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THE AGONY OF MODERN MUSIC’
By Henry Pleasa 180 pp
w¥ork: Simon & Sc'ﬁiu;icr §3.
By ARTHUR BERGER

HIS ‘has been an age in which

compo&ers have been un-

commonly ‘articulate in prose.

‘What they nuch ot
een

accora-

trom’ ﬂiem el Si

thesis, by interpretmg m “the
most negall shion ~ theff ™
healthy inqu ry ifto “the state
of. music, by taking their pa-
rochial quarrels &s critena of

‘the inadequacy of this trend or P

that, and by imagining & Ya?h
tastic plot between cntics

composers to promote an artf- ~
Ficial condition of creatjve 'ste-

rility, ‘he has tnegi to oW, in
a manner gbvicusly coptrived to
frritate the, professional world,

_ that the crisis has not, been (
_music

‘gvercome, that ‘“‘mode)
is not modern’ and fs rarely

‘music.”

Formerly music editor of The
Philadelphia Evening Bulletin,
Mr, Pleasints who now con-
tributes frquently to The Times
ori Buropéan ‘miisicil eévents,
ostensibly. lends authority to
what certain listeners have long
deluded themselves into believ-
ing ori their own, But with this
approval come implications they
must alsq face..For music is
viewed here as ideally “a spon-
taneous mventnon by practicing
mugicians,” which places a com-
poser 6n the lével of wandering
minstrel. Mr. Pleasants not only
claims that “the evolution of
in

than in today’'s “serious” music,
but he also infers that the art
was already in decline with
Mozart and Haydn, since by
their time works were mostly
written dgwn as they were to be
played, and improvisation on
the performer's part, such as
we again find in jazz, was
pretty much Testricted to the
concert{o cadenza.

The final débécle is traced to
1910 or so Wwhen resources of
tonality were exhausted. Twa
alternatives presented them-
selves: reinstatement of earlier
principles (so-called “neo-clas-

Chairman of Graduate Studies
in Music at Brandeis, Mr. Ber-

k ger is.a critic and composer,
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"ﬁbﬂity
gL A fttle matter of a few

core

snmsm") and the twelve-tone ]

method, Both are characterized
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as failureg with the support of |- &

a quotation from Roger Ses-
gions, interpreted by Mr. Pleas-
ants as a “euphemistic way"
of confessing “harmonic sui-
cide” which vresulted in “in-
to speak musically at

“#6ts “where portions bf = the

"BFiginal were conveilently omit-

ted deprives usg of this com-
““poser's views, contrary to those
“of this book, that Schoenberg,
“Bartck and Stravinsky were
"&traordinary,” that they not
only “posed the questions” faced
today but also provided ‘the
£irst ‘sdlutions."

R. PLEASANTS' reasoning,
ot unlike Tolstoy's, is that the
greatest music ig what immedl-
_ately appeals to the greater
m,unher He buttresses this with
geviews a.nd success  stories
moafly of ‘Tinetefnth-century

e), as if there were any
s oubt, tﬁat some recognition
durlng a composer’s life were a

" condition to immortality. But
~an.artist has failures, too, and

in deploring their frequent ci-

tation Mr, Pleasa.nts undegesti-

"matés them as a warning that
no single audience or critic is
infallible, In today’s society an
artist too sensitive to fight
back might even be lost to pos-
terity or his profounder works
_ (like Beethoven's last quartets)
may be least appreciated while
he lives, |

It is odd that the author ig-
nores old Viennese operetta
which, though it was not im-
provnsed presents the closest
parallel to our popular music.
Each is highly developed enter-
tainment, partaking of folk art
and touching brilliantly on fine
-art. The masters admired Jo-
hann Strauss as composers now
admire jazz. Any .evaluation of
jazz as the highest type of con-
temporary music because of its
popular acceptance should also
place Strauss above Chopin or
Schubert. With this yardstick,
too, such forgotten competitors
of Beethoven as Hummel be-
come his equals or superiors.

The deplorable falling away
of an audience that met new
-music halfway is not at all
held responsible by Mr. Pleas-
ants for the alienation that
has set in. The composer i
entirely to blame,

Painting by Juan Gris. Courtesy of the Curt Valentin Gallery.

Approved For Release 2000/05/24 : CIA-RDP75-00001R000400010014-8



