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Preface

Shortly before the opening of th
Tanglewood, Serge Koussevitzky, its di
occasion called for a special ceremony.
commissioned, written and presented on th
became a veritable symbol of A choral singi
Thompson’s Alleluia. Charac?ist COMpOSer g8
is at the same time charactéristic a fundam ss in
twentieth-century music by whi e choral art d the stage.
With the decline of the symphonicideals of po anticism, choral
music rose again to the a principal cre edium, and such
European names as K ghan Willia pping, and Distler
found their Amer; ehted above all by one
name: Randall T

The ch S his volumegwere reprinted from two earlier
volumes, whic issues of the American Choral
ffering at the occasion of the
ontained articles by colleagues
e time when Randall Thompson
ar, was a selection of his own essays.
t part as much as twenty years earlier,
m of readings in which the composer
his texts to David Francis Urrows, his

of Randall Thompson, Volume XVI, Number 4 (October, 1974), Randall
position, compiled by David Francs Urrows, Volume XXII, Number 2

ents appear 1n 1talic type. The essays were concluded with an article written by
ich also concludes this reprint. The reference to “the present volume”

Volume XXII, Number 2. The references to Volume XVI, Number 4 contained n this same
article were consequently also left unchanged.



Elliot Forbes and James Haar, contributors to the earlier of the
two mentioned volumes, were close associates of the composer during
the years he served on the faculty of Harvard University, t rmer
being the author of the article on Randall Thompson in the ly
published Sixth Edition of Grove’s Dictionary. The editor 1
Thompson’s assistant while he held the directorship rtis
Institute of Music.

e work
his own
rsonal
t will remai

©

A span of more than half a century is cove
discussed in these pages. “Randall Thompson has
legacy,” writes David Francis Urrows, “a leg 1

the sake of sharing his experience with others
ineffable quality.”
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Writing for the Amateur Cho

A CHANCE AND A CHALLENGE

At the height of the Renaissance, Lorenzo 1C
wonderful poem which opens with these wor,

Chi non € innamor
Esca da questo ball

It is easy Italian, but a hard couplet t 1 nglish. One

say it meant “Anybody not in love will no se quit the ballroom.

Or: “Let anyone who is not lovesick leave the"dance floor.
I quote this because, by anal

there is anyo
not in love with choral musig, no chance to ay.
not in love with choral sing im leave. p
devotee of choral music. I alwa ve been. t out to tell

you what I think and feel@bout it, I must war, I fire about
it; and if you don’t ear what a f; as to say on the

subject, please go awa g
of an address ed before a meeting of the

ncil at Yale University in May, 1959, had a curious
ith the best i they were frowned upon by some of
ss not expected such a tone. The
ral music and choral composition had
nd this phenomenon had arrested my

C ~ as taken many turns. Sociological factors,
cal events, historical incidents, philosophical ideas have changed
its course, ¢ ed its content, brought about its popularity,
enlarged 1 pe, determined its media, opened opera houses,
closed c closed opera houses, opened churches, silenced —

e singers, forbidden the intrusion of folk music, then

music a rock on which to build.

only today that the latter remark might be construed as a pun. But if
s0, its truth holds: “Rock” has become one of the many new departures — one
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that 1s characteristic of the constant regeneration of music with which I was
here concerned.

The ups and downs of music — and of the evolution of —
have been at once more violent and more abrupt than t
other art. Sometimes it took centuries to effect any c all;
sometimes change was effected overnight. In the United es we
have witnessed a mighty change — and a relatively, ne. Wha
has happened in the last hundred years in this cou re rapi
than ever happened in the Middle Ages, th , ort
Baroque. This, of course, has to do wit ion of a yo
country. But, as Oscar Wilde said, “Peo saying tha
300 years.” And of course they are p

It is natural that we should the moment
landed, have produced a “school” o ical composition.

didn’t stay very long; he didn’t come here to teach music.
It 1s tempting to pausﬁer ect for a mo
have happened 1f Columbu share with t Sa

us
us

hat would

7 e the art of
music of that day — the myste vocal counterp ould have had a
nce

hard time, if my own expere trying to wes five hundred
years later 1s any crit

Five hun is a long tifme. made very little progress
for about fo f those fi red years. True, our early
singing‘ C e us a modicur musical literacy; true, there
1

are fin nts of crea strength in early American choral
i ydn Society was founded in 1815,
ath.

e built our towns and our churches
sideration of the music of Tallis, Byrd,
— or of Monteverdi, Corelli, Vivaldi,
ch, or Handel. They lived and died without
any attention to them. Thomas Jefferson’s
extended from works of Purcell’s father (also a
ber’s Der Freischiitz. But Jefferson was an exception-
d man. It would be unfair to expect many of his
to have had such breadth of musical interest. Through-
venteenth, eighteenth and nineteenth century, the level of
cultivation was extremely low, with only one or two
eptions and only two or three torchbearers.

Our debt to those torchbearers can never be repaid — how they
fought and how much of the expansion of music in this country is

X
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due to them! I think of Oscar Sonneck, of John Knowles Paine, of
Frank Damrosch, whose Oratorio Society at the turn of the century
sang his editions of Lassus, Palestrina, Gabrieli. I think of Themas
Whitney Surette and of two outstanding leaders in twentieth-century
college choral music: Marshall Bartholomew and Archibaldy, T
Davison.

I could hardly hope to portray the struggle and the efilightened
guidance that has brought about the present totally siew state of
choral music and through it, I believe, of all music in Ametica. The
truth is that while many a serious composer hasgbeen working in
seclusion — doubtless producing fine works — a whelemew medium,
of expression has come into being: nobody evex before had such a
medium of communication as composers¢have today in the amateur
chorus.

There are now an immense number of amateur choruses in this
country — college and civic choirs, glee clubs and madrigal groups
extend across the face of this comtinent. They havehigh musical
ideals, high musical ambitions. Theyfwant to excel: excel in"what they
sing and in the way they sing"i¥¥l'hisd§'a very specidl phenomenon of
the twentieth century. An immense offering of work and great
enthusiasm went into creating it. As a result, hefélis a'new and a truly
vast outlet for composexs.

Now, composersiare very special. They gfumble about having no
“market”; they gaumbleyabout being “unappreciated.” Granted, they
may be un@appreciated. But not granted they have no “market.”
Nothing could be farther from the truth: boys and girls, men and
women all ‘across the countrynd, around the world are ready and
waiting,4eager for new musie to perform, fully as eager for it as an
Esterhazy prince ever was_to have a new quartet!

In point 6f fact, thé “outlet” for composers, their “market,” is far
larger than you and Il could possibly estimate with any degree of
accuracy. Great théugh it is, it will be much larger when capable
leaders, desperatély needed, move into hitherto silent, inert, poten-
tially musical, svocal \communities and “unlock their silent throats.”
This will haye to come to pass. There are many more choral groups
that want g0 sing well — and could sing well — than there are good
choralconductors to lead them. And the end is not in sight.

Though written twenty years ago, this statement still holds true. The
reason i8yin large part the greatly raised general level of musical education:
while a“new generation of choral conductors and while professional choruses
have come into being, the demand for choral music continues to grow. But a



12

principal reason is the quality of choral music uself. And this is a point that
particularly occupied my mind at the time.

What do these people like to sing? Not an antiquat
repertory. They want to sing William Byrd, Bach, Beethov
Brahms. Above all they want to sing more a cappella musi

Now there are two things about a cappella music.
no chorus can really sing well with an orchestra, or
organ, until it can sing well by itself without acc
second is that if a chorus can sing well a ¢
beautiful music is opened up to it. The, wh
from Dunstable to Monteverdi and exte
twentieth centuries is the chorus’s pri

For a long time we did not re‘
great choral music to our attention,

Men’s colleges, taking the lead, sang many hitherto eard master-
pieces. But it was only a in the right di , as those
responsible for it were t? fiey.

I would defend the itivel“arrangement’ at«choral music
— the transposition, the c e of color a e. I would also
defend the good arramgement of folk m for centuries, a
subdivision of cho osition. Arra ts can be very useful.
But they have th ns, and e carried too far. The

ements/was, @nd still is, that they enabled
choruses of ices or of wo ices to enlarge their limited

with a i
old-fas e 1
ha
a way this i
and for w voices alone. It is to be hoped that this
1

e nineteenth

in.

uch was don
id a great deal

ood.

cation has spread in this country, the
ations and ladies’ singing societies

ure wi v into disuse or neglect. The literature for
itely larger, and greater; and the last hundred
ears or so dually put within easy reach a vast literature of
music fo voices — sacred and secular — music of infinite
variety s1 ineluctable beauty. Whole sets of musical monu-
men appeared and are still appearing: English, French,
rman, Spanish, Italian — chansons, madrigals, masses,
hen I was in college, I procured with some difficulty a
of Monteverdi’s madrigals. Now his whole output is accessi-
o all. More and more octavo editions appear annually; more and
more choral conductors prepare their own working editions. Indeed,
I sometimes wonder whether it is co-education that is responsible for

volces 4
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the increasing popularity of mixed choruses or whether the beauty of
the literature has brought more and more co-educational choruses
into being, nourished and sustained them. At any rate, this particalar
phenomenon — the proliferation of mixed choruses — did not oceur
and could not have occurred, a hundred years ago. There wouldynot
have been anything to compare with the glory of the presently
available literature, either in quality or in extent. Is it too much to _say
that the literature itself has been the dominant creative and sustaining
force in the formation and flourishing of one mixed| chorushafter
another?

Why, under these circumstances, with this unparalleled outlet
within easy reach, why has there not sprung @pin thissg¢ountry a bona
fide school of choral composers? We éear “about the “cultatal
explosion,” but no such “school” hasgemerged.“Of all the many
possible reasons for this lack, I am going €0 select’a few and elaborate
on each one of them briefly.

1) The tyranny of the Doctrine @f Absolute Music. "Ehisaesthetic
fallacy has retarded choral compogition in this country more than any
other single factor. It has evéndone harm to the création, of absolute
music, because an instrumental style unleavened®by, the knowledge
and experience of writing for voiees can becomepover-instrumental,
even turgid, and in effeét lese touch with the human spirit. Let me
state at once that I consider;, fox example, Beethoven’s C-sharp Minor
Quartet one of the greatest achievements(in masic or, for that matter,
in all art. It is, unimpeachably, absolute music. But think how much
choral musi¢yBeethoven had written before he wrote the C-sharp
Minor Quartet. ¥et'an absolute dgctrine of absolute music persists in
our day. Itdoes‘infinite harm to,choral music.

Iigmay have been the matter of folk music arrangements, mentioned a
littlgpearlier, from which the dwision of opinion between some members of the
audrencegand myselfatook st point of departure. But more likely it was this
argument of a doctring of absolute music. Though there was obviously no such
intention, 1t might besappled to the orientation of some of my critics.

2) A second impediment to choral composition is the difficulty of
applying  contemperary compositional techniques to writing for chorus.
Modern ‘idioms — the insistence on dissonance and super-
chromaticisn, on fitful and irregular rhythms; the vogue for intensity
andya pervading martellato style (so accented throughout that there
remains, virtually no accentuation at all); the Romantic cultural lag
that characterizes many a new work, a total absence of “inner check”;
a ranting in tone or an equally excessive quietism — all such stylistic
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traits do not lend themselves a priori to the medium of the chorus.
And as in writing for any medium, so in writing for chorus: it
behooves the composer to understand the characteristics, thé, limita-
tions and the capabilities of his chosen medium.

3) Certain other reasons have worked against the development of
choral literature in this country. Writing for voices (shows,” for
instance, quicker than anything else (except perhaps writing for
string quartet) the shortcomings in a composer’s technigue; one reason
why we have no “school” of choral composers (suchtasyexisted, in one
period or another, in virtually every Europeanifeountpy’.from the
fourteenth through the twentieth century) maygbefthat our young
composers haven’t acquired sufficient® technical’” equipment. (Of
course one never has!)

Meanwhile, many a composer —“young and old — has a hard
time earning enough to live on. In this I feel real sympathy for them.
But my sympathy gives out whenythey shake theirifists,at a cruel
world and say, “My art isynot wanted; it is not appreciated; there is no
place for the artist in cont€mporary civilizatiom.” As with{Caesar and
Brutus, the fault is not in theip stars but in themselves. The acts of
humility that they must undergo to entey“In diese heil'gen Hallen”
may be hard for them toysubmit to. But it would be wonderful if they
would and did.

Let us cousider what trials, what tests these young Taminos must
undergos

The 4irst thing that they should realize is this: many of the
greatest composers’ greatest, works are choral, and they can all be
sunggby ‘amateurs. What would'be the good of writing a choral piece
that only professionals“could, sing? If a piece is too difficult for
amatéurs to sing, thef@hances are that it is not good enough. It would
be, a terrible indictment of contemporary schools of composition if, in
this respect, they weréraccused of failing to do what their forebears
did so well.

Thisgis probably the hardest statement to maintain in my discussion now
that afiother twenty years have passed. They have brought the developments of
the, moderndprofessional chorus and of totally new choral idioms inspired by .
Perhaps the best comment I could offer is that these new idioms characterize the
problem: they are predominantly developments of the Sprechstimme, of
sounds that the human voice can produce besides singing. The best way to
restate my point might be: the farther we move from the natural limitations of
the human voice, the farther we move from the nature-given laws of music.





