rhythms of Stravin- 
sky. Serialism left him cold. Nor was he interested in Cage's experi- 
ments. Why, Reich wondered, was there such a gulf between the music 
he loved and the music his Juilliard instructors wanted him to write? 

By the mid-1960s, Reich had decided to cast both serialism and 
Cage aside. Yet his interest in the drone-like modal jazz of saxophonist 
John Coltrane and the stasis of non-Western music meant that Reich 
would not simply work in the traditional Western mold. Ignoring Occi- 
dental notions of contrast, development, and climax, Reich's music- 
compositions such as Come Out (1966) and Piano Phase (1967)-was 
directionless and static. Although it had steady pulse, clear tonal center, 
and jazzy syncopations, it created a meditative aura by means of 
ceaseless repetition and unchanging pitch, volume, and harmony. 

Selling Out? 

Reich's early works scandalized the avant-garde. Serialists dis- 
missed him as simple minded; Cage's followers denounced him as fascis- 
tic. Yet younger listeners, long absent from the classical concert hall, 
flocked to Reich's performances at lower-Manhattan lofts and art galler- 
ies. In 1970, Reich traveled to Ghana to learn West African percussion, 
revealing the fruits of his labors in his magnum opus, Drumming 
(1971). In 1976, after studying the Balinese garnelan, Reich wrote Mu- 
sic for 18 Musicians, reveling in lush, varied timbres and an expanded 
harmonic and melodic range. And Music demonstrated that, for the first 
time in recent memory, a contemporary composer had found an audi- 
ence-for its recording sold more than 20,000 copies in the first year, 
and catapulted Reich to international prominence. 

Philip Glass's career parallels Reich's in many respects. A native of 
Baltimore, educated at the University of Chicago and Juilliard, Glass, too, 
rebelled against academic serialism. During the mid-1960s, he studied 
with Nadia Boulanger in Paris. There, he met the Indian sitarist Ravi 
Shankar and, like Reich, became interested in non-Western music. But 
while Reich has favored abstract instrumental music, Glass has concen- 
trated on dramatic music-opera, theater, film. 

Today, Glass is the most important opera composer of his genera- 
tion. His operatic trilogy-Einstein on the Beach (1976), Satyagraha 
(1980), and Akhnaten (1984)-has sold out opera houses around the 
globe. The trilogy, far from abstract, focuses on three figures represent- 
ing different areas of human endeavor: Einstein, the scientist; Gandhi, 
the politician; and Akhnaten, the Egyptian pharaoh and religious mono- 
theist. Even more important, however, is the shift in musical style the 
operas represent. For Glass's recent operas, like Reich's newer orches- 
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tral works, reveal a turn from the austerity of minimalism to an increas- 
ingly rich, newly emotional, postminimalist aesthetic. 

Reich and Glass have not abandoned their roots in American nation- 
alism. Reich's music continues to be imbued with jazz-inflected synco- 
pated rhythms; Glass's Songs From Liquid Days (1986) is set to texts 
by rock stars David Byrne, Paul Simon, and Suzanne Vega. Nor have 
Reich and Glass abandoned repetition. What they have done is to reach 
out toward the symphonic and operatic mainstream, reinvigorating the 
ossifying classical tradition. Today, Reich and Glass receive commissions 
from orchestras and opera houses, and their works appear on programs 
alongside those of Beethoven and Wagner. 

In the same way that Cage helped liberate even composers who did 
not emulate him, so Reich and Glass have freed a whole generation of 
younger composers. Whether one is a devotee or a detractor of mini- 
malism, one cannot deny its beneficial effects on American music-its 
reabsorption of tonal center, steady pulse, and the American vernacular; 
its appeal to a once-alienated younger public. The effects can be seen in 
the career of John Adams, who, although once a disciple of both Reich 
and Glass, has always showed a more intuitive, emotional spirit. His 
opera Nixon in China (1987) played to packed houses during its pre- 
miere run in Houston, and further performances and a recording will 
reach thousands of listeners on two continents. 

It is no accident that these successes recall the enviable achieve- 
ments of American classical music during the 1930s and '40s. Like 
Thomson and Copland, the minimalists have reached out to audiences. 

What Reich, Glass, and Adarns offer is "nationalism" rather than 
"internationalism," an approach that embraces our culture instead of 
thumbing its nose at it. And not only the minimalists have succeeded. 
Following on the heels of David Del Tredici, a whole generation of "New 
Romantics" has been composing accessible orchestral scores that are 
finding their way onto concert programs. Stephen Paulus, Libby Larsen, 
John Harbison, and Joseph Schwantner all display various facets of this 
coloristic, expressive, often frankly populist symphonic style. 

There is, of course, always the danger that composers will oversim- 
phfy for the sake of accessibility. Yet the finest composers of the younger 
generation have been able to write for a broad public without compro- 
mising standards. And the hazards they face seem preferable to those 
created by the avant-garde of the 1950s and '60s, which risked losing 
forever the audience for living American composers. Both Dvorak and 
Ives, I think, would be pleased. 
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Sifting through the relics of lost empires, 
archaeologists have unearthed pictures 
of Sumerian lyres and harps, scraps of 
Roman musical notation, even vivid de- 
scriptions of musical performances in an- 
cient Greece. Yet, as scholar Gerald 
Abraham writes in The Concise Ox- 
ford History of Music (Oxford, 1985), 
the music of the ancients will never be 
heard again: "We cannot re-create these 
sounds, feel the emotional excitement, 
or even faintly imagine what [the music] 
really sounded like." 

Only during the ninth to 12th centu- 
ries A.D. did a comprehensible Western 
system of musical structure and notation 
begin to take shape. (The Chinese sys- 
tem was by then centuries old.) 

The single most important develop- 
ment in the history of European music, 
according to Joseph Machlis in The En- 
joyment of Music (Norton, 5th ed., 
1984), was the emergence between 850 
and 1150 A.D. of polyphony-the use of 
two or more melodic lines. Polyphony re- 
quired ever more precise forms of nota- 
tion. Music, says Machlis, "took a long 
step from being an art of improvisation 
and oral tradition to one that was care- 
fully planned and that could be preserved 
accurately." And that increased the im- 
portance of the individual composer. 

Even so, the compositions of the im- 
mediately succeeding eras-the Gothic 
(1150-1450) and the  Renaissance 
(1450-1600)-are known today chiefly 
by connoisseurs. The more familiar 
works, such as the concertos of Bach and 
Handel, date from the Baroque era 
(1600-1750) and later. 

In the New World before 1800, writes 
H. Wiley Hitchcock in Music in the 
United States: A Historical Intro- 
duction (Prentice-Hall, 3rd ed., 1974), 
composers scarcely distinguished be- 
tween "cultivated" and "vernacular" 
music. "The music of the ballad operas 

at New York and Philadelphia was also 
the music of broadsides and songsters." 

During the 19th century, however, 
educated Easterners embraced the mu- 
sic of Europe, while others created new 
forms of popular music. Only after World 
War I, Hitchcock says, did the "culti- 
vated" and "vernacular" traditions begin 
to converge again. 

Early Jazz: Its Roots and Musical 
Development (Oxford, 1986), the first 
installment of a planned multivolume his- 
tory by a classical composer, Gunther 
Schuller, is one recent reflection of that 
convergence. The New Grove Gospel, 
Blues and Jazz (Norton, 1987) traces 
the roots (and branches) of jazz. The 
best general survey is James Lincoln 
Collier's Making of Jazz: A Compre- 
hensive History (Dell, 1986). 

Fo r  vivid profiles of many jazz 
notables, see American Musicians: 
56 Portraits in Jazz (Oxford, 1986), 
by The New Yorker's Whitney Balliett. 

From Irving Berlin's "Alexander's 
Ragtime Band" (1911) on, Tin Pan Alley 
eagerly absorbed and reinterpreted jazz 
influences. Isaac Goldberg's Tin Pan 
Alley (Ungar, 2nd ed., 1961), is an idio- 
syncratic (and occasionally misleading) 
insider's account of "the Alley," written 
in classic Broadway rococo style. 

In his encyclopedic All the Years of 
American Popular Music: A Com- 
prehensive History (Prentice-Hall, 
1977), David Ewen notes the powerful 
influence of technology-the phono- 
graph, juke box, and electric guitar. 

In Rock of Ages: The Rolling 
Stone History of Rock and Roll 
(Summit, 1987), Ed Ward (along with 
Geoffrey Stokes and Ken Tucker) 
attributes the rise of rock in part to radio 
disc jockeys: "Here you were, an insig- 
nificant teen-ager . . . and here was this 
guy. . . playing weird records with sort 
of dirty lyrics, talking in your ear, like a 
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co-conspirator . . . It was your own se- 
cret society!" 

Bill C. Malone's Country Music ,  
U.S.A. (Univ. of Tex., 1985) is a no less 
affectionate chronicle of country and 
western music. 

As Charles Harnrn notes in Music in  
the New World (Norton, 1983), any 

survey is likely to leave out somebody's 
favorites-the compositions of John 
Philip Sousa or Pennsylvania's Moravi- 
ans, Polish polkas or Cajun zydeco. None 
of them is any less a part of the wide, 
turbulent, ever-flowing stream of Arneri- 
can music, "continually producing new 
and fascinating pieces and styles." 

DISCOGRAPHY 

POPULAR MUSIC This is too vast a field-from bluegrass and folk to blues and rock-to permit a 
simple list of suggested records. The Smithsonian's anthology of American Popular Song (R031) 
is a good introduction to the music of Tin Pan Alley. New World Records has issued hundreds of 
notable albums charting the history of popular music, including titles as various as Come Josephine 
in My Flying Machine: Inventions and Topics in Popular Song, 1910-29 (NW233) and 
Country Music: In the Modem Era, 1940s-1970s (NW207). 

JAZZ Louis Armstrong, Pops: The 1940s Small-Band Sides (Bluebird 6378-2 RB). Count Basie, 
The Essential Count Basie, Vols. 1 and 2. (Columbia CK-40608 and CK-40835). Dave Brubeck 
Quartet, In Concert (Fantasy FCD-60-013). Charlie Christian, The Genius of the Electric 
Guitar (Columbia CK-40846). Miles Davis, Kind of Blue (Columbia CK-40579); Miles Ahead 
(Columbia CK-40784). Duke Ellington, The Blanton-Webster Band, 1939-42 (Bluebird 5659- 
2-RB). Bill Evans, At the Village Vanguard (Riverside FCD-60-017). Benny Goodman, Sing, 
Sing, Sing (Bluebird 5630-2-RB); After You've Gone: The Original Trio and Quartet Ses- 
sions, Vol. 1 (Bluebird 5631-2-RB). Lionel Hampton, Hot Mallets (Bluebird 6458-2-RB). Bdlie 
Holiday, The Quintessential Billie Holiday, Vols. 1 and 2 (Columbia CK-40646 and CK- 
40790). Charles Mingus, Mingus Ah Um (Columbia CK-40648). Modem Jazz Quartet, The Art- 
istry of the Modem Jazz Quartet (Prestige FCD-60-016). Jelly Roll Morton, New Orleans 
Memories (Commodore/Teldec 8.24062 ZP). Charlie Parker, Bird: The Savoy Recordings (Sa- 
voy ZD-70737). Fats Waller, The Joint is Jumpin' (Bluebird 6288-2 RB). All of the key figures in 
jazz are represented on the eight-disc Smithsonian Collection of Classic Jazz (R033). 

CLASSICAL John Adams, The Chairman Dances (De Waart, San Francisco Symphony; Nonesuch 
79144-2). Milton Babbitt, Philomel (Beardslee; New World 307). Leonard Bernstein, Fancy Free 
(Bernstein, New York Philharmonic; CBS MT-6677); West Side Story (Bernstein, Te Kanawa, 
Cameras; Deutsche Grarnmophon 415 253-2). John Cage, Credo in Us (Gageego; Opus One 90); 
Sonatas and Interludes for Prepared Piano (Takahashi; Denon C37-7673). Aaron Copland, 
Appalachian Spring, Billy the Kid, Fanfare for the Common Man, Rodeo (Bernstein, New 
York Philharmonic; CBS MK-42265); Music for the Theater, Piano Concerto (Bernstein, New 
York Philharmonic; CBS MS-6698). George Crumb, Ancient Voices of Children (De Gaetani; 
Nonesuch 79149-2). David Del Tredici, Final Alice (Solti, Chicago Symphony; London LDR- 
71018). George Gershwin, Rhapsody in Blue (Siege], Slatkin, St. Louis Symphony; Vox Cum 
Laude MCD-10011). Philip Glass, Akhnaten (Davies, Stuttgart Opera; CBS M3K-42457); Ein- 
stein on the Beach (Glass Ensemble) CBS M4K-38875; Satyagraha (Glass Ensemble; CBS M3K- 
39672). Charles Ives, Songs (De Gaetani; Nonesuch 71325); Three Places in New England 
(Davies, St. Paul Chamber Orchestra; Pro Arte PCD-140); The Unanswered Question (Bem- 
stein, New York Philharmonic; CBS MP-38777). Steve Reich, The Desert Music (Thomas, Brook- 
lyn Philharmonic; Nonesuch 79101-2); Music for 18 Musicians (Reich and Musicians; ECM 
827417-2). Virgil Thomson, The Plow that Broke the Plains, The River (Marriner, Los Ange- 
les Chamber Orchestra; Angel CDC-47715). 

EDITOR'S NOTE: Many of the book and record titles in this essay were suggested by Howard 
Husock, Terry Teachout, and K. Robert Schwarz. 
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