
Chapter 22

Alternatives to Modernism



Key Terms
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Ambivalence Toward 
Modernism

• Some modernists succeeded 

– Berg, Wozzeck 
• Others stuck with the avant-garde on 

principle 

– Schoenberg, Ruggles, Varèse 

– Smaller, esoteric audiences 

• Some composers never accepted it fully



20th-Century Traditionalism

• Some composers continued in Romantic 
idiom 

– Rachmaninov, Puccini 
• Some used modernist ideas selectively 

– Ravel, Griffes, Barber 

• Some embraced modernism at first, then 
created their own mix 

– Strauss, Bartók, Copland, Prokofiev



Richard Strauss (1864–1949)

• The modernist of the 1890s 

– Radical tone poems 

– Expressionist operas 

– Violent distorted music for Elektra 
• Romantic and Neoclassical works after 1909 

– Der Rosenkavalier: mixture of Mozart, Wagner, 
and J. Strauss 

– Songs for soprano and orchestra in Romantic 
style



Maurice Ravel (1875–1937)

• Born in France near Spanish border 

• Studied 16 years at Paris Conservatory 

• Member of the Apaches 

• Lived a solitary life in Paris 

• Traveled to United States in 1928, met 
Gershwin 

• Wrote orchestral works, one-act operas, piano 
concertos, songs 

• Arranged Musorgsky’s Pictures at an Exhibition 
for orchestra



Maurice Ravel (1875–1937)



Ravel’s Style

• Never warmed to modernist spirit 

• Fused Impressionism and Neoclassicism 
in many works 

• Valued clarity and tunefulness 

• Refined music with magical tone colors 

• Often Classical forms 

• Influence of jazz and blues



Ravel, Piano Concerto in G

• Three-movement work for piano and 
small orchestra 

– Classical features: fast-slow-fast format and 
concerto first-movement form 

• His most outspoken tribute to jazz 

– Uses skewed jazz rhythms with French 
delicacy and elegance 

– Harmonies often colored by blue notes



Ravel, Piano Concerto in G, I

• Concerto first-movement form used 
freely 

–Omits orchestra exposition and 
development 

• Fabulous orchestration, vivid colors 

• Three main themes



Ravel, Piano Concerto in G, I

• A long, lively, folk-like tune 

• A bluesy theme with jazz breaks 

• A romantic torch song 

• Ends with series of parallel chords



Ravel, Piano Concerto in G, I



Béla Bartók (1881–1945)



Béla Bartók (1881–1945)

• Trained as musician from early age 

• Wide-ranging career 

– Prolific composer and fine pianist 
– Educational innovator with Kodály 

– Mikrokosmos series for piano students 

– Ethnomusicological studies 

– Investigation of Hungarian and other folk music 

• Strongly opposed the Nazis



Bartók’s Style

• The outstanding 20th-century nationalist 

– Influenced by Liszt, Strauss, Debussy 

– Comprehensive integration of folk music 

– A unique, earthy sound 

• Some early works strongly modernist 

– Allegro barbaro, String Quartet No. 4 
• Later works more accessible 

– Classical forms, Romantic references



Bartók, Music for Strings, 
Percussion, and Celesta

• A kind of informal symphony for small 
orchestra 

– Some features of Classical symphony 

• Many unique features 

– Slow-fast-slow-fast movement plan 

– Folk influences 

– Novel two-orchestra dialogue 

– Percussive use of strings and piano 

– Special coloration of percussion and celesta



Music for Strings, Percussion, 
and Celesta, II

• Sonata form 

• A rush of melodic tags, rhythms, folk-dance 
fragments, percussion sounds 

• Themes built from motives 

• Imitative polyphony and a fugue  

• Timpani plays powerful role 

• Rhythms often show Stravinsky’s influence



Music for Strings, Percussion, 
and Celesta, II



Music for Strings, Percussion, 
and Celesta, II



Music for Strings, Percussion, 
and Celesta, II



Music for Strings, Percussion, 
and Celesta, II



Aaron Copland (1900–1990)

• Son of immigrants in Brooklyn 

• Studied with Nadia Boulanger in Paris 

• The leading U.S. composer 1925–1950 

• Promoted American music 

– Copland-Sessions concerts, books, articles 

– “Art should serve the people” 

• Turned to folk materials in the 1930s



Aaron Copland (1900–1990)



Music for Americans

• Copland adopted a nationalist agenda 

• Used American music of all kinds, regions, 
and ages 

– Jazz in Music for the Theater, Clarinet 
Concerto 

– Cowboy songs in Rodeo, Billy the Kid 
– Square dancing in The Tender Land, Rodeo 
– Old hymns in 12 Poems of Emily Dickinson 

• Wrote recognizably American music



Copland, Appalachian Spring

• One of Copland’s most famous works 

• Ballet score choreographed and danced by 
Martha Graham 

– “A pioneer celebration in spring around a newly 
built farmhouse in the Pennsylvania hills” 

• Copland arranged a concert suite 

– For full orchestra in six continuous sections



Appalachian Spring, Section 1

• Evokes stillness of dawn and 
spaciousness of vast landscape 

• Simple, meditative motives 

• Motives alternate with slow, lyric 
melody 

• Occasional solemn pulse in the harp



Appalachian Spring, Section 2

• Starts with lively hoedown theme 

• Slower, arching, hymnlike melody looms 

• Stravinsky-like rhythms take over 

• Ends with slow, prayerful version of hymn



Appalachian Spring, Section 5

• Four variations on a Shaker hymn 

– Using different instruments, keys, tempos, 
and accompaniments 

– Imitation and busy background in #2 

– Lively contrapuntal texture in #3



Appalachian Spring, Section 6

• Starts slowly with simple lyric theme 

– “Like a prayer” according to program 

–Repeats several times in varied versions 

• Arching hymn from Section 2 returns 

• Ends with simple motives from 
Section 1



Appalachian Spring, Section 6



The Rise of Film Music

• A chief outlet for orchestral music in 
traditional styles 

• Built on Romantic interest in opera 
and program music 

• Matched themes to onscreen action 

• Leitmotivic style evolved and has 
remained prominent



Composers for Film

• Max Steiner—Gone with the Wind, 
King Kong 

• Nino Rota—The Godfather 

• Toru Takemitsu—collaborations with 
Kurosawa 

• John Williams—Star Wars



Classical Composers for Film

• Aaron Copland—Our Town 

• Leonard Bernstein—On the 
Waterfront 

• Dmitri Shostakovich 

• Sergei Prokofiev



Sergei Prokofiev 
(1891–1953)



Sergei Prokofiev 
(1891–1953)

• Child prodigy born in Ukraine 

• Studied at St. Petersburg Conservatory 

• A radical at first 

– Influenced by Stravinsky 

– Later turned to clear tonality and Russian 
folk themes 

• Creative expression limited under Stalin’s 
regime



Music and Totalitarianism

• Nazi Germany and Stalin’s Soviet Union 

– Composers had to be ideologically in line 

– Art must speak to the people 

– Bourgeois modernism rejected and banned 

• Hitler promoted Beethoven and Wagner 

– Jazz, Jewish, and modernist music forbidden 

– Many composers fled 

• Stalin knew what he liked when he heard it 

– Shostakovich and Prokofiev often censured



Alexander Nevsky (1938)

• Directed by Soviet filmmaker Sergei 
Eisenstein 

• One of the most innovative early sound 
films 

• 13th-century Russian hero battles 
invading Germans 

• Propaganda piece for WWII era 

• Prokofiev rewrote his soundtrack as a 
cantata



Alexander Nevsky Cantata,  
“The Battle on Ice”

• Climactic battle on frozen lake 

• Vivid sound-pictures of action 

– Trombone battle call 
– Steady eighth notes of advancing armies 

– Chorus sings homophonic hymn 

• Music breaks off for battle 

• New rousing melodies of victory 



Alexander Nevsky Cantata,  
“The Battle on Ice”




