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ABSTRACT 

The Keyboard Music of Frederic Anthony Rzewski With Special 
Emphasis on the North American Ballads focuses on the piano works by 
Frederic Anthony Rzewski. Opening chapters are devoted to Rzewski's life 
and his activities, particularly his special political and social associations, and 
those musicians, composers and performers who have been an important 
part of his life, and to the development of his music. There is a special chapter 
on the piano variations The People United Will Never Be Defeated, as this 
piece brought to fruition many of Rzewski's compositional techniques, 
particularly those used in the North American Ballads. As Rzewski suggested 
that this author investigate the folk music of North America, a chapter 
centered on those aspects of folk music used in the Ballads is also contained 
herein. The paper is focused on an in-depth analysis of the North American 

Ballads with a fully-annotated score. A chapter on some of Rzewski's other 
important piano pieces and a complete works list is also included. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Most doctoral students in music performance are confronted with the 
awesome question of l'What subject or what topic can I possibly find that will 
be interesting enough to sustain me through the research and writing of a 

document? And in addition, will it pass the scrutiny of the Music School's 

Graduate Committee, as well as hold the attention of an audience through a 
Lecture-Recital?" Fortunately, this author did not have to suffer or endure 
these dilemmas. I was introduced to a set of piano variations by Frederic 
Anthony Rzewski entitled The People United Will Never Be Defeated in 

1980 while studying at the University of Oregon It was my good fortune that 

my two mentors from that school, Dr. Marlene Thal and Dr. Robert Trotter, 
took it upon themselves to share this music with me. I am, and shall be, 
forever grateful to them for this. The impact of this music on me from that 

time has remained profound. A desire to study this music more closely has 

never waned. The People United was the original topic chosen for this 
project. The enormity of this work, the complexity of the music, and the 

performance requirements of the set of variations brought the realization that 
this piece could and would be a lifetime study, and not particularly suitable 

for the endeavor of a lecture/performance with a supporting document. Yet 

the fascination as well as the enthusiasm for Rzewski's compositions left no 
question that his music was important enough to merit the energy and the 

work of such a study. It was decided, then, that the four pieces of the North 

American Ballads would be the focus of this document. 

To choose the work of a composer who is still alive is a rare advantage 

not often afforded one, even more so when the music deems itself worthy of 

study, both for scholarly research and for performance. It is my privilege and 
my pleasure to present the North American Ballads under the auspices of 
both. Because of the selection of this topic, another invaluable opportunity 

was subsequently afforded this author with grants from the Graduate College 

and the School of Music of the University of Arizona in order to travel to 

Belgium, where Rzewski lives, and consult with him on his music, and 

particularly these ballads. As Rzewski is openly and genuinely generous with 
his time, and as he enjoys talking so much, a great deal of valuable 
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information was gleaned from the conversations with him. It was during one 
of those interviews that Rzewski suggested that a closer look at the folk music 
of the United States would offer insights into the music of these ballads, as 

each of the four pieces is based on an American protest song. Following that 

advice has brought to light a comprehension and understanding of the music 
which either would have taken untold hours, or might never have been 
realized. 

The study of folk music is a task unto itself. The complexities of this 

development and its resources are immense. It is not within the realm of this 
paper to research thoroughly this country's folk-heritage. Rather, a cursory 
glance at the historical unfolding of the folk-genre, with particular attention 

to those aspects reflected in and related to Rzewski's ballads is presented. 

In addition, the compositional techniques emulated in The People 

United represents a stylistic period of development central to Rzewski's 

writing. Many of the mannerisms and idiosyncrasies found in his other 
keyboard pieces stem from this variation set, and therefore a section of this 
document is devoted to this opus. Another important section of this paper 

focuses on some of the important musicians, composers and performers who 
have influenced Rzewski and been a vital part of his life. Time and geography 

are central factors which lent prudence to the choice of personnel within this 
section. 

For the benefit of the reader and for ease of reference, this author is 

indebted to Zen-On publishers for their generosity in granting a detailed 
analysis of the four ballads in full-score format within this document. Each 

ballad is reviewed and analyzed individually. Appendix I contains the 
annotated score of each ballad preceded by its protest song in original format. 

Specifications on how to follow and interpret the diagrams introduces this 

section A discussion of some of Rzewski's other important keyboard works 
follows the analysis of the ballads, as well as a comprehensive works' list. 
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Whether Rzewski is recognized and acknowledged by public audiences, 
composers, performers, and other musicians as a writer of unusual and 
noteworthy pieces is a question to be answered within these pages. It is the 
hope and desire of this author that this document will provide sufficient 
information which will stir the curiosity of its readers to investigate further 
the valuable contribution Rzewski's music, and particularly these four pieces 
of the North American Ballads, has made to the music of the latter part of the 
twentieth century, and specifically to the keyboard repertoire. 
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RZEWSKI 
Frederic Anthony Rzewski, pronounced Shevskee, was born on April 

13,1938, in Westfield, Massachusetts, to native Polish parents of Jewish 
descent. Rzewski started playing the piano when he was three years old and 
began composing soon afterwards. He wrote his first piece when he was five 

years old. At age nine, Rzewski was giving recitals of Beethoven sonatas. His 
first teacher was Charles Mackey, who introduced him to the music of 

Shostakovich, with which Rzewski became fascinated. Shostakovich used 
folk material, was not content with mere quotation, and integrated folk music 

into the fabric of the music. This, as we shall find later, is one of the most 

important characteristics of Rzewski's music, particularly in the North 

American Ballads. In his teens Rzewski studied piano in Springfield, 
Massachusetts, and entertained notions of becoming a concert pianist: 

The reason why I got more and more into composition was that I'm lazy 
by nature and I didn't practice the piano. Composing seemed like a 
legitimate alternative to practicing. Even today, when I have a few hours 
of time, and I have a choice of practicing or writing, I invariably end up 
writing. It's more fun.! 

While earning degrees at Harvard and Princeton; Rzewski studied with such 
eminent composers as Randall Thompson, Walter Piston, Roger Sessions and 

Milton Babbitt. Two of his closest friends at Harvard were David Behrman 

and Christian Wolff, with whom he continues to collaborate to this day. 

Wolff introduced him to the music c:: Cage and Tudor, and shared his 

enthusiasm for the work of Boulez and Stockhausen. Even though the 

atmosphere in Darmstadt, Germany, where Stockhausen was based and 
conducted classes and experiments in electronic music, was considered to be 

dogmatic, there was, at least, some experimentation occurring. 

Up to this time, the Harvard Music department was dominated by the 

neo-classicism of Stravinsky: 

1 Ken Terry, "Frederic Rzewski and the Improvising Avant-Garde," Downbeat x/vi 
(1978) : 20-21. 



Cage was considered to be a freak. No one took him seriously. And Boulez and 
Stockhausen were simply obscure names. Although the serialism championed 
by Boulez and Stoclchausen had since become the mainstay of classical 
composition, Rzewski remembered that 'serialism in the 1950s was like a 
breath of fresh air in the generally orthodox and dogmatic music environment 
at the time.'2 
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The beginning of Rzewski's activity as a professional musician more or 
less coincided with his Fulbright Fellowship for study in Florence, Italy from 

1960 to 1962, where he studied with Luigi Dallapiccola, the principal pioneer 

of 12-tone music in Italy. In addition to dodecaphonic music, Dallapiccola also 
composed music with strong political associations. During this time, Rzewski 

also made the acquaintance of Severino Gazzelloni, with whom he 

performed many new compositions, and of Franco Evangelisti, through 
whom he made contact with many composers and concert organizers. 
Rzewski became known as a performer of new piano music by composers 

such as Boulez, Stockhausen, Bussotti, Kagel, Cage, Feldman, Wolff, and the 

like. Rzewski played world premieres and recorded much of the music of 
these composers for the first time. An example of Rzewski's success as a 
performer of contemporary music is evident from the reactions to a 
performance in London: "he attracted astonishment and admiration with a 

tale-enshrouded rendering of Stockhausen's Klavierstuck X at a BBC 
Invitation Concert." 3 Another quote attests to the virtuosity of Rzewski as a 

pianist: "Stockhausen's Piano Piece X, itself a pianistic tour de force that 
makes the usual matinee idols appear to be playing finger studies." 4 

Rzewski returned to New York in the summer of 1963, where he and 

Charlotte Moorman organized the first New York Avant-Garde Festival at 
Judson Hall. Rzewski then returned to Europe at the invitation of Elliott 
Carter, to participate in the Ford Foundation'S Young Composers' Project 

(begun in 1959 and later called the Contemporary Music Project). Rzewski 
lived in Berlin for the next two years, until 1965. Rzewski's electronic tape-

2 Terry 20-21. 
3 Cornelius Cardew, If A Note on Frederic Rzewski," Musical Times, No. 1595 Vol. 117. 

Oanuary 1976) : 32. 
4 Malcolm Barry "Socialist Music" Music and Musicians, 24 (May 1976) : 52. 
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compositions date from this period. By this time he had performed in most of 
the European new music festivals, and was beginning to be noticed as a 

composer. 

In the Spring of 1966 Rzewski was a Fellow of the Center for Creative 

and Performing Arts at S.U.N.Y. (State University of New York), in Buffalo. 

Returning to Europe again in the summer of that year, this time to Rome, he 
helped to organize a group called Musica Elettronica Viva, or MEV, dedicated 

to the performance of live electronic music (see section on RZEWSKI AND 

MEV). MEV presented the genre of the performance group in a completely 
different manner than any before it - the presentation was social as well as 
musical. MEV's performances either consisted of, or included, individual 

pieces composed by members of the group or others. Their early performances 
in 1966 tended to consist of fixed pieces with a lot of electronic gadgetry. In 

their last concert in London in 1970, the performance again consisted of 

separate compositions, this time almost totally free of electronics. In-between 
were various improvisation projects. MEV's best known improvisation piece 
was entitled Spacecraft, and was performed approximately eighty times 

during 1967 and 1968. In 1969 Rzewski wrote a piece for MEV entitled Sound 

Pool. The piece is dedicated to improvisation, wherein the musician is given 

a new type of role not customary to a performer - that of creating an equal 
balance between all the performing musicians. 

Most of Rzewski's time and energy during the four years with MEV 
was devoted to organizing concerts for and touring with the group. This 

amounted to about 200 public appearances and recording sessions. MEV 

experimented with their music making in the streets and piazzas of Rome 

and Venice, "to create unity and harmony among human beings through the 
creation of a sound-space environment." 5 These recommendations were 

very much a part of the political aad social awareness movement of the time. 

This social and political consciousness plays an integral part in Rzewski's 

music. The reader will note the significance of this, beginning with the set of 

5 Terry 20-21. 
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piano variations The People United Will Never Be Defeated. The "revolving
door personnel"6 of MEV included a number of jazz musicians at different 
times, and the music of MEV reflected these variables. Rzewski's own 
involvement with jazz is an outgrowth of these experiences. That same year 
Rzewski composed Song and Dance, which utilizes the performer's choice of 
material and free improvisation; but, in fact, Rzewski's jazz experiences are 
not the only catalyst for his interest in improvisation. The optional sections 
of improvisation and improvised cadenzas which frequently appear in his 
scores are a part of the European classical tradition, dating back to the 
composer/musicians Bach, Mozart and Beethoven. Improvisation is another 
key to understanding Rzewski's music. The blending of classical styles with 
jazz and pop influences is yet another thread in the fabric of Rzewski's work. 
Woven with melodic inspiration and rhythmic vitality from these diverse 
styles, these compositional tools help to sculpt the characteristic Rzewski style 
as begun in The People United and further refined in the North American 

Ballads. 

In 1968 Rzewski began a series of compositions based on additive 
melodic formulas. The piece Les Moutons de Panurge for any number of 
instruments reflects this technique: 

... a lively modal melody is developed by progressively adding notes and 
then compressed by subtracting notes from the beginning. His favorite 
instrumentation is aggressive percussion and penetrating wind, and the 
intensity is sustained by a continual teetering on the verge of anarchy? 

These pieces began to deal with social themes. It is likely that Rzewski's social 
and political beliefs are underscored by his musical interests, as well as being 
an inseparable part of his personality. The democracy of the jazz ensemble 

and the open-ended environments spontaneously produced by MEV could be 
considered a well-meant attempt to reconcile elements of socialism and 
anarchy into musical terms. 8 

6 Terl)' 20-2l. 
7 Cardew32. 
8 Cardew32. 
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In 1971 Rzewski moved with his family back to New York City. For the 
next five years he free-lanced around the city, did some teaching, and 
returned periodically to Europe for concert tours. Rzewski also began to 
concentrate on instrumental composition again. Rzewski received a few 
commissions, and even though modest, they helped stimulate tremendously 
his desire to compose. Coming Together and Attica, both of 1972, brought his 

political beliefs into specific focus. The riots of Attica prison were a very 
important milestone in American history, and provided the inspiration for 
Rzews:ki's pieces. 

Since its conception in 1972, Coming Together/Attica has stimulated 

many discussions and ~gum.ents among audiences and musicians both in 
Europe and in America. These discussions have helped fuel Rzewski's 
compositional processing as well as contributing to his choice of subject 
matter with political associations. This conceptualization of combining social 
and political messages with music inevitably reinforces the significance and 
the intensity of the message. The poignancy of the music through the use of 

recognizable tunes creates an impression of staying power in the brain and on 
the emotions, one of the most powerful impacts possible from art of any kind. 

During the five years in New York Rzewski became more and more 
interested in the question of language. It seemed to him that there was no 

reason why the most difficult and complex formal structures could not be 
expressed in a form which could be understood by a wide variety of listeners. 
Rzewski was most concerned with what appeared to him to be a "crisis in 
theory,"9 not only in music but in many different fields, including science 
and politics: that is, the absence of a general theory which could explain 

phenomena and help to guide behavior. Rzewski explored forms in which 
existing musical languages could be brought together. The set of piano 
variations for solo piano The People United Will Never Be Defeated was a 
main expression for these ideas at the time. North American Ballads, Squares, 

9 Rzewski, Interview. 



and Four Pieces, all for solo piano, also composed during this period, have 
similar associations and inspirations. 
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With all of this activity, Rzewski, nevertheless, still had three children 
with no steady income. The time in New York was basically one of relative 

poverty, even with the commissions and grants. Because of this financial 
situation, Rzewski was not in the position at that time to deal with larger 
musical forms. So when his wife found a job in Rome in 1976, they moved 
back to Europe. The following year, Hemi Posseur asked Rzewski to teach 
composition at the Royal Conservatory at Liege, Belgium, where Posseur had 

recently been named director. During the following years, Rzewski 
commuted regularly between Rome and Liege, which became a base for his 
professional activities in northern Europe. Commissions came for pieces for 
larger ensemble and orchestra, although his main creative outlet continued 

to be his own solo performances of his piano music. A Long Time Man of 
1979, for piano and orchestra, was a commission from the New Hampshire 
Symphony. At the same time, Rzewski's writing took a new turn in pieces 
like Le Silence des Espaces Infinis and The Price of Oil, both for large 
ensemble in experimental graphic notation, using unconventional 
instruments and/or combinations of instruments. 

In 1982 Rzewski became interested in new ways of exploring twelve
tone rows, (see section on 12 Tone Music). In his Antigone-Legend, a one
hour setting of Bertolt Brecht's poem for voice and piano, he devised a 
technique using all-interval rows, which he has used in a number of 
compositions since then. Other 12-tone pieces include Bumps and The Turtle 

and the Crane, both for piano solo. 

In addition to purely instrumental music, Rzewski has written a 

number of pieces using texts, both large and small. One of the most ambitious 
of these is Les Perses, of 1984 and 1985, which he wrote, in collaboration with 
Francoise Walot. A full-length piece of musical theater based on Aeschylus' 
Persians, Rzewski and Walot toured throughout France in 1985 with the 

piece. It is written for four singers, five actors, and six musicians. A German 
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version, Die Perser, premiered in May of 1989 and was performed during the 
1989-1990 season at the Heissisches Theater in Wiesbaden, Germany. Other 
pieces of musical theater followed. In 1987 Rzewski wrote The Triumph of 

Death, a music theater "singing and talking piece" for four voices and string 
quartet using texts taken from Peter Weiss' play The Investigation, based on 
the Auschwitz trial of 1964 in Frankfurt, Germany. The piece lasts about two 
hours. The first nine of the fourteen parts were performed at the Yale School 
of Music in April of 1988. The music in its entirety, together with the text of 

Weiss' play, was premiered in Belgium in the Fall of 1988. 

In 1988 Rzewski wrote a piece entitled Waves. Based on Shakespeare's 
Sonnet 60 for voice and instruments, Waves was a commission for the 
sixtieth anniversary of the Society for New Music in Basel, Switzerland. In 

1989 Rzewski completed The Lost Melody, written for a Zeitgeist group in 
Minneapolis, and based on a traditional Yiddish ballad called "Mayn Yingele," 

My Young Boy, Rzewski composed a Simpler version for piano solo for 
Ursula Oppens. Following this Rzewski wrote a piece entitled Aerial Tarts, 

and Whangdoodles, based on Appalachian and Yiddish folk themes. Other 
more recent works for piano include Andante con moto, Sonata, A Life, and 
Variations on 'Give Peace a Chance.' 

Although Rzewski has lived and worked mostly in Europe, it seemed 
that the audience for his music, such as it was, was more and more to be 
found in the United States. Rzewski wrote pieces on commissions from 
American groups and did teaching residencies at American schools: the 
College Conservatory of the University of Cincinnati (Spring 1986); one 
semester at S.U.N.Y. Buffalo (Spring 1989); and California Institute of the Arts 
in Los Angeles (November 1986). In addition to these, in Europe there was a 
one year appointment at the Hochschule der Kiinste in West Berlin (1982-
1983); two semesters at the Royal Conservatory of The Hague in the 
Netherlands (Spring and Fall 1987); short residencies of one and two weeks at 
the Conservatory of Aarhus, Denmark (September 1986); and during the 

winter semester a visiting professorship of composition at the Hochschule fiir 
Musik in Karlsruhe, West Germany (1989 to 1990). During all of these 



positions, he continued to be based in Liege, for both professional and 
personal reasons. 
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Currently, Rzewski has remarried, has a young child, and resides in 

Brussels, Belgium. He still teaches at the conservatory in Liege, and performs 
regularly throughout Europe as a performer of new piano music, and 
continues to participate in new music festivals, both as a composer and a 
performer. 
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RZEWSKI and MEV 

As stated, Musica Elettronica Viva, or MEV, presented the genre of the 

performance group in a differer..t manner than any before it - the form was 
musical and social. MEV functioned very much like a commune. MEV was 

influenced by a group called AMM, formed in 1965 by three jazz musicians to 

formulate the idea of self-discipline in music, especially in improvisation. 
Personal ideas and differences concerning musical intentions weighed very 

strongly, and eventually were the cause for the disbanding of MEV. The 

personnel of MEV frequently changed according to the availability of the 
performers. Other members sat in and played with the core of the group: 
Frederic Rzewski, synthesist Richard Teitelbaum, composer Alvin Curran, 

and Allan Bryant, electronics. MEV was a meeting place, a "performance 

group, a way-station, and a school where older and younger learn from each 

other and play together on the same stage." 10 A one-time publicity statement 

revealed the intent of the group: 

Tapes, complex electronics - Moog synthesizer, brainwave amplifiers, 
photocell mixers for moment of sound on space - are combined with 
traditional instruments, everyday objects and the environment itself, 
amplified by means of contact mikes, or not. Sounds may originate both 
inside aTld outside the performing-listening space and may move freely 
within and around it. Jazz, rock, primitive and Oriental musics, Western 
classical tradition, verbal and organic sound, both individual and 
collective, may be present. 11 

MEV's early performances in 1966 tended to consist of fixed pieces with a lot 

of electronic gadgetry. In their last concert in London in 1970, the performance 

consisted of separate compositions, but this time was almost totally free of 
electronics. In-between were various improvisation projects. Rzewski wrote 

that whatever changes had taken place in MEV were 

10 Michael Nyman." Experimental Music: Cage and Beyond. " (London: Studio Vista
Cassell and Collier Macmillan Publishers Limited, 1974) 109-110. 

11 Nyman 110. 



in the way of refinement and simplification of our basic idea: that of 
intetpreting the moment, rather than constructing repeatable programmes: 
creating meaningful rituals, not images: becoming involved with the 
process, the operation, and not with the result of it, or its effects on 

. people. 12 
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Rzewski, and MEV as a whole, found that group activity was more 
intense than any solitary activity, like composition, because, "living in a 
group tends to amplify all experiences, both positive and negative ones."13 

MEV's best known improvisation piece was entitled Spacecraft, which was 
performed approximately eighty times during 1967 and 1968. Not in the form 
of a notated score, the piece was a lofty creative ideal which was realized by 
each individual within the communal situation: "A compositional 
scaffolding that is treated like an instrument with movable parts, a 
meaningful ritual." 14 The plan was concerned with the process of struggle 
away from the environment with one which was familiar, which might bring 

personal taste or influences. Rather, one created a new space, a so-called 
'created space,' which was neither one nor another, but one belonging to 
everyone. Each performer would attempt to free him or herself from the 
labyrinth in which one existed, first, with music which was necessarily 
irresponsible and chaotic, then gradually work one's way into someone else's 
labyrinth, and, hopefully: music would immediately be the result. At this 

point, the entire space and everything in it was transformed. The audience 
was drawn into the music and would contribute to it, either by producing 
sound or being silent. H this did not happen, the performers were to seek out 
a fundamental rhythm, "a general oscillation which forms the tonic for 
everyone's individual music."lS The energy formerly expended in the 
conflict of interests would begin to transcend the individual musics. Every 
performance became a moment of a continuous process. Once this was 
accomplished, thereby liberating the performer, emphasizing the collective 
aspect of self-exploration, it was the task of the performers to liberate the 
audience members. 

12 Nyman 110. 
13 Nyman 110. 
14 Nyman 110. 
IS Nyman 110. 



From Rzewski's piece Free Soup of 1968, he puts forth some 

revolutionary proposals: 

We are all'musidans.' We are all'creators.' Music is a creative process, 
abandoning esoteric categories and professional elitism, the closer we can 
all come to the andent idea of music as a universallanguage ... We are 
trying to catalyse and sustain a musical process, moving in the direction 
of unity, towards a sense of communion and closeness among all 
individuals present... The musidan takes on a new function: he is no 
longer the mythical star, elevated to a sham glory and authority, but 
rather an unseen worker, using his skill to help others less prepared than 
he to experience the miracle, to become great artists in a few IIrinutes ... His 
role is that of organizer and redistributor of energies: he draws upon the 
raw human resources at hand and reshapes them, combining loose, 
random threads of sound into a solid web on which the unskilled person 
is able to stand, and then take flight. 16 
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Rzewski approaches John Cage's ideals from 1967 that art is a process 

set in motion by a group of people, socialized, but Rzewski hoped to liberate a 
much larger range of people than Cage by involving the spectator in the 
sphere of activity where the production of music took precedence over the 

perception. By so proposing, Rzewski transcended Cage's objection that the 
composer is merely one who tells others what to do. In Free Soup Rzewski 

invites the audience to participate and relate to each other as naturally as 
possible, without the ceremony of traditional concerts. As things were to be, 
these sentiments were not permanent. 

In 1969 Rzewski wrote a piece entitled Sound Pool wherein the 
musician is given a new role. An improvisation session without limits, the 

specialist musician is to do mainly accompanying, and help the weaker 

performers sound better. Rzewski's proposals redefine and rechannel the 
trained musicians' abilities into a teaching and coordinating role. Sound Pool 
specifically outlined methods of communal composition rather than 
implying the responsibility to the individual player. MEV experimented with 

their music making in the streets and piazzas of Rome and Venice - "to create 

unity and harmony among human beings through the creation of a sound-

16 Nyman 111. 



space environment." 17 These recommendations were very much a part of 
the political and social awareness movement of the time, the attempt to 
restructure the society around the individual so as to make all people more 
alert to their neighbor, and their neighbor's needs. 
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In 1969 Rzewski composed another piece with similar instructions, 
giving specific activities to 'musicians' and 'non-musicians' in which to 
engage. It is music of a 'work-in-progress' type process, with an allowance for 
failure. H you become lost in this piece, you are encouraged to stay lost, and 
for those performers who complete the piece, there is a reward: an invitation 
to improvise. The piece is called Les moutons de Panurge. Rzewski's 
instructions are as follows: 

For any number of musicians playing melody instruments plus any number of 
non-musicians playing anything. 

MUSICIANS Begin ca. Al50, accelerate to ca. )L-300. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

I ~ 1,& ;: 1 J ) J J F r F 
)1 J Jl J )1 

Sempre ff (use amplification) 

16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 31 32 33 34 35 36 

I!',& n r )) r j J J J J F r f r f r F J1 F 
)1 

38 39 40 41 42 43 44 45 46 47 48 49 50 51 52 53 54 55 

1"1& r F F P J , F J ,) C fJ J F F P ~)l J 

57 58 59 60 61 62 63 64 65 

I ~ I.~ \) J 3 J F J f1 F 
t"':"I 
•• 

Fig. 1. Les Moutons de Panurge 

17 Nyman 112. 

15 

J 

37 

J 

56 

F 



All in strict unison; octave doubling allowed if at least two instruments in each 
octave. Read from left to right, playing the notes as folIows: 1, 1-2, 1-2-3, 1-2-
3-4, etc. when you have reached note 65, play the whole melody once again and 
then begin subtracting notes from the beginning: 2-3-4 ... 65, 64-65, 65. Hold 
the last note until everybody has reached it, then begin an improvisation using 
any instruments. In the melody above, never stop or falter, always play loud. 
Stay together as long as you can, but if you get lost, do not try to find your 
way back into the fold. Continue to follow the rules strictly. 
NON-MUSICIANS are invited to 77Ulke sound, any sound, preferably very 
loud, and if possible, are provided with percussive or other instruments. The 
non-musicians have a leader, whom they may follow or not, and who begins the 
music as stated. As soon as the pulse has been established, any variations are 
possible. 18 

A part of the attraction of this music of chance processing is making 
use of the hidden resources in the sense of natural individual differences, 
which is often neglected in classical concert music. This is not so in folk 
music, as we shall find in the chapter Americana. This characteristic of the 
folk genre becomes a very important part of the tapestry of Rzewski's scores, 
as the reader will find in the analysis of the North American Ballads. 

18 Nyman 136. 

24 
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RZEWSKI AND IMPROVISING 

One very important and consistent characteristic of Rzewski's scores is 
the insertion of sections which are to be improvised: IN Improvisation is the 

soul of classical music .. .in every great performance of classical music, there's a 
considerable amount of improvising.'" 19 Rzewski's experience and expertise 

with improvising comes from his time with MEV and from his jazz 

experiences. Rzewski's knowledge and practice in improvising as an art form 
has made him a formidable performer in the genre. When one listens to his 

recordings of The People United or the North American Ballads, one realizes 

the strength, endurance, intensity and the refinement with which he can 
manipulate the structured-composed music of the score. The following quote 

illustrates Rzewski's philosophy and convictions regarding improvisation: 

Dashing off complicated figures and difficult cross-rhythms with the ease 
of a virtuoso composer/performer, Frederic Rzewski is running through 
the solo part of Beethoven's Piano Concerto No.4, adding improvised 
passages as he goes along. When he gets to the cadenza of the first 
movement, he simply ignores the printed score and invents his own 
cadenza. For a few moments, in the semi-darkened rehearsal room of 
Woodstock's Creative Music Studio, one can imagine what this over
familiar work might have sounded like 170 years ago to listeners who had 
never heard it before. 
Beethoven often improvised at his concerts, and, according to Rzewski, 
his great predecessor improvised the solo pa.-t at the Fourth Conc...DTto's 
premiere. I Improvisation is the soul of classical music,' states the thin, 
wiry, intense composer, his plain work dothes contrasting with his highly 
educated manner of speaking, 'in every great performance of classical 
music, there's a considerable amount of improvising: 20 

Improvisation is one of the keys to understanding Rzewski's music. 

Blending classical styles with jazz and pop influences, Rzewski's work is 

woven with melodic inspiration and rhythmic vitality, which is rare in 

contemporary classical music. 1/ Although many of his pieces are completely 

written out, the spontaneous eclecticism of Rzewski's music seems directly 
related to his experiments with improvisation." 21 

19 Terry 20-21. 
20 Terry 20. 
21 Terry 20. 
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As stated previously, Rzewski began to explore improvisation in the 

mid-1960s when he co-founded the European improvising group MEV while 
in Rome. In about 1964 Rzewski became aware of the jazz musicians Coleman 
and Coltrane. Up to this point, Rzewski's training had been strictly classical, 
and there was very little contact between the jazz and classical worlds in the 
1950s. In 1958, when Rzewski graduated from Harvard, U we were just coming 
out of McCarthyism, and things were very much locked-up in boxes. I doubt 
whether Omette Coleman had heard much about John Cage or Christian 
Wolff." 22 

In 1969 Rzewski met Anthony Braxton at a music festival in Belgium. 
The following Spring MEV toured the United States and Rzewski ran into 
Braxton in New York. The saxophonist joined MEV and toured with the 
group. Rzewski 'realized' some of Braxton's classically oriented piano works, 
and said that his colleague's keyboard writing was often uncharacteristic for 
the instrument, as Braxton is not a pianist but a wind player. Braxton's 
approach to composition was dictated by his experience. With little 
counterpoint, the music was conceived through the vein of one-voice 
melodies. With precise determination in the music, there was little room for 
free manipulation of the material. 

Over the years, a number of jazz musicians jammed with MEV, 
including Anthony Braxton and Karl Hans Berger, who founded the Creative 
Music Studio, CMS, in 1971. Since its inception, Rzewski has taught at CMS , 
and some of his MEV colleagues have also participated in workshops there 
for students with jazz and classical backgrounds. For most of the years from 
1960 to 1978, Rzewski made Rome his home. There he played with jazz 
musicians like Steve Lacy, Evan Parker, Kenny Wheeler, and Roswell Rudd. 

With his European and American contacts in both jazz and classical 
fields, Rzewski served as a catalyst for improved communications between 

22 Terry 21 
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the two camps. He has served as the link between avant-garde performers and 

new-jazz players. 

Rzewski is not only a visionary who transcends the conventional 

music boundaries, he has also been a radicalizing force among contemporary 

musicians. He is committed to social and political change, as so many of his 

compositions reveal, particularly in the period of The People United. Rzewski 

views improvisation as a revolt against the hierarchical relationship between 

classical performers and composers. 

During the time with MEV, there were other improvising avant-garde 
groups springing up allover Europe, including Neuphonic Art, which 

featured Vinco Globokar, the Yugoslavian trombonist, and Michel Portal, a 

reed player known in both jazz and classical circles. In addition, Karlheinz 

Stockhausen, along with John Cage, was pioneering 'chance' music and 

experiments with free improvisation. 'Chance' or aleatoric music differs from 
improvised music in several important ways. Whereas in aleatoric 

composition the objective is to achieve an impersonal sound within specified 

limits of pitch, duration, meter, etc., improvisers use their medium as a 

means of individual expression. The classical musicians who were 

perforrrdng , dlailCe' music were usually inexperienced improvisers, and the 

playing sounded less sophisticated than a good jazz ensemble. Aleatoric 

passages began to appear with more frequency in avant-garde works. The 

concept of improvisation became more acceptable in classical music circles. 

'This creative improvising ran parallel to the developments in dance, where 

Merce Cunningham, and another group named Pilobulus, were 

experimenting with 'contact-improvisation,' a technique whereby the 

participants are always in 'contact' with their partner(s) through physical 

touch. Composers like John Cage linked with Merce Cunningham in artistic 

duos for performances of mutual inspiration. 

The experiments which were undertaken by composers at first failed to 

attract large audiences or a following among the younger composers. The 

dryness, rigidity and the formalism of the methods resulted in the style 
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falling into disfavor. On the other hand, during the same time period, similar 
experiments were occurring in the jazz community, led by people like 
Coleman and Coltrane. These were more successful, due to the fact that the 
improvising schools were able to find simpler solutions, and thus drew larger 
audiences. 

Rzewski's piano piece The People United contains sections for optional 
improvising. The set is a remarkable piece of work, using styles which span 

the centuries of musical and pianistic writing and development (see Section 
on The People United for an in-depth synopsis of the work). 

Compared to his solo piano music, Rzewski's compositions for 
improvising groups sound relatively unsophisticated. "The more people who 

are involved in such an improvisation, the more likely they are to drift 
apart," says Rzewski, "there seems to be a certain critical number (of 
performers) beyond which the possibility of achieving high levels of order 
seem to go down." 23 Nevertheless, Rzewski feels that it is musically and 

socially imperative to liberate the orchestra from the dictatorship of the 
composer: "There's a feeling among many musicians that it's possible to 
arrive at a concept of the orchestra as a social unit built up from below, as it 
were - in other words, a democratic orchestra." 24 Music, to Rzewski, is an art 

form, and 

Such and art form must be improvised, free to move in the present 
without burdening itself with the dead weight of the past. Improvisation 
is the art of creating out of nothing: a lost art form. It is necessary to 
rediscover this form and reinvent its rules, now. It is necessary to embark 
upon a disciplined search for a new harmony. Harmony is a process in 
which speaker and listener agree to communicate. The responsibility for 
undertaking this voyage of discovery belongs to everyone who may come 
into contact with these words ... In order to survive at all, I must do more 
than merely survive. I must create.25 

23 Terry 20. 
24 Terry 21. 
25 Frederic A. Rzewski, Source Music of the Avant-Garde, Vol. 3, No.2. Issue #6. 91. 
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Rzewski is a dedicated thinker and philosopher of music. From his 
thought processes, he integrates his ideas into his music. Although the 
following quote is from the 1970s, the relationship of his thoughts to his life 
in regard to improvisation are still applicable: 

My life is very improvisational My family is European, basically. My 
wife is Belgian. And my children grew up in Italy. We straddle both sides 
of the Atlantic Ocean right now without being very clear about where we 
are.26 

26 Walter Zimmerman, Desert Plants: Conversations with Twenty-three American 
Musicians. (Vancouver, Canada: Walter Zimmerman and Aesthetic Research Centre of 
Canada, 1976) 319. 



RZEWSKI AND POLmCAL AND PROTEST MUSIC 

MANY THINGS THEN COME OUT 
IN THE REPEATING THAT MAKE A HISTORY 

OF EACH ONE FOR ANYONE 

WHO ALWAYS LISTENS TO THEM. 

MANY THINGS COME OUT OF EACH ONE 

AND AS ONE LISTENS TO THEM 

LISTENS TO ALL THE REPEATING IN THEM, 

ALWAYS THIS COMES TO BE CLEAR ABOUT THEM, 

THE HISTORY OF THEM 

OF THE BOTTOM NATURE IN THEM, 

THE NATURE OF NATURES MIXED UP IN THEM 

IN ANY WAY IT MIXES UP IN THEM. 

SOMETIME THEN THERE WILL BE A HISTORY 

OF EVERY ONE. 

- Gertrude Stein27 
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Historical events shape people's lives, and sometimes motivate them 
to produce works which help posterity to better and more clearly understand 
the climate of the environment which caused the events. Frederic Rzewski 

lived a major portion of his early life during a period of great political and 
social upheaval. People were questioning every dimension and aspect of life -

political, social, racial, sexual, religious, family, and personal- seeking 

answers through questioning the basic premises of thought and belief. 
Within such an environment, and reinforced by Rzewski's ethnic and 
religious background, it is no wonder that the new consciousness permeated 

his musical endeavors as well. 

27 Zimmerman I 
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Rzewski's overt political associations with music began with his time 

at Harvard and Princeton, where he met Christian Wolff. Dissatisfaction with 
the entrenchment in staid musical forms and techniques led him to the 

experiments of John Cage. This association brought him into direct contact 
with other musicians and performers who were seeking answers and formats 
for their newly discovered ideas and innovations. Rzewski's first Fulbright to 
Italy allowed him direct personal study with one who was writing music with 

political associations, Dallapiccola. From then on, Rzewski would not only 

delve into the midst of new creative processes, but would also take leadership 
and authorship in generating innovative music in score and performance. 
MEV was the primary product of this work. An avowed Marxist, Rzewski 

rejected the popular notion of art as a separate world of imagination which is 

"a form of protest in itself, a way of being against the established order. This is 
a dangerously simple view of things," he noted, "and many artists and 
intellectuals have looked for something more solidly based in real social 
movements which have a real objective in working for change." 28 This 

political awareness first had an impact on Rzewski's music, which until then 
had been serial-influenced, at about the time MEV was formed: 

Like a lot of people, I got caught up in the furious energy of the student 
movement of the '60s in Europe. Around 1968, in countries like France 
and Italy, it actually seemed as though vast sweeping changes could be 
imminent It was quite believable. I remember one enormous 
demonstration that I watdled in Rome in the fall of 1969. Over 100,000 
metal workers from all over Italy marched through Rome carrying bells 
and pipes and buckets and chains, cooking up an enormous racket. It was 
one of the most amazing sounds I've ever heard.29 

A natural corollary to Rzewski's political commitment was the abolition of 
traditional music structures: 

At that time we were involved with opening up the musical structure as 
much as possible, first throwing away the score and then throwing away 
any kind of 'sound pool' We'd invite people to bring sounds to the 
concert and throw them into the pool Very often there would be 300 or 
400 people making these sounds, and we would try to guide it or steer it 

28 Terry 20. 
29 Terry 20-21. 



in some way. Basically, the impetus was toward complete openness and 
spontanei~, which was very consistent with the atmosphere of that time 
and place. 0 

The important thing is to get past the notion that an individual can, with 
his own resources, make any significant progress on solving a problem 
which is social in nature. This is one of the biggest hurdles that artists 
have to overcome, the idea that art alone can solve problems that really 
need other forms of action. Art can help; it can be useful in solving human 
problems. It always has been and it always will be, but only as long as it 
recognizes its own limitations. 31 
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MEV was very anarchistic, and from that time Rzewski has changed 

his writing to a more constructive and concrete kind of music. The 

motivation for this came from his associations and ideas on realism. 

"Realism in music doesn't necessarily require a text. It (the music) DOES 

however, require some kind of consciousness of the active relationship 

between music and the rest of the world. The use of the text is one method of 

accomplishing that." 32 Rzewski's song from 1974 entitled "Apolitical 

Intellectuals" reflects these notions. The text from that song is as follows: 

One day the apolitical intellectuals of my country will be interrogated 
by the Simplest of our people. 
No one will ask them about their clothes, their long siestas after lunch, 
or the philosophy of nothingness, or the ontology of money. 
They will be asked what they did when their nation died out slowly, 
like a sweet fire, small and alone. 
They won't be questioned on Greek mythology, 
or their feelings of self-disgust 
when one among them begins to die the cowards death. 
They'll be asked nothing on their absurd justifications, 
Born in the shadow of the total lie. 
On that day the simple people will come, will come, 
who had no place in the books and poems of the apolitical intellectuals, 
but daily delivered their bread and milk, 
who mended their clothes, and drove their cars, and cleaned their houses, 
and kept their gardens, and worked for them, and they'll ask: 
What did you do? What did you do, when the poor suffered, 
when tenderness and life burned out in them? 
Apolitical intellectuals of my sweet country, 
You will not be able to answer. 

30Teny 20. 
31 Terry 40. 
32 Zimmerman 305. 



A vulture of silence will eat your gut 
Your own misery will pick at your soul, 
and you will be mute in your shame.33 

For Rzewski, the music must be more accessible and experienceable for a 
broader public, 

... with a conscious employment of techniques which are designed to 
establish communication, rather than to alienate an audience. That does 
not necessarily mean that one must be confined to familiar languages. It 
doesn't necessarily mean familiar styles would impose very serious 
limitations on one's ability to communicate. A rigorous, formalistic style, 
such as the style of the serial composers, would be at a serious 
disadvantage. 34 

33 

The change came on many different levels, both on a personal and on a social 
level. Rzewski felt that it was better not to talk about individual or personal 
styles, "but rather in terms of larger movements. You have to see it from a 

social and political viewpoint rather than from a personal and aesthetic 
one." 35 Rzewski felt that what happened in the United States and Europe 
(especially due to the fact that he has lived concurrently in both places) since 
the student movements of 1968 has been a gradual process of maturing in 
those who acquired their political consciousness through the student 
movement. 

For Rzewski, one of the most significant of his compositions reflecting 
the changes in him and unifying his musical with his political ideas was the 
writing of two pieces inspired by the tragedy of the incident at Attica prison in 

New York. For Rzewski, Attica was a very important milestone in American 
history: 

I felt at the time when the event took place that this was an atrocity that 
demanded of every responsible person that had any power to cry out, 
that he cry out. And as it happened, I discovered a text which was 
published shortly thereafter in Ramparts magazine which seemed to fulfill 
the conditions. Yet the tPXt itself cries out for some further elaboration. It 

33 Zimmerman 320. 
34 Zimmerman 305. 
35 Zimmerman 306. 



was simply a piece that had to be written. It was necessary at the time ... it 
already belongs to a stage of work and I no longer would do anything like 
that. It's not really a very dear political statement except in its sort of 
extra-musical connections with the historical event. 36 

Coming Together/Attica (1972) develops the systematic techniques of Les 
Moutons but uses them to present two texts of extraordinary emotional 
striking power. Part I is a letter written by Sam Melville from Attica 
prison before the rebellion by the prisoners in which they took possession 
of part of the prison; the state governor ordered state troops to recapture 
the prison, which they did, and 40 people were killed in the process. 
Melville was among the dead. Part II is a brief reply by Richard X. Clarke, 
another Attica inmate, to a question put to him as he was leaving the 
prison. Rzewski uses dynamiC, driving elements from popular music to 
embody the urgency and total commitment of those killed. 37 

34 

The text of Coming Together, for speaker and ensemble, expands from 

one to eight sentences, and then contracts to one sentence again. The pitch 

material is restricted to seven notes and each sentence is declaimed seven 

times. Attica, on the other hand, is a systematic piece based on one sentence, 

and is therefore shorter. The texts of these two pieces automatically 

centralizes them to the realm of political music. The pieces leave a powerful 

impression on the listener. 

The most significant solo piano composition reflecting Rzewski's 

political ideas and compositional techniques is The People United Will 

Never Be Defeated (see section on The People United). This enormous work 

is a milestone in variation technique, using a song from the Chilean 

Solidarity movement as its theme, "EI pueblo unido:" 

One of the peculiarities about that song is that it's not a folklore song. It's 
not just a folksong. It's a very subtle kind of mixture of different cultural 
influences. 38 

The use of folk song as a political instrument in composition is of 

major significance to understanding Rzewski's music. It is a powerful tool 

36 Zimmerman 310. 
37 Cardew 32. 
38 Zimmerman 313. 
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which Rzewski utilizes to achieve strength and intensity in his compositions, 

and as the later chapters in this document prove, Rzewski's u-'1ique use of 

folk music makes his pieces forceful and accessible to the listener as well as 

the performer. In this sense, Rzewski transcends the problems which 
confronted MEV, and he resolves the issue of the audience being alienated 

from the music. 

Rzewski was active in the political arena which surrounded the events 

of the military coup in Chile, and was a member of MAC- Musicians Active 

Collective: 

a group of musicians in New York City who are eager to find a political 
connection between their work and what's going on in the world ... trying 
to create a very solid base of very high quality professional musicians 
who are eager to change things. The first concert we did was in support of 
the Chile Solidarity Committee, which was a part of the demonstrations on 
Chile. 39 

Rzewski states that from this piece, "musicians and artists must listen to the 

sound of struggle if they are to contribute anything in the way of harmony."4o 

Rzewski's desire is to communicate a message through his music. One 

must pose the question, though, of who one's audience is, and in particular, 

what people. Rzewski was raised in the generation which believed that the 

most advanced music was abstract, serial, formalistic music, with a universal 

validity - and that the audience was not important. It was not important to 

the music what kind of people listened, but for Rzewski, the audience has 

become important "To whom am I speaking and what am I trying to say? If 

you're working in a political direction you give up the idea that the music is 

universal. You don't want to talk to everybody."41 

Well, there are all kinds of different musical techniques which you can 
employ for different kinds of situations. Personally, I don't think that I've 
ever developed what you might call 'a style: At least I can't see any style 
in my music. Every music that I do seems to be very different than the 

39 Zimmerman 311. 
40 Zimmerman 311. 
41 Zimmerman 307. 



thing that came before. So there's always a new technique available for 
every situation. It depends on your audience, again, on whom you're 
writing for and playing for. I think perhaps that one development that 
one must be conscious of is the fact that you cannot rely on anyone 
historical tradition anymore .... we have to become aware of the cultural 
influences which have become very st:'ong, which come from other parts 
of the world, such as Africa and Latin America .... a music which 
integrates, tries to harmonize with some of the most revolutionary 
developments which have come out of the Third World, such as of course 
in North America the whole idea of jazz imprOvisation. 42 

36 

Rzewski believes in the importance of change and works from a basic 

premise: "Constructive pessimism: working for change but at the same time 

being very realistic about the enormous problems." 43 

For Rzewski, the writing of the North American Ballads was a 

particularly poignant means of expressing political happenings in the United 

States through music. As the commission requested a particularly American 

flavor and style, Rzewski achieved his desired goal with the use of American 

protest music. The songs he employed reflect directly the protest movements 

of labor and peace. The chapter on Americana and the ensuing pages which 

deal directly with the four ballads delve with detail into the purpose and 

success of Rzewski's endeavors with political music. 

42 Zimmerman 312-313. 
43 Zimmerman 309. 



37 

THE PEOPLE UNITED 

Frederic Anthony Rzewski is purported by some to be one of the major 
composers of our era. A creator of unusual works, Rzewski writes works of 

great quality. His output is not prolific. The pieces which he composes are all 
of most unusual title. Perhaps this stems from Rzewski's Polish descent 

combined with his political views. Many of the pieces have socia-political 
overtones, some are deep-rooted and obviously gain inspiration from these 

premises. One of the most profound of these compositions is the set of piano 
variations entitled The People United Will Never Be Defeated, an American 
Bicentennial Commission by the pianist, Ursula Oppens. The theme is a 

Chilean revolutionary folk-song "jEl Pueblo Unido Jamas Sera Vencido!" 

written by Sergio Ortega and made popular by the group 'QuiIapayan', which 
has since been exiled and taken refuge-residency in Paris. The words for this 
song are as follows. 44 

I 
On foot, to sing 
That we will triumph. 
Already they advance, 
Flags of unity. 
And you will come 
Marching together with (or by) me. 
And thus you will see 
Your song and your banner. 
Bloom - the light 
Of a red sunrise 
Announcesarready 
The life that is to come. 

m 
The country is 
Forging unity 
From north to south 
From the sea coast 
Hot and rocky, 
To the forest in the south. 
United in the struggle, 
And to work they go. 
The land they will cover. 
Already their step 
Announces the future. 

II 
Standing, to struggle 
The People will triumph. 
It will be better 
The life that comes to be. 
To conquer 
Show our happiness 
And in chorus 
A thousand voices of combat 
Will rise to speak. 
Song of freedom 
With certainty 
Our country will win. 

1Y 
Standing to sing 
The People will triumph 
Millions now 
Implore the truth 
Of steel they're made 
Brave Bahalloon 
Their hands go 
Carrying justice, 
And the cause, woman, 
With fire and courage. 
Already you are here 
Together with (or by) the worker. 

44 David Bowman, "iEI Pueblo unido!" Translation. 



CHORUS 
And now the People 
That rise in the struggle 
With the voice of a giant, 
Shouting! Forward! 

The People, United, Will Never Be Defeated! 

38 

In 1969 the Unidad Popular'S formation along with the leftist coalition 
under Salvador Allende brought about a new cultural movement of 

remarkable vitality. With a socio-political movement of this nature, there is 

always a tradition of music which accompanies it. This music drew on the 
resources of both the indigenous folk as well as classical traditions. Folk 
singers joined with conservatory trained musicians to lend their part to the 
movement. Melodies of popular songs were harmonized in new, 

experimental ways, and were sometimes coalesced with more classical forms. 

On the other hand, folk instruments native to the country, were used in 
compositions based on classical forms. The resources of the Western classical 
traditions were utilized for a music which was truly popular, without being 
overly simplistic or commercially meretricious. The commitment to the 

struggle for a socialist transformation of Chile was the force of this cultural 
movement. 45 

Rzewski's piano piece is a tribute to this cultural movement and a 

musical expression of solidarity with the forces and traditions which inspired 
and helped shape it. The People United was designed for a popular audience 
as a tangible protest and exhortation. The composition was written in a mere 
two months in 1975. The theme of The People United Will Never Be 
Defeated came out of the Chilean new song movement, and since the coup 

and the Pinochet dictatorship, this song has become an international anthem 
of the Chilean resistance. The formal organization of Rzewski's piece is 

unique, both in its original context and as a set of variations. The work is a 

tour de force, especially when one considers the enormity and complexity of 
the opus, and the short time in which the music was composed. 

45 Christian Wolff, liner notes to Frederic A. Rzewski's The People United Will Never 
Be Defeated! Vanguard VSD 71248, 1978. 
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The introductory section is thirty-six measures long. An exact 
quotation of the original song introduces the work. It is twelve measures long 
and may be diagrammed as follows: 

THEME: AA B B' B B' 

:MEASURES: ~ 2 2 ~ 

Theme: 

[A] 
I~ ~ I! 

Emin 

444 

Dmin Dmin7/G 

;11 J. }1 J. 

A 

1. 

DminIF 

GminIB~ A 

)1 B i) ~. 

F B~ 

P 1 FJ FJ J. 

D71F# -
2. 

DminlF 

Fig. 2. The People United theme 

... 

)1 :11 

... 
j 

Rzewski's statement of this theme is, significantly, thirty-six measures 
long and may be diagrammed as follows: 

# of measures: i 4 4 4 4 4 4 i 

Harmonic and melodic scheme: AA BB' BB' AA BB' BB' C 
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Section C is an interpolation as follows: 

rg 
Gmin E Dmin~ A 

t 
t p. -j :: :: iJ ~I 

I 

f 
. . .. 

~ ~ ~ ... 

Fig. 3. Interpolation of The People United theme 

The theme, therefore, is, in measures: 
THEME: 36 measures 

4 + 12 + 12 + 4 + 4 

Interpolation 

"Note that the tune reaches tonal closure only at the end of the second 
chorus; the first twelve measures of the tune end on the dominant, as do the 

first twelve bars of many of the variations," 46 similar to classical variations, 

as in the Beethoven C-minor Variations, which reaches its tonal closure only 
at the end of the theme. It is important to note that Rzewski has chosen for 
the theme a protest tune that is folk-like in nature. The simplicity of the tune, 

its harmonic structure, and its phrasing make it easy for the listener to 
remember. Rzewski chooses his material based on these folk-tunes 
specifically for these reasons. It allows him both freedom in his variation 

form as well as variation and complexity in his compositional style. 
"Throughout the variations there is a continuous cross-referencing of motifs, 

harmonic procedures, rhythms, and dynamic sequences. These are contained 
within the organization of the variations."47 Following this theme there are 

thirty-six variations on the thirty-six bar theme, and finally a sixty-Six 

46 Robert Wason," Tonality and Atonality in Ferderic Rzewski's Variations on 'The 
People United Will Never Be Defeated!' Perspectives on New Music 26 (1988): 111-113. 

47 Wolff, liner notes. 
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measure extended da-capo of the theme. Essentially the da-capo consists of 
two modified statements of the thematic section minus the opening motto, 
totaling sixty-four measures, and a two measure codetta. Each variation is, 

notably, twenty-four measures long - that is, two repetitions of the twelve-bar 
theme, with a few exceptions. The variations are grouped into sets of six, with 

the sixth variation being a summary of the previous five - that is, each four
measure phrase refers to each of the previous five variations, totaling twenty 
measures, and then a four-measure bridge section to complete the variation 
and lead one to the next set. This grouping into sets produces six sets. Set 
FIVE is a maverick set, as in the interpolated section of the theme. This fifth 
set contains expansions both in measure length, more than twenty-four, and 
in expanded compound metric complications. The sixth is an entire set of 
summary variations: 

... here, each four-bar phrase of the first of that set refers to the first two
bar phrase of each twelve-bar segment from the first variation (totaling 
four bars) of each of the previous five sets (that totals twenty measures). 
Then the first four of these references are run through once again, 
telescoped into the last four measures-the summary of the summary
which propels one on to the second variation. This one deals in like 
manner with the second variation of each of the previous sets, etc. The 
continuation of this recursive process means that variation thirty-six is 
the summary variation based upon summaries. Perhaps, fortunately, the 
last four measures of this variation are not the summary of the summary 
of the summaries, but rather a quiet passage, after which Rzewski plays a 
cadenza (I know of no other performer who chooses this option given in 
the score). 48 

This is a landmark in the historical development of variation form! Please 
see Figure 4. 

48 Wason 111-113. 



RZEWSKI: 36 VARIATIONS ON A CHILEAN SONG 
[The People United Will Never Be Defeated] 

General Form: Statement of song. then 6 sets of variations [6 variations per set] 

Song [12 bars]- AA U' U' 
444 

r- interpolation 

Statement of Song [36 bars]- 4, 12, 12, 4, 4 

SETS 

Var's 

2 4 5 6 

CCCCC\CCCI~CCCO COCCC CCICOC 

expansions 
via cadenzas 

The 6th variation of these 4 sets is comprised of 6 parts: 

1) SwrumllY of Variation 1 of that set. 
2) Summary' of Variation 2 of that set. 
3) Summary' of Variation 3 of that set. 
4) Summruy of Variation 4 of that set. 
5) Swrumuy of Variation 5 of that set. 
6) Transition to next set. 

6th Set Varjations 1 - 5 are made of summarjes of preyjQy~ variatjons 

Set6,v1 fCCCCC rOCDCO ICCCCC ICcccc ICccoc 

Set6,v2 
crcccc clccco crcccc clcccc clccoc 

cccccc 
t 
cccccc 
t 

Set 6, v3 CClCCC CC1COO 00
1

000 oD1DoD oOlooo COtOOO 

Set6,v4 000000 oDoloo 000

1
00 ODOrOO 000

1
00 000000 

I t 
Set6,v5 ODOCrD ODOOIO DODDIC DCDCIC CODDIC DCCCDD 

t 
Set 6, v6 ODCDCD OCCOOO DCDCDO DODCDO 000000 l1.1.Y1.t 
[swrunaries of swrunaries!] 

© Kim Hayashi, 1994 
Fig. 4. Diagram of the structure of The People United 

42 
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Wolff reinforces this description in his liner notes to Rzewski's recording of 

the piece: 

Elements of each variation are now compressed into a fraction of a bar. 
Technically this is a kind of'stretto,' the procedure in a fugue which 
brings the entrances of individual voices closer and closer together; though 
here the voices (or elements of individual variations) are not overlayed 
but compressed and juxtaposed in increasingly rapid sequence. The effect 
is of extraordinary intensification. 49 

Rzewski will use this stretto technique in the North American Ballads, and 

will also use the overlaying device - that of putting one theme atop another 

in different voices - which adds even more intensity to the music. 

Within the profusion of styles and devices of these variations, there 

seems to be a consistent harmonic process giving cohesiveness to the piece. 

Rzewski uses immediate and direct language in his rhythmic textures, which 

are almost always metrically based, again with the exception of Set Five, 

where there seems to be a preponderance of ametric rhythms of the post

Webem period. Likewise, the pitch material is easy to understand, as the 

theme emerges with repeated listenings and playings. Even though the piece 

is actually very complicated and not easily understood, the musical language 

is communicated to the audience: 

At the surface, Rzewski's Variations on "The Peup1e United" seem to 
consist of a host of disparate musical styles. In fact, the piece is a kind of 
autobiography of an artist whose career spans an important segment of 
recent musical developments, and the souvenirs of that career are 
everywhere in the piece. But there is also a consistent harmonic practice 
which pervades the piece, allowing Rzewski to weave these disparate 
styles into a cohesive whole, and to move from tonality to near-atonality 
in a most natural and unrestrained manner.50 

Rzewski respects the metrical structure in each of sets One through 

Four, and set Six, again the exception of Set Five. The phrases of each 

variation are divided into two twelve-bar sections, those subdivided into 

49 Wason. 111-113. 
50 Wason 108. 



4 + 8 or 4 + 4 + 4 or 6 + 6. No matter how far Rzewski strays from the theme 
pitch-wise, the metrical structure remains constant. 

Although the music is not easy rhythmically, there is a rhythmic energy 
which is almost periodically and metrically based, even though many of 
the piece's rhythmic textures seem to be adapted from the jagged, non
periodic rhythms of twelve-tone Schoenberg. 51 

44 

The original theme is a four-bar motto, (see above), with an imitative 
section. When this theme becomes abstract, as shall soon be noted, the tune 
remains constant and is audibly recognizable, though masked in complicated 

settings. This tune structure resonates so clearly that it is almost simplistic 
and defies the complexities one encounters in studying and playing the piece. 

Let us take a brief look at the first set of variations to examine and 
experience some of the compositional procedures Rzewski uses: 

VARIATION 1: This variation has a forbidding scoring. However, it is 
merely, or not so merely, a decorative variation of an unfolding of the theme 
melodically, one note at a time, through octave displacements - a simple 
technique, yet profound in its effect, (please see Figure 5). 

51 Wason 109. 



VAR.1 

I * ~ Ii ;11: 1PJ'i)' ij jJJJdJ1J"11 

Fig. 5. Var. 1, minus octave displacements 

This is a single-part texture of linear motion and arpeggiation. The first 

twelve bars are a constant rhythm, the second twelve-bars a variation of the 

rhythm, embellished, with the final four-bars returning to the opening 

rhythm. 
Variation 1 phrase structure: 4 + (4 + 4) + (2 + 2) + (2 + 2) + (2 + 2) 

A B A 
(Variation of A) 

RHYTHM: 

B: II: j)1 m ~ ~m ~ ~I JmJmm ~ :11 

Fig. 6. Rhythm of theme in Var. 1 

45 
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The second twelve-bars of each of the first six variations embellishes the 
rhythm and then returns to the simplicity of the first, creating a unity within 
each variation. The unity of each set, each variation, and the entire piece is a 
unique reference to the title of the piece. 

VARIATION 2: Using the upbeat rhythm of the theme, Variation 2 

uses this as a structural device while also using the melodic contour of the 
theme with octave displacements: 

I~(j llP,j piptJ1r p'~h!1iJ piptJ'r pil 

I ~j5 i r p i it 13 1 r ~), l1;(5, j III ;lin 1 J l~ II 

Fig. 7. Syncopated theme of The People United in Var. 2. 

The rhythm of the motive in this variation is syncopated as follows: 

Fig. 8a. Syncopated motive of Var. 2. 

and is embellished in the second twelve-bars as follows: 

Fig. 8b. Embellished motive of Var. 2. 
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returning to the former rhythm in the final four bars. The harmonic syntax of 
this variation becomes more confused than Variation 1, even though the 
linear succession is intact, with hili-tone suspensions. There is a 
predominance of fifth-relationships in measures nine through twelve, but 
with no obvious relationships, although the basic tonality of the variation is 
A-minor. 

VARIA nON 3: This variation becomes even more complicated. With 
an underlying pulse of constant double-triplets 

~ 

JJJJJJ 
Fig. 9a. Double-triplet rhythm of Var. 3 

later doubled to 

Fig. 9b. Doubled rhythm of Var. 3 

there is ever present the constant feeling of the rhythm of the theme. 
Rzewski maintains his rhythmical structure, the theme now used as 

J. J. 
Fig. 10. Alteration of theme of The People United used in Var. 3 

either notated or implied. In measures 10 through 12 this rhythmic theme is 
found in the left-hand chords; in measures 13 through 20 the theme is heard 

in the long duration notes, supplemented by the arpeggio figure related on 
each beat. The overall phrase structure of this variation is: 
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~ 

12 measures J J J 

~~ ~~ 
8 measures J j j j j j J j j j j j J j j j j j J j j j j j 

~ 

4 measures J J J 
Fig. 11. Phrase structure of Var. 3 

VARIATION 4: In this variation things become again, more 

complicated. Right and left hands play parallel direction, alternating 

canonically by a 16th- note displaceme.."1.t 1.."'1 4/4 time, moving in melodic 
interval groups based on half-steps and fifths. In increasing intensity through 
pulse sub-division in a single line, the variation returns to its original 

rhythmic division of two-lines, this time hands moving in contrary motion. 

The twenty-four measures may be divided as: 6 + 6 + (7 + 1) + 4 = 24. The 
middle section breaks away from the canon, using ascending and descending 
single-note arpeggiation between both hands, moving in fifths and half-steps. 
The outline of the melody: fifth falling, semi-tone rising, fifth rising, semi

tone rising. Amongst all of this one hears the theme, "EI Pueblo Unido" as in 

measures 17 through 20, circled in the following example: 
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8""--------, 
:> :> 

© 1979 by ZEN-ON Music Co., Ltd. 
All Rights Reserved 

Used by permission of European American Music Distributors Corporation, sole U.5. and 
Canadian agent for ZEN-ON Co., Ltd. 

Fig_ 12. Theme displacement in Var. 4 

The final four bars outlines the thematic rhythm, but moves twice as fast: 

"The peo- pIe u - ni- ted will nev- er be de - feat- ed" 

Fig. 13. Theme at the end of Var. 4 

These pages of noisy bravura yield abruptly to a series of tone-cluster chords 
in a pan-tonal substance to produce Rzewski's required "Dreamlike, frozen" 
effect in Variation 5. 
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Variation 5: The chords of variation 5 are in two-measure groupings as 

follows: B-minor ninth (b-9), to F-sharp minor seventh (f#-7) 

12-2 - fif:7 12-2 - fif=.7 12=2 
2 2 2 

f#+4 h:2 f1f. 
2 2 2 

At measure 13, exactly halfway again, the rhythmic intensity increases 

and the change is accompanied by the rhythm of the theme. "In this set, 

Rzewski juxtaposes politically-oriented musical material and ... extends it 

temporally beyond the other sets." 52 

VARIATION 6: This is the summary of each of the previous five 

variations, with four measures devoted to each variation plus the final four 

measures as the transition into the next set of variations. 

The People United Will Never Be Defeated is a masterpiece which is 

proving itself as such. The six sets seem to elide together as a sort of Sonata 

form: 

THEME SET 1-2 SET 3 SET 4 

Introduction First Movement Slow Movement Scherzo 

SETS 

Finale 

Set 6 

Coda 

1,185 measures in length, approximately fifty minutes performance time, 

there is a fundamental structure at every level in the piece. Robert Wason has 

determined that the music is replete with a particular pitch-class collection 

which permeates the tonal sections, "and thus one senses a kind of intervallic 

homogeneity on the surface throughout the work."53 Rzewski grew up in the 

world of 'pitch-class,' and the application of this twentieth-century notion to a 

tonal framework seems only natural. Yet, when you ask Rzewski specific 

52 Wason 132. 
53 Wason 109. 



questions about his use of theory, he says, ''I never liked theory. The 
important part of composition is forgetting." 54 

Wason has also determined a harmonic structure for the entire piece as 
follows: 

Theme: D-minor 

Variation: 1) D-minor 19) D-minor 
2) A-minor 20) D-Minor 

3) E-minor 21) D-minor 

4) B-minor 22) D-minor 

5) F-sharp minor 23) D-minor 

6) C-sharp minor 24) D-minor 

7) G-sharp minor 25) D-minor 

8) D-sharp minor 26) A-minor 

9) B-flat minor 27) E-minor 

10) F-minor 28) B-minor 
11) C-minor 29) F:-sharp minor 
12) G-minor, Jazz Style 30) C-sharp minor 

13) D-minor 31) G-sharp minor 

14) D-minor 32) E-flat minor 

15) D-minor 33) B-flat minor 
16) D-minor 34) F-minor 
17) D-minor 35) C-minor 

18) D-minor 36) G-minor 

51 

Many of the variations are in the keys indicated, ot.l-ters refer obliquely to the 
key. But even in the parts of the piece which seem relatively clear tonally, the 

influence of atonal thinking is not entirely absent. 

54 Rzewski Interview. 
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A theme with thirty-six variations, the structural procedures "can be 
seen to represent the force of logic (the 'logic of history'), reason (the 
'reasonableness of justice'), and discipline, as they focus and liberate creative, 
revolutionary energies. The movement of the whole piece is towards a new 
unity - an image of popular unity - made up of related but diverse, 
developing elements (not to be confused with uniformity), coordinated and 
achieved by a blend of irresistible logic and spontaneous expression." 55 

The People United was written for Ursula Oppens. Rzewski asked her 
if it would be appropriate to include some improvisatory sections. At the time 
she said no, because she had not done any improvising, and would rather 

have not had to deal with it. Therefore, Rzewski left a space for an optional 
improvised cadenza, not requiring any free improviSing. In this sense, 
Rzewski is always conscious of those who will perform his music. 

Improvised or not, The People United is a landmark work. Conceived 
in the tradition which extends from Charles Ives and Henry Cowell to John 
Cage and George Crumb, the variations suggest everything from French 
Impressionism and the tonality of Shostakovich, to classy pop. The theme has 
distinct associations with the nineteenth century and echoes the great piano 
virtuosos like Liszt, Chopin and Rachmaninoff. The jazz influences can be 
heard in the syncopated rhythms and in certain harmonic progressions. Due 
to a satiric sense of humor and an uncanny skill in hinting at diverse styles, 

the work is brilliant and original. 

55 Wolff, liner notes. 
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AMERICANA 

The music of the North American Ballads is drawn from the repertoire 

of the American protest song literature. Upon Rzewski's recommendation 

that this author research the folk music of North America, the resultant study 

proved invaluable to a deeper and enlightened understanding of the four 

pieces within this set, particularly with reference to Rzewski's compositional 

style. The music of the United States of America is extraordinarily eclectic and 

diverse. With a culture which draws its peoples from all parts of the world, 

the homogeneity which most, if not all, of the other countries included in 

Western art music exist wit:hh""'l, is not applicable in the United States. The 

music which has developed within the borders of this country draws mainly 

from the European, Mrican, Amerindian, Hispanic and Oriental traditions. 

Because the heritage of our folk music is so complex and intertwined between 

these influences, and because the comprehension of this subject matter is so 

vital to understanding Rzewski's music in the Ballads, a full chapter on the 
history and development of this folk idiom as pertinent to the North 

American Ballads has been added to this document. Only those topics which 

this author feels pertain to Rzewski's music in the Ballads are examined. 

Therefore, the focus is limited to the European and Mrican heritages. This 

section shall be entitled AMERICANA. Rzewski vividly and accurately 

depicts the folk aspect of our tradition in the North American Ballads. How 

he accomplishes this is directly related to our folk music traditions, and to his 
ingenuity in setting the tunes he has chosen into these Americana styles. 



FOLK MUSIC 

Before one delves into the tradition of the music inherent to North 
America, and particularly the United States, a definition of folk music, its 
parameters and inclusions is necessary. 

54 

The International Folk Music Council was founded in 1947, and at its 
first Congress in Sao Paulo, Brazil in 1955, it attempted to give a definition to 
'folk music:' 

Folk music is the product of a musical tradition that has been evolved through 
the process of oral transmission. The factors that shape the tradition are: 

i) continuity that links the present with the past; 
ii) variation which springs from the creative impulse of the individual 

or the group; and 
iii) selection by the community which determines the form or forms in 

which the music survives. 
The term can be applied to the music that has been evolved from rudimentary 
beginnings by a community uninfluenced by popular and art music and it can 
likewise be applied to music which has originated with an individual 
composer and has subsequently been absorbed into the unwritten living tradition 
of a community. 
The term does not cover composed popular music that has been taken over 
ready-made by a community and remains unchanged, for it is the re-fashioning 
and re-creation of the music by the community that gives it its folk 
character. ,56 

Within folk music there is an emphasis on oral tradition, always. With 
the emergence of new technology, such as the gramophone and radio, new 
complications were added to this definition. However, with the advancement 
of technology as we experience today, the chances of a community being 

isolated and uninfluenced by radio or television are remote. Nevertheless, 
the oral tradition is still predominant, and this folk music has received 
detailed attention by scholars. The research by these and other qualified 
individuals has been aided by the use of advanced and skilled technology. 

56 Klaus P Wachsmann "Folk Music," New Grove, Vol. 6. 693. 
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UNITED STATES OF AMERICA 

Scholarly research has had to face the overwhelming complexities of 
the development of North American folk music. With the multiplex cultural 
cross-section compounded by geographical immensity, constructing a history 
which is comprehensible as well as comprehensive is an awesome task. 
Studies are potentially confusing and, without a voluminous product, would 
be misrepresentative of the folk genre. An attempt to synthesize this 
development is not only difficult, but results in the neglect of some aspects of 
its historical evolution. Therefore, only a presentation of the two genres 
which contribute most to the folk element in Rzewski's North American 

Ballads, the Euro-American and the Afro-American, is presented herein. 
With this consideration, the scope of this section is limited. In. addition to 
this, more detailed descriptions and synopses of important characteristics of 
American folk music as found in Rzewski's Ballads may be found in the 

Appendices. These include Gospel Music; Spiritual; Ragtime; Jazz; Blues and 
the Blues Note; and Walking Bass and Boogie-Woogie. 

Within the concept of American folk music, there is a plethora of 

examples in the United States from cultures throughout the world - Eastern, 
Western, African, native, etc. Among this heterogeneous amalgam are genres 
which are recognized as specifically American: blues, jazz, 'old-time' music, 
hillbilly, citybilly, country music, country-and-western, gospel, spiritual, rock, 
folk-rock, folk-pop, etc. MUSicologists have attempted to describe these in 
intricate and complex technical terms. Nonetheless, non-musicians, as well as 
musicians, can and do apprehend these terms directly. 

However, American folk music brings with it complexities not known 
to most other countries or cultures. To most, 'ethnic' means foreign or 

outside the country, while 'folk' means domestic or inside the country. The 
people of the United States do not regard t.1-temselves as a folk but as 'the 
people.' 57 With the melding pot of peoples and cultures in the United States, 

57 Charles Seeger, "United States: Folk Music," New Grove, Vol. 19.436. 
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with the Amerindian tribes and the Hispanic peoples bringing distinctive 
musics of their own, and with the importation of slaves compounding the 
juncture to a unique cross-section, folk music in this country covers a 
significantly broad spectrum, rich in contrasting traditions and influences. 58 

Concentrated pockets of the surviving European folk music that is 
nearly pure in the United States have been localized to the English-speaking 
rural enclaves, such as the Irish parts of Boston, and the foreign language 
speaking urban ghettos, such as 'Little Italy.' The descendants of the 
Amerindians, Hispanics and the liberated slaves kept their own traditions 
and were finally openly recognized as a part of American folk music. The 
cultural matrix of the United States has caused many complications. 
Ethnomusicological research has revealed the synthesis of the many elements 
contributing to North American folk music and exposed definitive patterns 
and natures which are pertinent to the development of this music. 

Compared to Europe and Asia, America is a young country. This makes 
for an abundance of raw material without a long history of cataloguing. 
America's political, social, religious and economic identity forms what is 
labeled as its culture. Data for processing the information is abundant because 
of this youth, but again, is complicated by the heterogeneous cross section of 
peoples. 

A primary focus of interest in folk music has been the study of song. 

Furthermore, the tradition of folksong lies with its performers, as it is an oral 
tradition. Thus, the words and the tune cannot be separated, for 

as often as not, the association of words and tune is so intimate that even 
the singer can give neither without the other. 59 

This music of the folksong of North America has received extensive 
in-depth professional study. Scholars such as John and Alan Lomax, Malcolm 

58 Seeger 436. 
59 Seeger 437. 
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Laws, Charles Seeger, Ruth Crawford Seeger, Edith Fowke, Jean Richie, John 
Langstaff, Lois Choksy, Jill Trinka, Toni Locke, and David G. Woods, have 

devoted hours to the research of folk music within our heritage: the ballads of 

the North, South and Appalachians; cowboy and herding songs; railroad 

songs; whaling songs; children's songs, and many others - all of which are 

representative of the rich cultural heritage from the Hispanic, African, 
Oriental, Amerindian, and European influences. All researchers emphasize 

that folk music is a direct reflection of the development of a specific segment 

of a culture, preserving its heritage in definitive ways: 

It is the mark of the people on any country which gives it the feel it leaves 
in a man's mind. Even the sense of time in a country is the sense of the 
people in it now and before now. 60 

Researchers also remark that folk music endures the lapsing of time to 
maintain a history which might otherwise lost: 

Music and words will wear under the use of a people as easily as the 
earth will wear - and the marks will last longer.61 

Folk singers, more than anyone else, carry the responsibility of the oral 

tradition. However, the notation of folk songs by folk singers is rare. What he 

or she sings may be traced to a printed score, but it is much more difficult, 

often impossible, to trace the origin of the printed score. As has been proven 
through research, even the printed scores can vary drastically, due to tradition 

of oral transmission: 

A folk song is actually a continuum. of performances, each one varying in 
great or slight degree, and thus it grows as it lives, acquiring fresh material 
or losing bits of old, and spawning variant forms, which continue to 
evolve. Every conceivable cultural, social, and psychological factor can 
come to bear upon this process.62 

60 John A. Lomax, Alan Lomax, and Ruth Crawford Seeger. OUT Singing Country: A 
Second Volume of American Ballads and Folk Songs. (New York: The Macmillan Company, 
1949) : vii. 

61 Lomax vii. 
62 Lomax xxv. 



Staff notation of these tunes is prescriptive and limiting. Oral tradition 
emphasizes nuances which are difficult to notate accurately. In this respect 

recording has made an invaluable contribution to the preservation of these 

tunes. 
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However, unlike the tunes for instruments-fiddle, banjo, harmonica, 

dulcimer, and guitar, variants of many tunes often do not have individual 

names of their own. Therefore, several different tunes may have the same set 
of words. In art song, a singer may take liberties, but one departs never more 
than slightly from the manuscript. But in folksong, the variation may be so 

extreme as to cause even a new tune. For example, "Froggy went a-courtin" 

has ninety-six variations, and "Barbara Allen" over one-hundred variants.63 

The style of a performance is much more important than reproducing exact 
pitch and duration. This will include the tone quality, attacks and releases, 

and vocal nuances. Conventional notation gives only a mere skeleton of a 
tune, which is designed to be enriched by the performer's imagination. 

Sound recording has produced a revolution in the study of folk music. 
As Bart6k said: "The only true notations are sound tracks on the record 

itself." Advances in recording and technology have allowed recent 
investigation to much more accurately show the true intent and the 
originality of a song. Another revolution in folk song study has been the use 
of the melograph,64 which ca.l'l. provide a rudimentary visual representation 

of a particular singing style in six of its dimensions: pitch, volume, timbre, 

speed or pulse, duration, and rhythmic density. 

One of the first genres recognized as 'folk' in the United States were the 

Boston Play Parties.65 These were 

63 David G. Woods Interview, March 25, 1994. 
64 An electronic instrument used in musiclogical research exhibiting a continuous 

graphic notation of a melody. Particularly useful is its ability to show melodic elements which 
cannot be traditionally notated, such as microtones, slides or glissandos. Dalia Cohen, 
I/Melogr~h," New Grove Vol. 12. 127-129. 

6 Woods. 



... songs that became widely used for a form of organized dancing called 
play-party, and so became known as play-party games or play-party 
songs. They have their origin in the prohiliition, in some religious 
traditions, against dancing as such, but espedally the use of the fiddle, 
considered a sinful instrument of the devil. At the play-party, originally, 
there was neither fiddle nor orchestra, so that the partidpants made their 
own music by singing, with spectators clapping hands and stamping feet. 
Among the more familiar play-party songs are "Skip to My Lou" 
(Lou from Scotch usage, is a word used to mean "love" or "sweetheart") 
... Many of the play-party songs are also found as fiddle tunes.66 
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These plays were a means of integrating the secular world into the sacred 

practices of the church. Religious music lacked the elaboration found in the 

secular genres, while secular music making was hampered by severe religious 

sanctions: 

The moral precepts of the Puritans and Calvinists became the folk mores 
of pioneer America. No idea in the young democracy ante-dated or 
outweighed the conviction that the pleasures of the world were steps on 
the road to business failure and eternal damnation ... This 'folklore of sin' 
put iron in the backbone of the pioneer; it made him sober and 
hardworking ... 67 

Although the folk music of New England reflected the religious sanctions of 

the Puritans, it also included British ballads and drinking songs. The 

American Revolution brought many freedoms, and with a new lease on life, 

folk music flourished: 

At the folk level, the American Revolution was a move towards religious 
and musical liberty as well as political and economic independence. Out 
of this era came the 'shape-note' songbooks with instructions in the 
naming and the timing of notes.68 

Two men who were instrumental in the propogation of secular music 

through the shape-note songbooks in the United States were William Billings 

and Andrew Law. William Billings was born in Boston, Massachusetts on 

October 7, 1746, and died in Boston on September 29, 1800. American by birth, 

17. 
66 Daniel Kingman, American Music, A Panorama, (New York: Schirmer Books, 1979) : 

67 Lomax vii. 
68 Lomax vxii. 
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Billings was both a composer and a singing teacher. With very little formal 
education, he was mostly self-taught in music. In 1770 his first published 
collection of wholly American music and the first tune-book produced by a 
single American composer was made available: The New-England Psalm 
Singer. Containing about 120 compositions, the forward includes useful 
instructions for singers. Billings applied for copyright in 1772, but was denied. 
Under the title of The Singing Master's Assistant, another collection was 
released in 1778. The immense success of these books established Billings' 
reputation as a composer. In the four editions, over half the compositions 
were pirated by other compilers. The books display a great variety of the then 
standard patterns of usage with meter changes, word-painting, flourishes, and 

melismatic passages. In his compositions, Billings used the 'fuguing' style, 
(when one part comes in after another), over the plainsong style. Billings' 
other published music was limited mostly to unaccompanied choral works, 
usually for four voices. His music was usually sung a cappella, although the 
use of organ or of a small orchestra accompaniment is also specified. After his 
first volume, Billings modified all forms of psalmody, "from the plain tune 
and fuguing-tune to the larger forms of anthem and set-piece." 69 

Andrew Law was born in Milford, Connecticut on March 21,1749, and 
died on July 13,1821 in Cheshire, Connecticut. Also American-born, Law was 
both a singing teacher and a tune book compiler. Law was also possibly the 
most traveled American musician of his time. Law worked extensively as a 
compiler of European music, organizing his publications into a 
comprehensive vocal method entitled The Art of Singing, published in 1793. 
Devising a staffless shape-notation in 1803, Law published tune-books using 
this notation, and worked diligently towards its use in Philadelphia, where he 
lived from 1806-1813. 

As the frontier moved west and south, this singing school movement 
spread through the American backwoods, growing steadily more popular as it 
moved away from the centers of polite culture. "Nonetheless, these musical 

69 David P. McKay, William Billings," New Grove, Vol. 2. 703-704. 
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cobblers knew what the people wanted."70 The South is unique in its folk 

music development, particularly the Appalachian mountain areas. Here the 

physical and sociological climate was perfect for spawning many genres of 
folk music: 

The southern mountains and backwoods includes most of the areas of 
marginal land and centers of 'poor white' population in the Southern 
states as far as east Texas, the Southern Appalachians being the spine of 
the region ... Here is an antique tradition with traits from many parts of 
Britain, moulded into a distinctive regional style by a common pattern of 
life. The area is strongly Protestant The non-Conformist revival 
exacerbated the moral and emotional conflicts of the Calvinist and 
patriarchal folk and touched all their music with melancholy, while their 
free-and-easy life as cabin dwellers and marginal farmers gave their songs 
a tang of wildness and abandon unknown in Britain and the North.71 

Very little was known about the origin of these mountain folk until the 

1940s. For more than a century, the impenetrable ranges of the Appalachians 
isolated these people from the main currents of American life. These people's 

loyalty to the Federal government during the Civil War separated them from 

the populations of the South. Tired of living on the outskirts of the 

plantation society along the coast, they moved west into the hills. Most were 

of English descent, ~ere were also Scots, Irish and Germans. 

The Scots-Irish formed the vanguard of this latter group, and their singing 
style eventually came uppermost in the mountains ... Poverty and isolation 
permitted this backwoods music to develop on its own for more than a 
century. Thus it grew strong enou2h to absorb urban influences and 
produce a regional style - hillbilly j2 

After the Civil War the Southern Appalachians gradually opened up 

for industrial exploitation. Coal, mica, potash and lumber industries brought 

in the railroads which slowly crept into the isolated valleys. From New 

England came the mills, especially the cotton mill, finding a new labor supply 

in the region. These people, whose only experience with modem technology 

had been guns, soon became familiar with everything else which came with 

it. During this period many mountain folk met Negroes and heard their 

70 Lomax 65. 
71 Lomax 153. 
72 Lomax 153-54. 



music for the first time. Through this association the guitar and blues 
infiltrated their music. 
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The songs from the Appalachian area are the repertoire from which 

Rzewski draws much of his inspiration for the North American Ballads. It is 

in this area that the labor song movement found fertile ground for its growth, 

due to the geographic isolation, simple lifestyle based on poverty, a general 

lack of formal education, religious idiosyncrasies, and a general homogeneity 

of the people. The music of this area found its germination in many sources -
spiritual, gospel, hymn tunes, and European ballads, to name a few. The 

power, the strength, and the individuality of these tunes is remarkable, for 

from the physical and the sociological isolation of this area developed a 

unique folk music. 

Following the Revolutionary War, pioneer travel and hardship 

curtailed the practice and transmission of Anglo-American music in the 
North, although British folksong and folkdance still persisted. On the other 

hand, the wealthy in early America were few in number, cultivating fine art 
music only to a limited extent. Art music was also limited by the lack of a 
tradition to encourage or patronize it. Class distinction, as it was known in 

Europe, patterned itself similarly in the United States. The Euro-American 
majority viewed itself above the Afro-American minority, and the increasing 
urban population viewed itself above the rural. With time and physical 

conditions, the population of workers and the development of mills in the 

urban areas, began to foster folk music. The folk music traditions were 

propelled by the urban middle-class of the nineteenth century. From 1850 to 

1950 attitudes of both the Euro-American majority and the Afro-American 

minority evolved through an identical sequence of phases: "hostility, 
satirization, admiration and adoption." 73 

The development of three distinct social classes - upper, middle or 

urban, and lower or village - led to a rift between fine art and folk music. One 

73 Seeger 439. 
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of the first scholars to produce a study was John Francis Child, who in 1882-

1898, focused on the ballad of England and Scotland. Acceptance of folk music 

into American education came only from European studies rather than the 

living oral tradition of the New World. Professional musicians called folk 

music "rude" 74 and also encouraged a great deal of animosity and hostility 

towards it. However, with the invention of the record-disc, sound-film, and 

the radio, extensive exposure to the folk tradition was brought into the 

mainstream of American life. The repertory on disc became enormous, and 

some folk music became a natural part of everyday life. Enough of the 

population, therefore, maintained some folk tradition to constitute a 

potential buying public for the new media. The folksong tradition for this 

new era was at first a form of entertainment, as in the minstrel show, or the 

college songbook. Finally in the 1930s American folk songs began to be looked 

upon with respect, due to publication of recognized authoritative collections 

and anthologies. The dominant English-speaking majority unavoidably 

leaned to the songs and ballads of their past. 

One of the strongest external influences on American folk music was 

the British element. Many tunes of British origin have survived almost note

for-note in the United States. Some of the significant features which signify 

British derivation are: 

--the words of the songs and ballads are English or American-English 

(see section on Ballad for a more detailed description). 

--many of the tunes are clearly English, Scots, Welsh, or Irish. 

--there are authoritative versions, as in popular and art song idioms, as 

well as a multitude of versions, each of which may be found in many 

variants. 

--British tunes which, even when associated with American themes 

and words, show American grammatical variations.75 

Investigation into British sources like broadsides, light opera, and salon 

music, concur with these findings. 

74 Seeger 439.
75 Seeger 439.
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To label something as purely 'American' is difficult to prove, especially 
as a tune may prove to be a derivation. Nonetheless, there is a distinctive 
American folk music, especially for children. Whether a hybrid or not, this 
does not disallow its validity as a definitive music of the American people. 
African traditions pose the most controversy. Whether the Afro-American 
songs are American folksong or European variations is a valid question, but, 
they IUwere created in America under American influences and by people 
who are Americans in the same sense that any other element of our 
population is American.'" 76 

The importation of the Afro-American slaves into the southern 
regions of the United States created an extraordinary culture. The cross
fertilization of heritages from the Black to the White and the White to the 
Black cultures exemplifies one of the basic premises of American culture. 
From this region came many prominent contributions to the American 
music scene - spiritual, gospel, rag, and eventually jazz. The hybridization 
a..~d synchronization of African and European traditions in the United States 
came to be realized in these better known genres of jazz and blues, and was 
most apparent in the spiritual. It is important, therefore, to add the African 
element to American folk music. Rzewski incorporates stylistic elements 
from each of these genres into the North American Ballads, and a brief 
synopsis of the development of each of these genres is included in this study 
in the Appendices. 

American folk music blended many characteristics from many 
different geographical areas an.d from many different time frames. A general 
telescoping of many of these elements occurred in the 1920s when jazz 
invaded the American musical scene (see section on Jazz). Many Broadway 
composers like Gershwin, and art-music composers, like Copland, 

experimented in the mixing of popular and art music idioms. The gap 
between the art and folk idioms decreased steadily in the ensuing years. The 

__ 1930s saw the emergence of popular anthologies of folk music. Classical and ---.--------
76 Seeger 442. 
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artful settings of British-American ballads and Afro-American spirituals were 
composed. Folk symphonies also began to be composed. 

In the 1930s and 1940s there was also an increasing spread of an old 
European species which has been employed throug..J,.out American history -

that of the socio-political song (see section on PROTEST SONG). 1940 initiated 
a movement of the folk-revival which reached mass proportions in the 1950s 
and 1960s. The tunes, words and performance styles of this music have made 

their way into all music forms, art and popular. The impact of folk music 

made its way into the general listening environment. Due to the youth 
revolutions based on socio-political developments at all levels, folk music 

became popular. It is no wonder that this music became a source and resource 
to the classical composer. The 1940s and 1950s were formative years in 
Rzewski's youth, and the influence of these elements cannot be stressed 

enough as a natural part of his environment, personal and musical. Thus it is 

not surprising that he would incorporate folk and jazz elements into his 
compositional style. 

In the 1950s, Afro-American influence manifested itself in 'rhythm and 

blues' style. The British-American style was found in 'country music,' also 
heard as 'country-western,' which developed from the Southern folk music. 
'Rhythm and blues' developed in the Chicago area, particularly the Afro

American Blues of the Mississippi delta region, with variations developing in 

Kansas City and St. Louis, each with a different and distinctive flavor. 

Country music found its center in Nashville, Tennessee. In the year 1954, the 
two styles merged into the now known 'rock-and-roll.' There was and 
continues to be, a stylistic interdependence characteristic of American folk 
music. 

AFRO-AMERICAN MUSIC 

During the seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth centuries over 

fifteen million Africans were taken from their native soils and brought to the 

New World as slaves. Abruptly cut off from their cultures, they managed to 

retain very rich traditions, especially in music and dance. This music united 
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the Black. peoples in ways which transcended language and custom. 
Influenced by the dominant Anglo-Saxon Protestant society, and vice-versa, 

Afro-Americans developed new music appropriate to their life style, creating 
a social, communal and functional music, with a repertory of religious, work, 

dance, satirical, ritual, street, commentary, and ballad songs. In the United 

States the African languages and ceremonies were forbidden. The slaves filled 

this cultural vacuum by acquiring some of the rudiments of Anglo-American 

folk song, British country dancing, and European harmony, and adapting 
them to West African patterns. 77 

For the West-African slaves, singing sacred songs was their main artistic 
outlet permitted by their Calvinistic masters, and the slaves poured their 
creativity into this art They soon found that when they sang, the Whites 
recognized their superiority as singers, and listened with respect. Thus, 
singing in chorus gave the Negroes status, which no other activity 
afforded. Otherwise the~ were tools, sexual objects, domestic appliances, 
and a source of wealth. 8 

John and Alan Lomax give an important and extraordinary account of 
the differences between the White and Black. traditions. The Lomaxs' state 

that for the Afro-American, song is a natural part of every day life, whereas 
for the White, it is "a self-conscious moment of communication." 79 

Although Afro-American folk music has its regional peculiarities, it 
expresses the same feelings and speaks the same basic language 
everywhere. It has changed with each advance of the Negro people and in 
accord with an African trait, by which new songs and new types are 
constantly developed out of stock material and are preferred to older 
music. Anflo-American folk music, on the other hand, is conservative in 
practice.S 

For many centuries, a good portion of the British folk song repertoire 

has been performed by a soloist, with occasional unison choruses. In addition 
to this, there is also evidence of the older choral styles in more remote 

geographical locations. The White pioneers in America rarely maintained 

77 Lomax 447. 
78 Lomax 460. 
79 Lomax xxvii. 
80 Lomax xx. 
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any sort of ability to make music in groups. During the sing-alongs in church, 
there was no multi-part singing, with almost no blending or harmony 
unless there was some instruction from a singing teacher. The songs which 
these people sang included ballads, slow lyric pieces with highly decorated 
melodies, or dance tunes with lilting melodies, mostly in solo, frequently 
with a high-pitched, nasal tone. The use of a tense throat technique created a 
monotonish sound with very little variation in vocal nuance or color, but 
again, with a refined ornamentation. The resultant effect was like the oriental 

oboe, a mournful wailing sound, so apropos to the melancholy and inner 
conflict of the songs. As with most folk song, although the words and the 
tune were separate entities, they are inseparable. The words are often more 
important than the tunes, and the rhythm. of the song usually followed the 
demands of the text. These were some of the characteristics of the White folk 
music.81 

On the other hand, the Lomaxs' illustrate a much different and eclectic 
account of the sources and development of Afro-American music. These 
songs offer a stark contrast to those of the White peoples. 

Most of the Afro-American slaves arrived in America from West 
Africa, where the music making was almost entirely a group activity, created 
from a multi-voiced and dancing crowd. In accordance with their traditions, 
there was an antiphonal call-and-response format between a solo leader 
answered by a chorus of blended voices. The harmonies were most often 

simple chords, but unlike the White counterpart, these songs were 
accompanied by the complex polyrhythms of a percussion orchestra of drums, 
shakers, hand-clapping and the likes. Unfortunately, very few of the African 
instruments survived in America, due to the sanctions of the White slave 
owners, but the musical traditions and habits flourished. These Afro

American slaves continued to sing in their leader-chorus style, but with a 
more relaxed throat than the Whites with an extraordinary rich blending of 
more deeply-pitched mellow voices. The Afro-Americans used the simple 

81 Lomax xix. 



68 

European chords, but with their vocal nuancing, created harmonies of a most 
distinctive quality. If these people were not dancing as they sang, the complex 
and subtle rhythm of their song was found in the swaying of their bodies, the 
clapping of their hands and/or the tapping and often stomping of their feet. 

A strong, surging beat underlay most of their American creations, and this 
was accompanied in an increasing, complex style as the improvised or 
acquired instruments. Words and tunes were intimately and playfully 
united, and 'sense' was often subordinated to the demands of rhythm 
and melody.82 

The Afro-American Church has played a fundamental role in the 
development of this culture. Nineteenth century religious songs, now called 
Negro or Afro-American spirituals, blossomed everywhere one could find 
Black congregates. Texts were influenced by Protestant hymns and changed to 
suit individual inspiration. Some Afro-American spirituals follow more or 
less the printed texts of various White hymns. The African heritage has been 
synthesized to five structural characteristics by New Grove:83 

1) multiple meter 
2) off-beat phrasing of melodic accents 
3) dominance of percussion 
4) metronome sense 
5) overlapping call-and-response pattern. 

In addition to the spiritual, a ritualized form known as the shout 

appeared (see section on Spiritual). A kind of religious dance, benches were 
pushed aside, a circle formed, and worshipers of all ages moved slowly at first, 
then faster and faster in shuffling steps around the room to the 
accompaniment of spiritual singing, hand clapping and stamping. A large 
amount of this music has unfortunately been lost in the course of oral 
transmission. 

Collectors in the latter part of the nineteenth century neglected the 

Afro-American secular songs. Because of this, substantiated work is limited, 

82 Lomax xix-xx. 
83 Seeger 449-451. 
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but still reveal5 the style and forms of this music. One can deduce that, as 
with all other folk music, the styles of Afro-American and British-American 
intertwined to produce a repertoire which exemplified a cross-section of 
styles. Gospel music (see section on Gospel Music) is an example of the cross

fertilization. This music realized a surge in demand and was able to develop 
its own publishing house. One of the best-known performers of this music 
was Mahalia Jackson, whose recordings and performances intrigued the 
public so much that her popularity grew to enormous followings. One could 
find her with her pianist giving concerts in some of the most prestigious 
opera houses and symphony halls throughout this country. 

The late nineteenth century also produced two distinct forms as 
another example of this intra development: 

1) the instrumental rag, or the slave jig tunes (see section on Rag), and 
the fiddle songs, with the European marches and quadrilles.84 

2) Vocal blues (see section on Blues): the exact origin of this form is 
obscure. It was found during the 1830s to the 1840s in Afro-American Brass 
Bands, a syncopation which gradually became known as jazz. Blues has been a 
durable form. Its distinctive style of performance makes it sound the most 
Mrican, even though its accompaniment relies on a western harmonic 

formula: I - IV - I - V - I, again the simultaneous interdependence and cross
relation of the duo-cultural influences. Blues was established as a folk music 
when w.e. Handy popularized the form in his "Memphis Blues" in 1912, and 
his "St. Louis Blues" in 1914. 85 Successive generations of singers have 
continued the tradition creating the New Orleans and Chicago schools, and 
the New York and Kansas City big bands of the 1930s. 

84 A dance that became popular in the early nineteenth century in France, and later in 
England and Germany. Danced by either two or four couples, it had five sections, the odd
numbered ones (1,3,5) in 6/8 meter, and the others (2,4), in 2/4 meter. The music was usually 
taken from popular songs, operatic arias, and other familiar music of the period. Ammer, 
Christine, "Quadrille," The Harper Dictionary of Music, Second edition. (New York: Harper 
and Row. 1960): 336. 

85 Seeger 449. 
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The early Afro-American music generally has duple meter overlaid 
with syncopation. Blues and gospel triplets often support the basic pulse in 
slow tempi and dotted rhythms are frequent. Blues blended thoroughly with 
gospel and the two became complimentary. The music is usually poly
rhythmic with strong accents and occasionally is poly-metric, as in the piano 
rags. The rhythmic context is provided by soloists with drumming or tapping 
of the hands or foot The range of patterns increases with the number of 
instruments used. Unison is rare, polyphonic textures are more nearly 
heterophonic (the use of different versions of a single melody at the same 
time in different voice parts, than harmonic in nature). Pieces generally 
consist of small units: 

12 bar blues: AAB 
16 bar spiritual: AAAB or ABeD - repeated many times 

Improvisation prevents monotony, ensuring that no unit is identical 
to another. Modes and pentatonic scales are common. Rzewski uses both of 
these in his North American Ballads. The only stable notes of a blues scale are 
first, second, and fourth, using the major scale pattern, the rest of the scale 

handled freely. A single blues melody can include lowered and natural thirds, 
fifths, sixths or sevenths, in any combination. The altered notes do not fit the 
European chromatic scale, but sound slightly below the pitch. These are the 
microtones one hears in vocal performance. This improvisational nature 
includes scooping and sliding, which is untranslatable to the keyboard. 

Instead, this effect is created on the piano by striking lowered and natural 
tones simultaneously. Rzewski uses this device in two of the ballads of his 

set, Which Side Are You On? and Down By the Riverside. 

Characteristics of performance practice help to unify and define Afro

American music's multiple forms. Improvisation, within this culture, helps 
give a piece of music distinct shape during performance: the performer re
creating the music, altering tones, rhythms, voice quality, timbre, and even 

structure. Singers are fond of strident, throaty, rough, high-pitched or falsetto 

to clear, bright and sweet To reiterate, improvisation is a very important part 



of Rzewski's musical training and experience, and plays a vital role in his 

compositional techniques. 
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Afro-American music is remarkable for its density. The framework is 
filled with a profusion of musical events, melodic and rhythmic, and 
tremendous energy is expended in performance, requiring performer and 
listener participation to physical and/or emotional fatigue.86 This is also true 
of much of Rzewski's music, particularly in the North American Ballads. 

This abridged synopsis gives but a brief overview of some of the 
complexities of the development of folk music in the United States, 
specifically as it pertains to Rzewski's North American Ballads. These 
complexities find an apex in the cross-fertilization between cultures of a 
heterogeneous society, producing a unique music. Appendix ill delves with 
more detail into some of those aspects of our folk genre more pertinent to the 
compositional techniques and styles used by Rzewski, specifically, Gospel 
music; the Spiritual; Ragtime; Jazz; Blues and the Blues note; and Walking 
bass and Boogie-woogie. Within this paper, a complete annotated analysis of 
the four Rzewski ballads gives specific reference to these folk-stylistic genres. 

86 Seeger 451. 



PROTEST SONG 

Songs are just as furtive in our minds as they are insistent. 

This is true regardless of their quality, 

Good songs can be ignored or forgotten; 

an ordinary song may creep unbidden into the mind 

out of unconscious depths at the most random instant. 87 
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Since the dawn of history, music has accompanied man in his work, 
play and love-making. Songs have been composed to teach, convert, seduce, 
pacify and arouse. Fearing the powers of music, both political and church 
authorities have tried to repress it, as music has been used as a potent socio
political tool.88 Originally, songs addressed the service of man to God through 
the Church. After the reformation, hymns were used to bring man to a 
denomination. Hynms stressed the notion of 'them' versus 'us' and were 

basically propaganda weapons. Remember, propaganda is defined as the noun 
of 'to propagate'(to foster the growing knowledge of something)89 rather than 
to protest. 

"Sing and Fight!" said the colorful Industrial Workers of the World, 
better known as Wobblies. They told their members: "Right was the tyrant 
king who once said, 'Beware of a movement that sings ... ' Whenever and 
wherever the oppressed challenge the old order, songs are on their lips."90 
Songs of protest have a long history. French rebels marched in Paris to the 
strains of the Marseilles. The oldest song in the collection by Fowke and 
Glazer dates back to a peasants' revolt of 1381 against feudal oppression. 91 
Overall, the tactics and situations related to an individual song change, but 

87 Tom Glazer, Songs of Peace, Freedom and Protest. (New York: David McKay 
Company, Inc. 1970) : i. 

88 R. Serge Denisoff and Richard A. Peterson, The Sounds of Social Change: Studies in 
Popular Culture. Rand McNally Sociology Series. (1972) l. 

89 "Propagate," Webster's Ninth New College Dictionary. (Springfield, 
Massachusetts: Merriam-Webster Inc. 1989) : 942. 

90 Edith Fowke and Joe Glazer, Songs of Work and Protest. (New York: Dover 
Publications, Inc. 1973) : 9. 

91 Fowke and Glazer 9. 
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the goal remains the same: a better life for ordinary people. Songs are of men 

and women who raise their voices against political and industrial tyranny, 

against child labor, hunger, poverty, unemployment, songs of the oppressed, 

the downtrodden, the disL'1herited. Transcending time and distance, the 

messages are global. The fight for freedom and a better life knows no 

boundaries and respects no barriers. There are martyrs, heroes, leaders, 

followers, and for all there is a song which speaks for them. Most songs spring 

from uneducated laborers and farmers, factory hands, with words often rough 

and awkward, sounding clumsy or uninspired, but their sincerity grips the 
inside and the effect is extraordinary, especially when sung in a meeting hall 

or on a picket line. 

The tunes appear unimpressive to a professional, and yet they fulfill 

the requirement of a people's song: that it shall be easy to sing. A great many 

of the union song-writers borrowed their tunes from familiar folk songs, 

popular songs or gospel hymns already known to the men and women for 
whom they were writing. It was the workers' long road toward freedom and 

justice, a traveling through the ages, apropos to all times. Although many of 

the songs cannot be classified as folk songs, most of them have been circulated 

by oral tradition and therefore exist in a number of more or less different 
versions. 

The best union songs have come out of what in the labor movement 

was known as 'the bitter times' - the great struggles and the hard-fought 

strikes, out of triumphs won against overwhelming odds.92 Peaceful, 

prosperous times on the labor front rarely bring forth a song worth singing or 

saving. As John Steinbeck so shrewdly remarked, 

the greatest and most enduring songs are wrung from unhappy people, 
the spirituals of the slaves which say in effect, 'It is hopeless here, maybe 
in heaven it will be better.' 93 

92 Fowke and Glazer 11. 
93 Fowke and Glazer 11. 
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In the great industrial struggles, the coal miner says it is hopeless in the 

mine, the textile worker says it is hopeless in the mill - but the union will 
make it better. If one wonders why such a high proportion of good songs 
come from the coal mines and textile mills, the answer is not hard to find. 
The textile workers and coal miners have worked mostly in lonely patches 
and mill villages, many of them located in the rural South or in isolated 

mountain communities. Many of these workers come from a great singing 
tradition-secular or religious, or both. Miners and mill workers have had a 

long, fierce and often tragic struggle to build a union. The combination of 
isolation, singing tradition and bitter struggle has provided what might be 
called the perfect climate for the production of protest songs. 

In these protest songs, the rhythm is simple and straight-forward - it 

follows the meter of the words, is most often set in four-bar phrases, and 

there is a lot of repetition. The melodies of these tunes are usually limited in 

range to make it easy for anyone to sing, and there is a great deal of repetition 
of pitch. All protest songs simplify and regularize the melody and rhythm in 

order to accentuate the text. The structure of these types of songs are such that 
they could frequently be put to familiar or catchy tunes to be sung en masse 

without accompaniment. A fundamental feature of a protest song is the 

recurrent and clear statement of the political message to arouse the listener to 

awareness. The verbal content is primary while the music plays a secondary 
role. The pronoun Iwe' is used frequently to suggest group solidarity as well as 

group participation. 

There are forms of protest, though, which are not so visible or obvious 

but are nonetheless powerful in their influence. One of these is the protest 
represented in the art form of instrumental music. Music has always been an 
effective device for the release of cathectic responses relating to controversy, 

conflict, alienation, and even revolution. As such it often symbolizes the 

thoughts, feelings, and mood of the times. 94 These are the songs which 

Rzewski chooses for his North American Ballads. These are the tunes which 

94 Denisoff 26 
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are markedly American, and which reflect the historical development of 
American folk music. These are the melodies which will stay in your 
memory, and whose power and impact are intensified by Rzewski's settings. 

Protest songs have been sung throughout American history for every 
conceivable sociopolitical idea or movement. For many years, very little 
scholarly work was dedicated to their study. Prior to the 1950s, any discussion 
was limited to left-wing publications focused on waking the working class. 
Unfortunately, the association left a foul taste with many people and 

therefore influenced negatively any work towards a better understanding of 
the subject. After 1950, though, extensive research and study helped to unveil 
and consequently reveal not only the extensive repertoire of the genre, but 
the importance of the songs to the history of American folk music. 

The most controversial topic associated with the protest song was its 
close relationship of the American Left, particularly the Communist Party. 
Many of the protest songs have been labeled "songs of persuasion." 95 

Research has brought to light the fact that "many of the folk entrepreneurs of 
the 1930s and 1940s, not unlike many American intellectuals, were part of the 
Left Wing orbit and ethos of those decades." 96 The genesis of the folk revival 

of the 1960s helped to clarify some of these controversies and bring to the 
general public the genre of the protest song. The history of these songs reaches 
as far back as the Revolutionary War to the pro and anti-Tory songs and 
broadsides. The Quakers, always known as conscientious objectors, wrote 

many peace hymns during this period. Even our own Star Spangled Banner 
was written to the tune of a British drinking song. From both sides, the Civil 
War rang out songs to raise the cause of North or South. These types of tunes 
continued during the Spanish-American War through to World War I with 
Irving Berlin's White Christmas and Over There. These two songs were 

originally protest songs, but have lost their original connotation. 

95 R. Serge Denisoff, Songs of Protest, War and Peace: A Bibliography and 
Discography. (Santa Barbara: American Bibliographic Center - Clio Press, Inc. 1973) : x. 

96 Denisoff, Songs. x. 
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The Afro-American songs carry a direct link to the songs of the 1930s 
protesting war, poverty, hunger, and most importantly, the human 
condition, the most common of topics of the protest genre. The 1930s were 
the years of labor organizing and anti-fascism. The Great Depression of the 
1930s and its attendant rise of labor unions produced one of the first 
enthusiastic sponsors of folksongs and folksinging in the protest songwriting. 

Anti-war songs are most associated with the Left, with their lyrics most 
important to their cause. The Cold War brought the existence of idiosyncratic 
propaganda organizations, such as People's Songs Incorporated and People's 
Artists Incorporated, to promote anti-war repertoire. 97 Even country-western 
joined the band wagon. 

The folk revival of the 1950s and 1960s popularized anti-war songs like 
Blowin' In The Wind, If I Had A Hammer, and Where Have All The Flowers 

Gone. There was even a weekly television series called 'Hootenanny' which 
brought these songs into everyone's living room. The reactions caused 
brought about the "anti Vietnik (as TIME magazine called the war protesters) 
lyrics: 

... 1 love you too son, but 1 also love our country 

and the principles for which we stand, 

if you decide to burn your draft card then 

burn your birth certificate at the same time, 

FROM THAT MOMENT I HAVE NO SON." 98 

The entertainment and record industry capitalized on this movement 
and brought many new songs and groups to the fore, further mainstreaming 
the protest song genre. The waves of popularity of this music crossed borders 
into Mexico, Canada, and across the oceans to Europe and even to the Orient 
and communist-bloc countries. The stylistic genres which the protest song 

influenced were Rock, Easy-listening, Country-Western, and Art Song as well. 

The choice of political sentiments reflected directly the audience and thus the 

97 Denisoff, Songs .. xiii. 
98 Denisoff, Songs. ix. 
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musical styles. Everyone was singing, and the revolution of the popular song 
brought to light many songs from the past. 

Songs of sodal protest, not really political songs, are usually humorous or 
lugubrious. They leaven a little the sadness of the peace songs, the 
seriousness of the freedom songs, and the sobriety of the political protest 
songs.99 

The struggles of the Afro-American after World War II focused a new 

and sharper attention on Afro-American music - folk and popular - with the 

emergence of a new popularity of the old spiritual. The integration 
movement was reflected in a new integration of musical styles: 

WHITE: Hillbilly and Country or Western 
BLACK: Rhythm and Blues 

Balli: Jazz and Folk 
MOSTLY WHITE: Broadway 
Balli: Tin Pan Alleyl00 

Within the development of protest music within the United States, 

there has been, however, a far less commercial area of contemporary 
American music producing the sounds of protest. This is the jazz idiom. Jazz 

is one of America's unique contributions to world culture, and it is this 
unique identity which makes jazz of importance in terms of social protest. 
The maturity of jazz expression today is a characteristically urban 
phenomenon. It is an expression of the view from the ghetto, with the urban 

tensions, alienation, and anomie response, and the social instability resulting 
from a breakdown of standards and values. Jazz's bold, lean, and sometimes 
shocking cacophony lends itself to this purpose. Jazz has always been a 
disturbing element to the American scene. The sounds of jazz are often 

strange, exotic and unpredictable. Jazz commits the sin of nonconformity to 

the norms of traditional music. The jazz musician is also traditionally 

99 Glazer iv. 
100 Glazer i. 



considered somewhat of a deviant, as he is unconcerned with those outside 
his own perspective. 101 
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There is little realization that the Afro-American was brought to this 
country from societies whose culture placed great emphasis on social change, 
especially on the verbal arts. Topical songs, for example, are common in 

African cultures. Although they may be based on old rhythms and melodies, 
their texts are composed for specific occasions and are essentially creative 

commentaries on the present social scene. When the Afro-American came to 
this country he brought this cultural trait with him. 102 

Such has been the history of the political protest song in America. 
Rzewski has chosen an idiom which reflects the heart of a people and which, 
through their struggle and turmoil, represents an honest and distinctive 
aspect of America. Rzewski's renderings are acute and forceful, reflecting with 
even greater intensity the intent of the protest song genre. 

101 Denisoff 27. 
102 Denisoff 29. 
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BALLAD 

Because Rzewski has chosen to title his pieces Ballads, it is important to 
look at the term and its significance to his pieces. The word ballad comes 
from the Latin word 'ballare,' which means 'to dance.' New Grove defines a 

ballad as "a kind of folk song since the Middle Ages combining elements of 
narrative, dramatic and lyric dialogue." 103 

The term ballad has been applied to many different kinds of verse. The 
traditional form has remained as a genre remarkably constant for hundreds of 
years. Ballads are usually transmitted orally without any authoritative 
original, and can exist in as many verbal and/or melodic variants of their 
tunes as traditional singers are capable of preserving in their memory. 

Ballad texts usually deal with popular themes, which involve both 
human and supernatural powers in actions which are sometimes tragic, 
sometimes adventurous, sometimes amorous, and at times even comic. 

There is a tendency to focus on a single episode which is often based on some 
historical event. Very often the incidents involved rarely correspond 
accurately with the verifiable facts. The events are distorted by bias, rumor 
and/ or hearsay. Nevertheless, ballads are truthful in the sense of reflecting 
current states of mind. "Ballads have preserved some of the most moving 

examples of popular verse which challenges comparison with great art of the 
highest self-conscious level."104 It is not coincidence that there is a direct 
correlation with folk songs. 

Collections of ballads cover a gamut of subjects, with some collections 
spanning 700 years. The subject matter has direct relations to folk traditions. 
The range of ballad themes includes legends, miracles, tales of outlaws, 
history and pseudo history, feuds, encounters at sea, medieval jests, sagas and 
romances, riddles with questions and answers, lovers, supernatural, religion, 

70. 
103 Bertrand H. Bronson, Eric Sams, Nicholas Temperley, "Ballad," New Grove VoL 2. 

104 Bronson 71. 
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epic, and much more. One aspect of the ballad which is so important to its 

effect both in its contemporary environment and/or in its longevity, is its 
realism, which touches on everyday life. This important element is a primary 
factor for the acceptance, immediacy, impact, significance, and durability of a 
ballad. These attributes are reflected directly in Rzewski's settings of the four 

ballads he has chosen for his set. 

Western ballads, in spite of the wide individual diversity of the 
melodies and their subject matter, resemble one another in their manner of 

telling a story. 

There is a focus on a central incident, involving usually a small number of 
people, at a point of great consequence to the course of their lives. There 
is also a truncation of elements that in other forms of narrative might be 
more elaborate. Ideally, the ballad approximates the condition of pure 
drama, for its heart lies in the central dialogue. There is often deScription 
and editorial comment. A ballad may be, at times, neither direct nor 
indirect, but they say what they mean. To see and hear them is at once to 
know them, and our ideas of them are not revised, but confirmed. 105 

The verse patterns of popular ballads are so powerfully influenced by 

their melodies that the two cannot be readily separated. Meters are usually set 

in iambic or trochaic, without frequent interchange. The rhythm is generally 
duple. Heavy stresses alternate with light ones. So-called ballad meter consists 
of four lines of verse: a 'quatrain,' of alternating four-stress and three-stress 
lines (8.6.8.6), the second and fourth lines having end rhymes. An alternative 

form to the common meter is the stanza with four-stress lines throughout. 

Each line usually corresponds to a distinct musical phrase. Syntactically, this 
results in a verbal structure in which every line is self-contained, as it is 
individually comprehensible. Each line contains a complete sense, not 
requiring the addition of the next line in order to be understood, so that the 

meaning is not suspended or confused, but immediately grasped. 

A ballad stanza is usually made up of a single unit of meaning, 

normally ending in a period in order to conform with a complete statement 

105 Bronson 72 
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of the tune. This separability of the ballad stanza also controls the direction of 
the dialogue. The resulting simple syntax influences the characterization of 

the ballad by leaving little room for subtlety, indirectness or innuendo. 
Therefore the straight-forward pulse of the music often overrides the verbal 
emphases where these might entail a shift of accent for the sake of the 
meaning. 

MELODIES 

In the Western world the folk tune has powerfully affected the shaping 
of popular verse forms. The four-pulse beats of the standard musical phrase 
are a fundamental part of Western folk music and much of Western art 
music. In a common ballad stanza, the tune's emphatic points are the ends of 
the second and fourth lines. The notes which most often occur at these points 
are the dominant and the tonic. A midpoint cadence is often likely to receive 
added weight by being prolonged. Tonic and dominant notes relate to each 
other naturally in terms of the melody. It is not surprising, then, that the 
natural rhyme of the ballad stanza occurs on lines two and four. 

Ordinarily the ends of the first and third lines do not draw attention to 
themselves. These lines seldom rhyme verbally or melodically. Sometimes 
the form may vary as: 

A Be D,A BA B, A Be A,A B BA,etc. 
There is also a non-recurrent form, which provides the greatest variety of 
phrasing and also the widest space between repetitions. It has been statistically 
found that the sum of all the other patterns together is barely greater than this 
one alone.106 The tunes often dictate or at least condition the typical stanza 

patterns of many ballads. Refrains often give way to the melody line. 
Narrative is the most prevalent force in producing the lyrical scheme, for 
narrative is itself opposed to interruption. For example, New Grove 
illustrates the following lines from a ballad: 107 

106 Bronson 72. 
107 Bronson. 73. 



There was an old man who lived in the West 
Dandoo, dandoo. 

There was an old man who lived in the West 
Dandoo, dandoo. 

There was an old man who lived in the West 
He had a wife that was none of the best 

Lick the ladle, eelic badum 
mealy and the cling-go 
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nus ballad can be sung with great fun. But if it were to be read, especially by a 

group, it is probable that lines five and six would eventually be dropped with 
extended oral repetition. Thus, text and tune do work together to preserve the 
meaning of a ballad, but it is really the tune which controls the shape of the 
sung ballad. And therefore, a folk ballad survives because of the tune, and less 

because of the spoken or written words.108 

Ballad tunes are a part of the general body of folk music. They have 

traveled down to us, often serving the needs of many kinds of text. Prior to 
the ballad, epics were epics, romances were romances. But when the ballad 
took up their material it made them a different entity entirely. 

Since World War TI, the term ballad has been used to refer to popular 
songs with sentimental or narrative texts, and (usually) a slow tempo. 

BROADSIDE BALLADS 

A special category of the ballad was the broadside or the broadside 
ballad, originating in the sixteenth century and so named because in England 
the texts were customarily printed and circulated in large single sheets of folio 
size, printed on one side and called broadsides. 109 Except for a few years in the 

1680s, music was hardly ever printed on a broadside concurrently with a text. 

Collections of broadsides began to appear in about the mid-seventeenth 
century. Broadsides existed in the United States and England in an oral 

tradition from which the authors of new broadside texts could draw. Since the 

eighteenth century such ballads have been an important, but unrecognized, 

108 Bronson 73. 
109 Bronson 74. 
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element in American popular music. Until about a century ago, collectors and 

scholars did not differentiate between the orally circulating ballad of tradition 

and the printed broadside ballad. 

AMERICAN BALLADS 

There are three great bodies of traditional balladry in America, the Child 
ballads, the broadside ballads imported from the British isles, and the 
native American ballads.110 (Native does not refer to Amer-Indians) 

Since most American ballads are less than a century old, it has been 
difficult to decide what constitutes a traditional ballad. 111 

The forms of the American ballads are both varied and complex. 

Ballads tend to the four-line stanza, with single melodies of two phrases. 
Five, six and eight line stanzas are occasionally found, especially when 
refrains are used. The genesis of the 3-line-blues is a most distinctive product 

of the American ballads. Some singers vary a tune with each stanza. Religious 

songs are also sometimes in ballad form. Some hymn tunes are ballads to 
which religious words have been set. Ballads are often set in two phrase 
sections, the second section in a higher register than the first. The rare 

occurrence of a full-sixteen measure first section followed by a chorus of equal 

length usually indicates the intrusion of a popular idiom. Antiphonal singing 
by a solo voice and chorus of short two or four measure phrases is common 
in sea shanties and in the religious and work songs, where the practice is 

distinctly Afro-American. 

American ballads adhere quite closely to the spoken pronunciation and 
accent. Both White and Afro-American singing show a tendency to accent 
syllables normally unaccented (e.g. counTRY), at the same time prolonging 

them with melismas and improvisations which are given definite additional 

metrical beats in strict time. Pauses at the ends of lines and between stanzas 
receive similar extension, usually in strict time, though sometimes beats are 

110 Malcolm G. Laws Jr. Native American Balladry: A Descriptive Study and A 
Biographical Syllabus. (philadelphia: The American Folklore Society. 1964.) : 9. 

111 Laws 9. 
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dropped instead of added. The great majority of tunes are in 2/4 meter. British 
ballads traditionally in 3(4 meter are often changed to 2/4 in their American 
version. Compared to the British ancestors, American tunes show a 

smoothing out of jagged melodic lines and an avoidance of diatonic, scalar 
runs. Statistical analyses of these melodies show a predilection for modes and 

indicate a general reduction in components. That is, British tune as hepta or 
hexatonic, in the United States sometimes become pentatonic. 112 Preferences 

in the tunes are for the orthodox major, though many are aeolian and lydian. 

Students of folksong have often commented on the variety, the local color, 
and the diversity of subject matter to be found in native American 
balladry ... our balladry also displays a consistency of tone which 
overcomes barriers of race, occupation, or place of origin and makes it 
truly an expression of the spirit of the American people ... There is sincere 
tenderness with which the stories are told. Since approximately three
quarters of our native traditional ballads deal with death, this tenderness 
is usually manifested in deep sympathy for the victims of tragedy. A 
sensitive understanding of the plight of others is the quality which at once 
humanizes native balladry and gives it distinctively American flavor.113 

As a rule, the American ballad is based on fact, and has had sufficient 
appeal to work its way into the fabric of American life. The American ballad
makers usually did not have definitive ideas about rhyme and meter, and 
very little at all about the manipulation of intricate stanzaic forms. 

In American folk-ballad performance, intonation among singers show 

strong differences from the traditional norms. Neutral thirds and sevenths 
become common practice in singing, and create a special aesthetic reaction. 
According to the direction of the melody, these two intervals may be higher 

or lower than the equal temperament. This so-called Blue note (see section on 

Blues) may be emphasized, though more often it takes the form of a grace 
note, by which stress is obtained by tonal rather than rhythmic means. Slides 

up and down the finger board of the guitar or banjo approximate the manner 

of the sung blue note. Pizzicato by the fretting fingers is more common on the 

banjo. Both banjo and guitar strings may be pulled to alter the pitch after 

112 Laws 445. 
113 Laws 105. 
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plucking. Slides approximate the blues note. An almost infinite variety can be 
obtained. Notations are at best skeletons of American folksong. Singers have 
their own unique and distinctive styles-although the voice most always 

tends to be nasal. 
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BALLADE 
Traditionally, the ballade114, is one of three fixed forms from the 

fourteenth and fifteenth centuries which dominated French song and poetry, 
the other two being the virilai and the rondeau. 

Ballade is also a term applied to an instrumental piece in narrative 
style, usually written for the piano. nus form of the ballade is most applicable 
to Rzewski's pieces. It was first used by Chopin in 1831, his Ballade in G

minor. In. the keyboard ballades, Chopin brought something to the piano 
repertoire largely of his own devising. Although certain hints of the form had 
already existed, the relationship to literature is of great importance. The ballad 
as a literary genre is a narrative of legendary or historical events, frequently 
involving violence and the supernatural, Generally, the ballad has a tragic 
conclusion. It is told in simple, popular verse, and is usually in a large 
number of short strophes. nus genre enjoyed great favor in the late 

114The standard medieval shape of the ballade text falls into three stanzas, each one 
sharing the same metrical and rhyme scheme, and each stanza ending with the same refrain. 
The music for each stanza follows the overall pattern of I - I - II. Monophonic song of the 
tweifth and thirteenth centuries approximate this form. The distinction between the ballade 
and the virelai was not completely clear. 

The word ballade comes from the Proven~al balZada, the root of which is baZar, meaning to 
dance. The ballade, rondeau and virelai were, in their earliest phase, all songs for dancing. 
One of the most well-known examples from the Proven~al is the spring song A l' entrada del 
temps cZar. Some thirteenth century examples are described as ballettes, but are without 
musical settings. An important to note to these pieces their flexibility in form regarding the 
placing of the refrain, meter, rhyme, and number of stanzas. The Italian balZata is similar to 
the virelai, but not to the ballade. The flexible ballette gave way to a stricter form by the end 
of the thirteenth century in which the balZades kept the refrain in the final position. By the 
fourteenth century these three forms - the ballade, the virelai, and the rondeau - were all 
distinct from each other. With the development of a greater refinement in the notational 
system, melodies began to show a greater rhythmic freedom as well as a tendency toward 
cadences. Stanzas also became more defined, as did the refrains, with more definition in length 
and text. Melismas and syncopations began to appear, and there was a tendency to extend the 
second musical section to give the refrain greater prominence. The ballades also began to show a 
more elaborate metrical structure. For the ballade, a striking feature was the repetition of the 
second musical section, ABB. Time brought more subtle and intricate rhythmic ideas to the 
form. The ballade texts often showed praise of patrons or a narration of important historical 
events. The ballade was preferred over the serious love-song. There was, though, an increaSing 
complexity of the musical composition which created an eventual separation between the poet 
and the musician. In the musical context the ballade receded from favor in the early fifteenth 
century as the rondeau became more popular. 
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eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. It was often associated with 

something handed down from the distant past. Leading poets of the time, 
particularly in Germany, were stimulated to write new ballads that, in form, 
corresponded to old folk poetry, and many composers set them to music. 

Johann Rudolf Zumsteeg (1760-1802) was especially prominent. The ballad, 

then, contained many elements that would make it most appropriate for the 

attention of the Romantics, musicians as well as poets. 

The character piece, in the early stages of development in the 
nineteenth century, played the most important role in the piano 
composition. The Bohemian composer Tomasek, played a definitive part in 
this development. Along with smaller works called eclogues, Tomasek 

composed larger pieces called rhapsodies. These are pieces in which 

seriousness along with strength and energy are predominant. These 
rhapsodies were an attempt to compose a piece of music which would 
correspond to epic poetry, or by extension, to a ballad. This also seems to have 
been Chopin's intent. 

The common meter in Chopin's four ballades is 6/4 or 6/8 with a 

structure based on thematic metamorphosis governed not so much by a 
formal musical structure, but rather a programmatic or literary intention. 

These pieces are full of melodic beauty, harmonic richness and powerful 

climaxes. The melodies are vocally narrative in style. It is often pointed out 
that Chopin was well acquainted with the great Polish poet Adam 
Mickiewicz, who lived in Paris in exile and who had made his reputation 

with his early ballads of 1822. It is said that the pieces were inspired by the 
ballad poetry of Adam Mickiewicz, although there is no evidence to either 

support or refute this. 

At the same time there are similar imitations in the work of Robert 

Schumann, as in the movement "Balladenmassig" from the work 

Davidsbundlertiinze, Opus 6; and in the first movement of the Fantasia in C, 

Opus 17, which bears the marking "1m Legenden-Ton," fu the Style of a 

Legend, hence epic narrative. It must be emphasized that there is no evidence 
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that any of Chopin's Ballades correspond to any particular literary works. It is 
simply that he envisioned a musical form that he saw as corresponding to the 
literary form of the ballad. Here, Chopin has no predecessor. Tomasek's 
rhapsodies were all in simple three-part form. But Chopin conceived his 
ballades as larger and more elaborate compositions. The Ballade in F-major is 
straight-forward-the contrasting episode appearing twice, and there are 

transitional passages with a coda. The Ballade in A-flat major has one 
contrasting episode, but has a long and elaborate transitional passage leading 
up to the climactic restatement of the principal part. The Ballade in F-minor 
is the most elaborate and irregular in its formal plan, which contains three 
separate episodes; the second is repeated near the end, and the third takes on 
the nature of a development. The Ballade in G-minor, the earliest in the 
series, can be seen as a sort of sonata-form, with introduction and coda, and 
with the subordinate theme appearing first in the recapitulation. The Ballade 
in A-flat has also been interpreted as a sort of free sonata-form. An important 
element in these ballades is the use of the same theme in varied form 
throughout. The use of thematic variation in the ballades can be related to the 

strophic form of the literary ballad, which, when set to music, would have the 
same music for each strophe. Sudden and effective contrasts are abundant. 
There are many passages of virtuosic figuration. Chopin's intent is clear: the 
establishment of a large and difficult genre of the character piece which took 
its inspiration from the literary ballad. 115 

Other composers who used this form are Johannes Brahms, Cesar 
Franck, Franz Uszt, Claude Debussy, and Edvard Grieg. Brahms' Ballades of 
Opus 10 have little connection with the large-scale virtuoso pieces by Chopin. 
But Brahms makes his inspiration clear in the first of the set in D-minor, 
relating it expressly to the Scottish ballad "Edward." In the grim ballad, a 

mother questions her son concerning his blood-stained appearance and 
discovers he has murdered his father. The dialogue form is preserved in 
Brahms' composition. There is an overall ternary structure, all parts based on 

the same thematic material. The strophic form is suggested by the use of the 

115 F.E. Kirby, A Short History of Keyboard Music. (New York: Schirmer Books. 1966) : 
277-281. 
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same thematic material in all sections, with the key and meter changes 

following the text from introduction to revelation to voluntary exile. Brahms 
also uses the Ballade title for one of the character_ pieces of Opus 118, the piece 
in G-minor. Here again, the form is ternary, the style of the writing metrically 
lyric and similar to the "Edward" ballad. This ballade is also set to music by 
Loewe and Schubert. The Brahms piece is set in strophic form. The primary 
difference between the Brahms and Chopin ballades is that Brahms uses a 
clearer form, usually the three-part song form, ABB or ABA. The strophic 
form is more closely related to the Grieg ballad, Opus 24. Debussy's Ballade of 
1890 is a lyric work which is melodically repetitious, seemingly analogous to 
the strophic ballad. Other instrumental ballade forms are several orchestral 
ballades, the Vieuxtemps' Ballade and Polonaise, Opus 38, 1860, for violin and 
piano, and Faure's Ballade for piano and orchestra. 116 

116 Maurice J.E. Brown, "Keyboard Ballade," New Grove, Vol. 2. 78-79. 
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NORTH AMERICAN BALLADS 

Songs were vitally important to the American labor movement. These 
were the industrial folk songs of the workers, and their weapon to unify 
themselves against the owners' unfair labor practices. Rzewski's use of these 
songs, and the intent in the North American Ballads, is to communicate 
through the instrumental writing some of the sense of these songs. However, 
how does one communicate words through purely instrumental music? To 
accomplish this end, Rzewski chooses to use the Cantus Firmus technique of 
Bach, as used in his organ chorales. Most important to Rzewski is that the 
counterpoint must always be in the foreground. 117Through augmentation, 

diminution, jangling harmonies, unusual proportions, and transpositions 
which are not systematic, Rzewski achieves his goal with great skill as well as 
balancing the contradiction which sometimes exists between the text and the 
music: 

In writing these pieces I took as a model the Chorale Preludes of Bach, 
who in his contrapuntal writing consistently derives motivic 
configurations from the tune. In each piece I built up contrapuntal textures 
in a similar way, using classical techniques like augmentation, diminution, 
transposition, and compression, always keeping the profile of the tune on 
some level. The four melodies used are folk songs which all bear some 
relation to the American labor movement. 118 

Rockwell states that Rzewski's writing is "poignant, ..... and a tense 
overall energy reminiscent of Bach and his baroque variation forms." 119 

With regard to structural elements, Rzewski uses the genre of the protest 
song both for compositional as well as socia-political reasons. In the formal 
scheme of the pieces, Rzewski utilizes duration as a unifying device - that is, 

of repeating periods of equal duration, often divided into odd numbers, with 

similar or totally dissimilar music. By means of investigation and analysis, 

117 Rzewski Interview. 
118 Frederic A. Rzewski, liner notes. Frederic Rzewski North American Ballads and 

Squares. hat Art CD 6089. 1991. Hat Hut Records. 
119 John Rockwell, All American Music: Composition in the Late Twentieth Century. 

(New York: Alfred A Knopf. 1983). Chapter 7: "The Romantic Revival and the Dilemma of the 
Political Composer: Frederic Rzewski." 86. 
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we shall see Rzewski's adroit use of this and other techniques throughout 
these pieces. Included in Rzewski's scoring there are elements which are both 
sweet and sour, delicate and bombastic, reflective cu""1.d brash, with quick 
juxtaposition and sudden changes of atmosphere to help illustrate the 
emotion of the text. The use of these song tunes, so recognizable to the ear, 
and the piano music set to the words, allow the melodies to become the 

syntax of the writing. 

These pieces were written at the keyboard. An important aspect of 
Rzewski's writing is "spontaneity." 120 Rzewski uses his improvisational 

techniques as a compositional device. By so doing the harmonies sometimes 
just "happen," with no specific function. It is the quality of the sounds created 
which becomes foremost to the composition. Part of the art of improvisation, 
according to Rzewski, is to "follow an unintended event with a second event, 
which is intended to show that the first was intentional." Rzewski capitalizes 
on these accidents and uses them to imbue his music with a unique flow 
from section to section, which, taken separately, are diverse enough and 

incompatible enough to appear not only unrelated, but incapable of allowing 
the music to move smoothly. To the contrary, these abrupt changes bring 
congruity to the music. 

Rzewski also brings the rhythmic complexities of these pieces from his 
improvisational experiences. There are many, many 3:2 relationships. One 
may notice the apposition to the music of Eliott Carter, but there is a distinct 
difference. For Carter, the relationship is through metrical modulation. For 
Rzewski, the subtle relationships are arrived at stepwise, through simple 
steps. The music is written so the performer can accomplish this: that is, to 
move step by step through the complexities so that changes are not so abrupt, 
thereby understandable to the performer, and therefore not so terribly 
misunderstandable to the listener. 

120 Rzewski Interview_ 
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Piano music based on folk and popular music, and not on formal or 
sacred music, fell into disrepute and became unfashionable after World War 
ll. The use of folk music in classical composition is a definitive challenge to 
the formalistic tradition established in Western art music, but, as one finds in 
the music of Bartok, KodaIy, Copland and Ives, for example, there is a wealth 

of inspiration from the well of folk music, and Rzewski capitalizes on this 
use. 

A major question challenging a composer like Rzewski is, "How far 
can one take apart the music without destroying it?" For Rzewski this 
dilemma is solved through the use of the folk tunes. For the music to succeed 
in these ballads, a premise to guide the listener must be a basic recognition of 
the tune. As the brain has a special place for recognizing people's faces, so is 
there a pocket for the recognition of a tune. This recognition and 
apprehension is deep seated, and is especially deep-rooted in folk music. 
Songs sung to individuals by their mothers hold special places in one's 
auditory experiences. These songs stick in the mind. One cannot forget them. 
There is a natural resistance to disintegration. This element is recollection 
and identification is essential to these ballads, and comes as an inherent trait 
from the folk-song tradition. Therefore, it is a natural result as well as 
consequence of their use, that these tunes and the use of the extracted melodic 
fragments, become the structural foundation within each piece and of the 
entire set. 

These Ballads were commissioned for the American pianist Paul 
Jacobs, who requested from Rzewski music that would be "accessible, and 
recognizably American" (liner notes of North American Ballads and Squares, 

hat ART CD 6089). These are variations and transformations of hauntingly 
familiar folk songs underscored with political connections. The protest 
messages of the texts are what give these pieces their extra-musical thrust. 
Rzewski's belief in 

... 'humanist realism' as much as Jacobs' request for accessibility results in 
Rzewski never allowing the listener to lose track of the tune itself - no 
matter how imaginative his fragmentation, polytonality, or collagistic 



remounting - so that its sOcio/political significance stays in our 
memory.121 
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The ballads encompass a wide range of moods and formal devices, 

including the relentless pages of mechanistic oppression in Winnsboro 

Cotton Mill Blues, to the deceptively calm lullaby in Dreadful Memories. 

Rzewski's composition is pianistically oriented, seamlessly incorporating jazz 

(in bluesy grace notes and subtle references to swing or boogie-woogie 

rhythms) and more esoteric procedures, but he favors emotional impulse 
over abstract compositional formulas. 

An important characteristic of any composer's style is the way in which 

he uses rhythm to articulate phrases, sections, and create continuity and 
coherence. An important aspect in rhythmic vocabulary is the use of, and 

transition between, varying degrees of periodicity - regularly recurring pulses. 
Rhythmic contrasts not only help create large-scale differentiation, but also 
coherence through the association of types of rhythmic articulation. The 

relations between different tempi can be carefully prepared rhythmically. The 

general complexion of Rzewski's rhythmic language, as it can be separated 
from pitch language, reveals some of the influences of folk music. With a 

progressively developed rhythmic language which is more thoroughly 
integrated within the structures Rzewski creates, there is a strong sense of 
phrase delineation and rhythmic continuity. 

As Rzewski has his firmest foundations in linear melodic-thinking 

based on the folk tunes, sometimes linear connections are made between 
seemingly non-adjacent elements. In the analysis of the Ballads which 
follows, the reader will discover how Rzewski is able to create unity and 

continuity in his pieces based on the melodic linear collages he creates and 
how, with his own compositional language, he formulates a music which is 
uniquely Rzewski - penetrating and noteworthy. 

121 Rzewski recording. liner notes. North AmeriClln Ballads and Squares. 
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The analysis of each piece will be divided into two sections: the first 
will deal with the original protest song directly, the second with Rzewski's 
setting of the tune. In Appendix I, the reader will find the scores of both the 
original protest tune and Rzewski's setting of it. The original tune is divided 
into phrases marked with Roman Numerals indicating the particular phrase

motives Rzewski layers throughout the piece. In the annotated score analysis 
of Rzewski's settings of the music, the reader will find measure numbers to 
assist in locating the sections as discussed within the paper. Geometric figures 
enclose these motives with the appropriate Roman Numerals as per the 
phrasing from the original tune. 
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DREADFUL MEMORIES 

PROTEST TUNE 

"In 19 and 31 the Kentucky coal miners was asked to dig coal for 33¢ a 

ton and they had to pay the company for the carbide to make a light ... and 

they had to pay for the picks and augers to be sharpened ... and each man 

paid two dollars a month for the company doctor even if he did not have to 

call the doctor once ... and after the miners were blacklisted for joining the 

union ... the company doctor refused to come to my of t.1,.e coal miners' 

families unless he was paid in advance. So I had to nurse all the little 

children till the last breath left them, and all the light I had was a string in a 

can lid with a little bacon grease in it ... thirty-seven babies died in my arms . 

. . they was mortified inside." -Aunt Molly Jackson122 

The words from these songs are extraordinarily powerful, as the words 

from this song prove: 

1.Dreadful mem'ries, how they linger, 

how they pain my precious soul, 

Little children, sick and hungry, 

sick and hungry, weak and cold. 

Little children, cold and hungry, 

with out any food to eat at all, 

They had no clothes to put on their bodies, 

they had no shoes to put on their feet. 

CHORUS: 

Dreadful mem'ries, how they linger, 

how they fill my heart with pain, 

Oh, how hard I've tried to forget them, 

But I find it all in vain. 

122 Glazer 96. 



2 I can't forget them, little babies, 

With golden hair as soft as silk; 

Slowly dying from starvation, 

Their parents could not give them milk. 

3. I can't forget them coal miners' children, 

They starved to death without one drop of milk, 

While the coal operators 

And their wives and children 

Were all dressed in jewels and silk. 

CHORUS: 

Dreadful mem'ries! How they haunt me 

As the lonely moments fly. 

Oh, how them little babies suffered! 

I saw them starve to death and die. 
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Rzewski's choice of themes lends itself to easy recognition through the 

following formula, which most protest songs follow: 

1) the simple rhythm of the melody 

2) the simple 4 bar phrasing 

3) the simple harmony: using I, IV, and V 

The verse of this song is sixteen measures in length, the chorus eight 

measures, and is set in the key of A-flat major. The chorus is identical to the 

first 8 measures in melody, rhythm and harmony. This type of repetition is 

central to the folk song idiom in its simplicity and tunefulness, making the 

song easily remembered for the sake of oral transference and transmission. 

This type of melody is an essential part of Rzewski's compositional style of 

The People United period, as the catchiness of these tunes stay within our 

aural memories not only with great ease, but with great distinction as well -

that is, it is simple for the listener to remember the tune and rhythm. 

Therefore when Rzewski transforms the melody rhythmically, registerally, or 

melodically, it is easier for one to recognize how he has changed the melody 

to suit the needs of his composition. No matter in what environment 

Rzewski places the tune, the ear can pick it out, and as the listener will 
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experience, the barrage of notes in which the tune may be couched, although 

confusing and off-putting both in the scoring and in the listening, one senses 

the organization and fluidity of the music. At first one may think that this is 

mere luck, but with further investigation, one recognizes the skill and 

craftsmanship with which Rzewski has accomplished this end. 

RZEWSKI SETIING 

In Dreadful Memories, Rzewski chooses the original key of the protest 

song for the opening setting. The melody is exactly as the original for the first 

8 measures; following this the melody is only slightly varied rhythmically, 

but maintains the same phrasing and harmony, (perhaps this was due to a 

textual difference as folk songs can vary drastically in text and tune). On the 

other hand, from the opening note, the accompaniment is disguised in 

another meter, achieved through the use of accents. The original melody is 

set in 4/4; the accompaniment is in 6/8 for 5 bars with an added 8/8 measure 

to follow the phrasing of the original melody. The second part of the original 

melody is then transferred to the bass, but still played with the right hand 

crossing over the left, which has a wandering diatonic accompaniment in a 

single line melody. The third and final part of the original melody is then set 

in the inner voices of the right han~ chords while the left hand continues the 

accompaniment in 6/8, as similarly used in the first 8 measures of the piece. 

In this opening section of Dreadful Memories Rzewski maintains the 

simplicity of the melody; but, we find an essential element in the Rzewski 

style used here - a rhythmic complexity. As we shall see on further 

examination, this is an element which contributes so strongly to the seeming 

chaos of the first aural perceptions of Rzewski's writing. 

At measure 26, the piece breaks immediately into a quasi

improvisational section, set apart more dramatically with Rzewski's 

indication of a slowing of the tempo. This abrupt change is further reinforced 

by the elimination of the wandering, steady eighth-note accompaniment and 

the change in texture density. The hesitation Rzewski indicates in the score is 

further accomplished through not only the performer's manipulation of the 
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music with the use of rallentando, but by the sixteenth note rest Rzewski has 
unexpectedly inserted into the melodic line. Rzewski is well known (from 
articles and reviews) as a formidable expert in improvisation. This skill is a 
unique element in his pieces, and, as we shall see, is based on highly 
developed skills and compositional techniques. 

At measure 26 then, maintaining the use of the original melody, one 
hears recognizable fragments of the melody repeated several times over. The 
melody is then fragmented, as in the stretto section of a fugue. This 
contrapuntal tool is used extensively throughout the remainder of the piece. 
Referring to the annotated score, one can see how frequently Rzewski uses so 
effectively these fragments from the Orig='uLal melody. Harmonically, we are 
also introduced to some of Rzewski's compositional devices - that of the 
minor 2nd, often inverted as 7ths and 9ths; his use of the tritone, and his use 
of the augmented unison. At measure 26, Rzewski uses these harmonic 

devices as more openly spaced chords and intervals. Rzewski intensifies this 
usage with a sudden change in dynamics, extreme registral spacing, and a 
more dense overlaying of the melodic fragments. 

At measure 36, preceded by a dynamic change, a short meter change, 
and by a thinning of the density texture, Rzewski prepares the listener for a 
new section of music, further set apart by another tempo and key change. 
Here we move into a reminiscence of banjo music, and, more specifically, as 
banjo music was set by the American composer Gottschalk: 

© Dover Publications, Inc., Used by permission. 

Fig. 5. Gottschalk: La Bambouia 
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With alternating right-left or left-right fast sixteenth notes, one senses the 

picking of the banjo strings, scored as if it were being played antiphonally. 
Antiphonal writing is another characteristic found in the research on folk 
music. Although this section is short, it is extremely effective. One hears 
again, the protest tune - again in A-flat major - and again in short melodic 
fragments (refer to annotated score), doubly reinforcing the listener's memory 

bank. The flourishes are short and quick, set off by the eighth-note rests, the 
first three measures of this section repeated. The next three measures segue 
the listener and the performer into a new thematic section. There is an abrupt 
key change to E-minor for 4 measures, an abrupt meter change to 12/8, with 
the former quarter note now equal to a dotted quarter note. The music is 
greatly intensified with dynamic and rhythmic propulsion to measure 46. 

At this point Rzewski moves into his formidable and technically 
demanding mode. In an arpeggiated section from measures 46-53 
(reminiscent of Chopin figuration) one finds a device used repeatedly 
throughout this portion of the music: the first arpeggio at measure 46 is in B
major, and uses steps 1, 3, 6 and 7 of that scale; at measure 47, in A-flat major, 
Rzewski uses steps 1,2,3 and 5; at measure 48 in E major, steps 1,2,3 and 5; at 
measure 49 in e-minor, steps 1,2,3 and 5; and at measure 50 in E-flat major, 
steps 1, 2, 3 and 5 again. 

In measures 46 through 50, the melody from the protest song is set 
against the arpeggiation. Rzewski sets the melody notes in a different key 
than the arpeggiation, and utilizes the intervals of major 2nds and tritones 
below these melody notes. The use of dissonant intervals by Rzewski is a 
compositional technique that one will recognize throughout these pieces. At 
measures 48 and 49, the melody is set in octaves. At measure 50, the melody is 

more obscured by setting the tune in single-notes. In measures 51 and 52, over 
the arpeggiation in these two measures, the accented longer duration notes 

outline fragments of the original melody. Rzewski uses another ingenious 
device for the arpeggios - combining the use of the stretto fragments of the 
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melody into the arpeggios. The protest tune now becomes more and more 

obscured with the multi-usage of the melodic fragments in both 

accompaniment and melody. This creates an intensification of the music 

rhythmically, melodically, and in density, with multiple overlayings of the 
tune. Then, once again, the music is dramatically changed with a meter, 

tempo, and density alteration. 

At measure 53 the piece moves into a bravura section weaving the 

contrapuntal stretto with octaves, widely spaced chords and rhythmic 
complexities. Together these elements used with the loud dynamics and 

constant meter changes contribute to an aural chaos. This section is 

reminiscent of sections of the first movement in Bart6k's Sonata for piano. 

However, as stated, this chaos is formulated and manipulated with great 

precision. This section is further escalated with the use of complex rhythms 
between the two hands. At measure 58, the meter is altered to 10/16. The left 

hand is a melodic fragment set in even eighth-note octaves, subdividing the 

ten sixteenth notes of the right hand into 4 even beats. The following 

measure is further complicated by moving into 11/16, with even more 

complicated subdividing between the two hands. The next two measures, 60 

and 61, move into 12/16, with yet further rhythmic complications between 
the two hands. These rhythmic complexities are a dilemma for the performer. 

It takes time and great effort to co-ordinate the playing of these passages; and 

yet; once this is accomplished, one realizes how pianistic the writing really is, 

as it lies well under the hands. Although. the rhythms are still bewildering 

and aggravating, the mosaic created is not merely pasted into the 

composition, but flows freewillingly, as an integral design of the total piece. 
The chaos to the listener is then purposeful, and as further seen, is used to 

move the listener and the performer into another section. Significant also in 

measure 60, are the chords used in the right hand. These second inversion 

triads of different chords are reminiscent of the similar chord theme from 

Richard Strauss' Der Rosenkavalier: 
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Fig. 15. R Strauss: Der Rosenkavalier 

At measure 62, after a diminuendo and another thinning of the 
texture, the piece moves into a more tranquil setting of the melodic stretto 
device. With an extreme dynamic change to pianissimo, used for the first 
time in the piece, and a slowing of the tempo, Rzewski again prepares the 
listener for a return to the banjo-like section with two measures, repeated, of 
questioning, "'Where are we, and where are we going?" The listener can still 
decipher the protest tune in the writing, even though the writing is at times 
jagged with rests and staccato. Rzewski winds down with a slowing of the 
harmonic rhythm back to the original 4/4 as well as the diminuendo to PP. At 
measure 67, using 2nds and tritones, we seem to come to a halt in the 
movement of the music, only to return to the banjo music from measure 36, 
proceeding through short sections recalled from measures 26, 53 and 36, using 
all of the aforementioned compositional devices. Measures 71 through 77 are 
like an angry frustration and confusion, as if, as the text of the protest song 
states, one attempts to forget the memories. At measure 78, the most abrupt 
and sudden change in the music occurs. We return suddenly to the original 
A-flat section at the opening, this time in a multiple meter lullaby, doubly set 

off with the sudden dynamic change from FF to PP. The diatonic change is 
abrupt enough in itself to make the listener feel tentative, but Rzewski makes 
the feeling even more insubstantial with a melody which cannot find itself. 

Through the use of meter changes and rests, one is left hanging, until the left 

hand begins a lullaby accompaniment, but even this is interrupted by the use 
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of the D-natural in the penultimate measure, and the marking by Rzewski, 
fade to silence in the final measure. This, surely is a reflection of Aunt Molly 

Jackson rocking ..... "thirty-seven babies died in my arms ... they was mortified 
inside." 123 

123 Glazer 96. 
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Which Side Are You On? 

PROTEST SONG 

Edith Fowke and Joe Glazer best describe the setting of this song from 

their book Songs of Work and Protest:124 

The bloodiest battles to build a union have been in the coal fields in 
Pennsylvania, Virginia, illinois, and Kentucky. And surely the toughest 
and meanest of all the coal fields where men fought for a voice and a 
place in the sun was "Bloody Harlan" in Kentucky. 

In 1931, coal miners in Harlan County were on strike. Armed company 
deputies roamed the countryside, terrorizing the mining communities, 
looking for union leaders to beat, jail or kill. But coal miners, brought up 
lean and hard in the Kentucky mountain country, knew how to fight back, 
and heads were bashed and bullets fired on both sides in Bloody Harlan. 

It was this kind of class war - where the mine owners and their hired 
deputies on the one side, and the independent, free-wheeling Kentucky 
coal miners on the other - that provided the climate for Florence Reese's 
song ''Which Side Axe You On?" In it she captured the spirit of her times 
with blunt eloquence. 

Mrs. Reese wrote from personal experience. Her husband, Sam, was one 
of the union leaders, and Sheriff J.H. Blair and his men came to her house 
in search of him when she was alone with seven children. They ransacked 
the whole house and then kept watch outside, ready to shoot Sam if he 
returned. 

One day during this tense period Mrs. Reese tore a sheet from a wall 
calendar and wrote the words to Which Side Are You On?, (although there 
is conflicting information as to whether Mrs. Reese or her two daughters 
wrote this piece). But then again, this is one of the dilemmas of the oral 
tradition in folk music. The simple form of the song made it easy to adapt 
for use in other strikes, and many different versions have circulated. 

The tune is usually said to be an old Baptist hymn, "Lay the Lily Low," 
but the British folklorist, A.L. Lloyd, points out its similarity top that 
British ballad, "Jack Munro," which uses "Lay the Lily Low" as a refrain. 

124 Glazer 55. 
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The differences in the words to this song come from two different sources -
the Fowke and Glazer book, and the Lomax, Guthrie, Seeger book:125 

1. Come all of you good workers, 

Good news to you I'll tell 

Of how the good old union 

Has come in here to dwell 

CHORUS: 

Which side are you on? 

Which side are you on? 

Which side are you on? 

Which side are you on? 

2. My daddy was a miner 

And I'm a miner's son 

And I'll stick with the union 

Till ev'ry battle's won 

3. They say in Harlan County or If you go up to Harlan County 

There are no neutrals there; 

You'll either be a union man 

Or a thug for J.H. Blair. 

4. Oh, workers can you stand it? or Oh, gentlemen 

Oh, tell me how you can. 

Will you be a lousy scab or 

Or will you be a man? 

5. Don't scab for the bosses, 

Don't listen to their lies. 

Us poor folks haven't got a chance 

Unless we organize. 

Will you be a gun thug 

125 Fowke and Glazer 55. Alan Lomax, Woody Guthrie and Pete Seeger. Hard Hitting 
Songs for Hard-Hit People. (New York: Oak Publications. 1967) : 176. 
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The original setting of this protest song is very simple and straight 
forward. Set in 4/4 meter in the key of B minor, the tune begins on an upbeat 
on the 5th scale degree. With regular quarter pulses, the melody moves 
forward. The verse is eight measures in length, subdivided into two phrases, 
each 4 measures in length: 4 + 4. The first phrase ends on the tonic, as does 
the second. The chorus is 8 measures long, again subdivided into two phrases, 
each phrase an exact repetition. The melodic significance of the chorus lies in 
the mirror imaging of the melody. Set in four-quarter notes and then a whole 
note, the tune ascends on steps 1,1,2,4 and 5 of the B minor scale, and then 
descends on steps 5,5,4,2 and 1 - therefore creating a melody which is not only 
easily remembered, but which illustrates the questioning of the text through 
the rhythm and pitch referencing a question-answer feeling. The fact that the 
chorus then repeats itself exactly, doubly emphasizes and reinforces the aural 
power of the melody, and even more so the intent of the text: Which Side 
Are You On? 

RZEWSKI SETTING 

Unlike the first ballad of this set, Rzewski does not open this piece with 
a simple setting of the melody of the protest song. Instead he uses the 
contrapuntal melodic fragment stretto technique to introduce the tune. The 
title of this song, Which Side Are You On?, is a question, and the feeling the 
listener experiences from this opening leaves one in a definite quandary as to 
what is going on in the music. Rzewski accomplishes this end carefully and 
proficiently, particularly with his constant play on juxtapOSition. First of all, 

the meter is constantly in flux: opening in 5/8 - already unusual - the music 
proceeds through nine meter changes in the first fourteen measures. Rzewski 
takes all of the melodic fragments of the song and presents them in a crossed
overlaying texture, with different combinations of the tune in as many 
different configurations as might be possible in such a short time. 

Maintaining the purity of the intervallic construction of the original 
tune, the fragments are in different keys with as many rhythmic 

permutations as are conceivable. Rzewski then further convolutes the tune 
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by placing different fragments on differing beats and off-beats. The intricacy 
and interweaving of the writing baffles the listener and creates confusion. 
This is the intent, for the ensuing writing is not only more subdued, but 

homophonic as well. This opening section of the first fourteen measures is 
the most complex of the piece. Although there are no complex rhythms 

between the hands here, the performer is challenged with the task of 
illuminating the melodic fragments with clarity and precision. At measure 
12, set off by the quarter note rest in the bass, the piece makes an abrupt 
dynamic and textural switch. The changes in this piece differ, though, from 

Dreadful Memories in intent and perception. The dramatic shifts in this piece 
are more like episodes of a story, each contributing to the unfolding of the 
action, each with its own meaning, yet each an integral part with each section 

intercormected. The intervals in the left hand are tenths, and the chords in 

the right hand are also spaced through a tenth. This is one of the definitive 
challenges and limitations of Rzewski's keyboard music: it requires a very 
large hand-not just to reach the intervals, but to do so often times with 

filling in a chord, and/or playing the chords or intervals at very fast tempi. 
This prevents anyone with small hands from approaching these pieces. 
Although there are those places in which one could roll the chord or interval, 

there are definite instances when this is not pOSSible, plaUSible, or the intent 
of the writing. 

Still using the melody of the chorus, the listener is forced to ask 

himself "Which side are you on?" Following the transition section of 
measures 12-14, Rzewski then moves into the key of B-flat minor, and creates 

a quiet, pastorale section. The tenor voice repeats over and again the 
ascending melodic line of "Which side are you on?" without ever answering 
itself with the retrograde response until measure 23. The music of these 

measures is reminiscent of Vaughan-Williams pastorale music. As Vaughan

Williams is another composer who utilizes folk music in his compositions, 

this comparison is significant. 
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This section of the Rzewski piece also reinforces the impact of the British 
influences on the American folk tradition. Rzewski integrates so carefully, so 

ingeniously, and so appropriately many of the influences of the American 

folk tradition. Throughout these four ballads the listener will be witness to a 
great variety of these influences through Rzewski's use of the many styles 

which permeate the folk music of this country. 

Measures 22-25 are a quotation of the full chorus. The right hand plays 

the tune in B-flat major, while the left hand plays in the key of B-minor. This 
use of the augmented unison, and in this instance bi-tonal usage, is a 

signature of another of the compositional techniques Rzewski uses. The 

augmented unison dissonance intensifies the question of the text, each phrase 

set off even more dramatically with extreme registral changes. It is important 

to note here Rzewski's detail in his scoring. Within these four measures there 
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is precise notation as to what the performer must do in terms of dynamic, 
tempo, mood, and touch. The use of legato, staccato, marcato, tenuto, and 
several variations of these with double and even triple markings for each 

note, helps the performer achieve the precision required to play these pieces 

with nuance and aplomb. Rzewski is to be credited for the imagination and 

exactness in his writing. 

At measure 31, the melodic-questioning fragment is altered to create an 
extremely beautiful and tranquil section. In B-minor, the right hand is set in a 

two-voice antiphonal passage of lovely lyricism, while the left hand's two

note slurs add to the elegance and the easy forward flow of the music. The 
antiphonal technique is another influence of the folk tradition, as we found 
in Dreadful Memories. At measure 30 Rzewski adds grace notes to the 

melody. These are the pianistic version of the Appalachian vocal slides of the 
hillbilly music. The listener might also recognize the harmonies and grace 
notes of this section as an aural reference to Scottish folk music of the 
Highlands. The gracefulness with which the music moves is interrupted by 

dissonant double grace notes in measure 33, at which point the music is 

abruptly interrupted with a meter change, tempo change and a return to the 
aggravation of the opening section of the piece. This music then elides at 
measure 36 with a meter and tempo change into a pianissimo section labeled 

swinging the beat. Rzewski accomplishes this end without a need for the 
marking by the use of the sixteenth notes of the inner voices, the music now 

in D-minor. The melodic contour of these sixteenth notes set against the 
dotted quarter notes of the soprano and bass actually creates a swaying feeling. 

The writing of the inner notes is antiphonal again, and the source of these 
notes is the melody from the protest tune, "Which side are you on?" The 
music then becomes more excited through the use of more rapid antiphonal 
responses in different registers, as well as a quickening of the tempo and the 

note values. Between the right and the left hands at measures 40 and 41, the 

contrary thirds outline the melodic line of the protest song to the words 

"Which side are you on?" The left hand subdivides the 6/8 meter in even 

quarter-note pulses, giving the feeling of a 3/4 measure, while the right hand, 

in dotted-quarter pulses, subdivides the measure into 6/8. The alto voice of 
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the right hand uses the ascending theme in an altered rhythm, which then 
transfers to the soprano with the descending theme in the same altered 
rhythm. This rhythmic alteration of the theme seems to be saying "Which 
side are you? Which side are you?" The conjunct rhythms between the right 
and the left hands is again, another of Rzewski's compositional devices. The 
listener cannot avoid or deny this melodic fragment or the word association 
with it, for the eidetic memory of the tune, although somewhat fractured, is 
so intense and driven by the previous music's repetition, that by the time the 
fragment is outlined in measure 43 in straight sixteenth notes, there is no 
mistaking its meaning. The music torments the aural environment, asking 
again and again, "Whi~'1. side are you? Which side are you?" until finally, at 

Tempo I in measure 43, the entire question is at last stated in full, ''Which 
side are you on?" The relief that is felt by both the listener and the performer 
comes by way of the skillful build-up Rzewski has used in the previous 
measures. Intensified again by an abrupt tempo and meter change, the bass is 
set with the ascending theme in a wide-set triple-layered voicing with accents, 
creating a more driven and determined insistence of the question. Then at 
measure 44, this time with an abrupt meter and dynamic change, the triple
layered bass notes quote the descending theme. In measures 43 and 44, the 
right hand, in a register set extraordinarily far from the left hand, so as not to 
mistake its meaning, we hear "Which side? Which side? Which side? Which 

side are you?" 

Now at measure 46, Rzewski slows the rhythm to its longest duration 
notes. The writing creates a very ethereal atmosphere. Again one hears the 
insistent question, this time tentatively - "Which side are you?" At measure 
51, the music moves into the definitive key of G-sharp minor. In a style of 
writing which is very improvisational, the repetitive writing of the left hand 
figuration creates a fabric of sound around which the right hand can 
meander. This left hand figuration is again taken from the protest melody 
Which side are you on? but is not heard as such. The repeated tune is 

creatively and deceptively hidden in the speed and eveness of the sixteenth 

notes, creating the sound cushion for the right hand melody, (refer to the 

annotated score). The fascinating aspect of this writing is that although the 
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music is notated, it does not sound this way. This is not to say that the music 

wanders aimlessly or has no direction. On the contrary. Rather, the feeling 

one receives from the music is that of an impromptu or ad-lib section. With 
respect to this section and its relation to the rest of the piece, the music comes 

as a welcome relief. The constancy and regularity of both the rhythm and the 

harmony most assuredly allows the listener a reprise, as well as preparing one 
for the inevitable intensification which is to come. Moving from G-sharp 

minor to F-sharp minor and then to E-minor, the right hand melody builds 

in register, density, and rhythmic drive with the fragment "Which side are 

you?" repeated over and over until at measure 61 the left hand bass finally 

pounds out the full theme - "Which ~ide are you on?" With the rhythmic 

and melodic overlaying of the theme, Rzewski gives us an octave doubling 

with thirds at measure 66 on the words ''Which side are you on?" Mimicking 

the folk tradition of altering the melody again, the text is undeniable, even 

though the tune is different. Here at measures 66 and 67 the music reaches its 

strongest climax. At the highest register yet played on the keyboard, the 
ensuing measures, through rhythmic complexity, trills and tremolos, and a 

free elaboration of the tune, bring the music to a foreshadowing of the first 

part of a double coda. Measures 75 and 76 tempt the listener with a vague 

sense of order once again, but Rzewski rescinds that feeling immediately at 

measure 78. Preceded by a short absolute silence on an eighth rest, the wildest 

and most technically difficult part of the piece follows. A madness and wild 

frenzy is created with the hands thrashing about for one measure and then 

eliding into a bitonal section with inverted triads between the hands on the 

melodic fragment" And which side are you? Which side are you?" Then with 

a subito pianissimo at measure 83, the music repeats the Vaughan-Williams 

pastorale with a repleteness to calm before returning to G-sharp minor with 

writing that is again reminiscent of the previous improvisatory section in 

that same key center. Through effective black-note glissandi in both hands, 

the music moves into the square minimalistic insistence of the theme -

"Which side are you on?" 

Rzewski utilizes the compOSitional technique of minimalism as an 

important tool in his North American Ballads. Because of the significance of 



111 

this style in these pieces, a short insert on minimalism has been added to this 
document, rather than inserting a lengthy and cumbersome footnote. 

Minimalism or system music, is a term applied from the early 1970s to 
various compositional practices, which began in the early 1960s. Features of 
·this style are harmonic stasis, the use of rhythmic patterns, and repetition, 
and have as their underlying impulse the radical reduction of compositional 
materials. Minimalistic music was created in its purest and most rigorous 
form between the early 1960s and mid-1970s in San Francisco and, principally, 
New York. It is related to minimalist art and was first performed in such 
untraditional settings as lofts and art galleries, where the works of minimalist 
visual artists was exhibited. The term Jminimalism' became a convenient 
rubric for a type of music which seemed to have a great deal in common with 
the artistic environment in which it was heard. The label has been repudiated 
by many composers who feel that it belittles their achievements and obscures 
their individuality. Nonetheless, the term is still used. 

The most well-known composers of minimalist music are La Monte 
Young, Terry Riley, Steve Reich and Philip Glass, whose backgrounds have 
many similarities. All were born in the mid-1930s, were educated in 
universities or conservatories where serialism was the dominant musical 
style, and who found academic music intellectually oppressive and 

emotionally irrelevant. All were drawn to other art forms, such as dance, 
theater, and jazz - for their directness and the way of life associated with it. All 
performed their own music as soloists or leaders of ensembles. Finally, all 
showed an interest in the physical properties of sound, and in the music and 
ideas of Africa and Asia. The four were acquainted with one another and to 
some extent influenced each other. By the mid-1960s Young, Riley and Reich 
were all in New York, to which Glass returned from Paris in 1967. 

Despite similar backgrounds, the four went their own ways. Young was 
considered to be the principal exponent of the minimalist genre because of his 
influential, uncompromising ideas about sound. Young wrote works 

concerned almost exclusively with the properties of harmony and 
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temperament, which he considers a function of time. His Trio for Strings, 

1958, with its extended, monodynamic tones and absence of rhythm, prepared 
the way for minimalistic music. Riley introduced the element of pulse and 

the repetition of tiny motivic cells in a single harmony. Although Riley was 
inspired by Young's devotion to harmonic purity, he worked more with their 
shared experiments with variations over a drone. It is this style which most 

listeners associate with minimalism, and from which Rzewski gained ideas 

for some of the passages in his Ballads. Reich was intrigued by the possibilities 
of pulse, almost to the exclusion of harmonic change. Reich was also 
fascinated by the gradually shifting relationships wrJch occur when material 

is played out of phase with itself, that is, played by several instruments, 
voices, or tape tracks at slightly different speeds. Glass' distinctive and equally 
stringent approach creates rhythmic change by the addition and subtraction of 
sub-cells of a musical phrase: a characteristically loud, fast, intense motif is 
first established by repetition before fragments of it begin to be repeated or 
omitted while the fundamental pace remains unchanged. 

Ceaseless repetition of material with an unchanging pulse, elongation 
of single tones, phasing of rhythms, additive treatment of small motivic cells, 

use of simple tonal or modal harmonies, and the exploitation of single 
timbres - these are the techniques used by composers to create minimalistic 

music. Whatever the technique or process, it is clearly audible, and works 
itself out gradually. The extreme stasis and microscopic changes of minimalist 

music draw the listener's attention to the fundamental level of sound itself. 
The narrowness of musical means and lack of notated complexity place 
minimalism in direct opposition to serialism and virtually all developmental 
principals of Western art music after 1600. This radical departure took place in 

an atmosphere of aesthetic pioneering fostered by Cage and other American 

experimentalists. The minimalists differ from much of the avant-garde in 

their insistence on strict control over the compositional process and the 

performance. 

MinimaIism evolved, therefore, outside the academic mainstream and 
apart from the principal avant-garde movement of the 19605, incurring 
the disdain of the former and accusations of aesthetic fascism from the 
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The rigor, concentration, and vitality of minimalistic style continues to 
affect music of all kinds.126 
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Returning to the score, the effectiveness of the writing in this section 
cannot be adequately described. Creating both relaxation and tension 
simultaneously with a melodic phrase repeated over and over again for 64 
measures, the listener is mesmerized into a stupor of relief and anticipation. 
The rhythm used here forces one to pay attention, the exact intent of 
minimalism. At this juncture it is necessary to point out that the music 
seems to move through an episodic story, reflecting various events and 
struggles. This music seems to match the events which prompted the writing 
of this song. One can hear the struggles and confrontations as well as the 
relaxed quiet and the silent tensions. At measure 96 where the minimalistic 
music begins, it seems to be the chanting of a group of people who gain in 
strength and number as the notes continue, until finally at measure 127 the 
listener is barraged with "Which side are you? Which side are you?" 

At the end of measure 130, Rzewski inserts an optional free 
improvisation section, which is to be as long as all of the preceding music. 
Again, Rzewski is known as a formidable improviser. His jazz associations, 
and his years of experience with MEV, have given him an undeniable 
prowess and virtuosity. In order to carry out the instructions he provides 
effectively, one must not only be confident in the art of improvisation, but 
must also be extraordinarily proficient and adept at creating music with a 
sense of structure and form to correlate the improvisation to the rest of the 
music in the piece. It would be presumptuous of anyone who cannot meet 
these requirements to even attempt to do so. 

Therefore, following measure 130, this author/performer chooses to 
move directly into the finale. As stated before, the previous section provides a 
crescendo of dynamic and musical text to give the final statement of the 
theme - "Which side are you on?" in the original key of B-minor. Repeating 

126 Ruth Drier, "Minimalism," New Grove Dictionary of American Music, VoL 3.242 
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the entire song, one feels both the insistence and the extreme dramatic power 

of the song. And so, Mr. or Ms. listener - Which Side ARE You On???? 

Of the four ballads, this piece is the most accessible, both to the 

performer and to the listener. One of the major reasons for this is the writing 

has a less complicated overlaying of the complex rhythms Rzewski utilizes. 

This creates a more straight-forward and progressively moving music which 

eases more readily into the differing sections. The dissonances which one 

experiences are not as chaotic and are less an invasion of one's auditory 

senses as well as less an invasion of the sensibility of the music. Although the 

technical demands are still extreme, and the demands of the endurance of the 

performer are at their maximum, the music flows with greater ease from 

section to section. Perhaps this is the intent of Rzewski; after all, this is one of 

Rzewski's favorite protest tunes; 127 or, perhaps this was possible because this 

is the last piece which this performer learned from this set, and the 
experience and familiarity with the style could make this so. Neverth.tless, 

this author feels that the writing moves in a more comprehensible and 

understandable fashion than the other pieces of the set, thus enabling a more 

cognizant grasp of the music. 

127 Rzewski interview. 
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DOWN BY THE RIVERSIDE 

PROTEST JUNE 
Sometimes called "I Ain't Going to Study Wax No More," this is one 

of the best loved spirituals and one of the strongest pleas for peace ever 
written in song form. 

1. I'm gonna lay down my sword and shield, 

Down by the riverside, down by the riverside, 

Down by the riverside, 

I'm gonna lay down my sword and shield, 

Down by the riverside, 

I'm gonna study war no more. 

CHORUS 

I ain't gonna study war no more, 

I ain't gonna study war no more, 

I ain't gonna study war no more, 

I ain't gonna study war no more, 

I ain't gonna study war no more, 

I ain't gonna study war no more. 

2 I'm gonna talk with the Prince of Peace 

DOWN BY THE RIVERSIDE, 

DOWN BY THE RIVERSIDE, 

DOWN BY THE RIVERSIDE, 

I'm gonna talk with the Prince of Peace, 

DOWN BY THE RIVERSIDE 

I ain't gonna study war no more. 

3. I'm gonna shake hands with every man, etc 

4. I'm gonna walk with my brothers in peace, etc. 

5. I'm gonna make love, make love not war, etc. 

6. I'm gonna put on my freedom robe, etc.128 

128 Glazer 85-88. 
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Down By The Riverside is a folk song of protest, but not from the side 
of the working-laborers protest movement. The words "I'm gonna lay down 
my heavy load" has a double meaning - one with the slaves carrying cotton, 
and the other with the yeaming for a better life, a basic characteristic of the 
protest song genre. Rather, Down By the Riverside is a peace song, and 
known as a spiritual. The original tune is set in D-major, in cut-time. It is 
thirty-two measures in length, equally divided between verse and chorus. 
The tune consists of the requisite repetition in melody as well as rhythm. The 
harmony of the verse is simple alternation of tonic and dominant The 

chorus is an eight-measure phrase of sub-dominant, dominant and tonic 
repeated exactly in melody, harmony and text. This, of course, makes this 
song perfect for Rzewski's setting. 

RZEWSKI SElTING 

With the use of a spiritual as the basis of the composition, Rzewski 
makes an oblique allusion to secular keyboard music based on religious songs. 
The practice of the intermingling of sacred and secular music finds its origins 
in the early beginnings of Western art music. Rzewski takes his influence and 
inspiration from the Bach Chorales for the organ. Here, in Bach, one finds the 
music secular, but it is lofty in form, on as high a plane as the sacred, and with 
equal rights to the sacred. Of the four tunes used by Rzewski in this set, Down 

By The Riverside is probably the most well-known. In the original key of D
major, the tune is set in a gospel style for the listener's introduction to the 
melody. It is important to note here that Rzewski now feels that the original 
tempo marking in the score is inappropriate. 129 Rzewski was deeply moved 
by a vocal performance he heard by a South African who sang the tune much 
more slowly than his original setting. Therefore performers need take note 
that the piece should be performed more slowly than is indicated in the score 
or on Rzewski's recording of the piece. 

Down By The Riverside was written for a music festival of political 
songs held in Berlin. The musicologist Gunther Meyer had invited 

129 Rzewski Interview. 
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composers who had written music with political associations to come. It is 

now an annual conference where each year a single country is featured as the 
focus of the congress. The particular year in which Rzewski attended the 

conference, the country chosen was Viet-Nam. Composers were asked to 
write music to Viet-Nam folk songs. Rzewski chose, instead, to use this 

American tune with specific symbolic associations: Peace. The most 

important song to the Peace Movement is "We Shall Overcome," the second 
being "Down By The Riverside." Herein Rzewski approaches most closely 

the frame of reference to the Bach sacred style with the reference to the gospel 

style. The tune has religious aspects, and Rzewski wished it as such. 

The opening reveals a one-measure left-hand ostinato in the gospel 
style, repeated. At first glance and listening, this seems an innocuous and 

innocent enough accompaniment. But, Rzewski has highlighted with stress 

marks specific notes which he wants brought out in the playing. Surprise! 

These notes are a reference to the previous piece. Ooser evaluation shows 
that these notes outline the melody of Which Side Are You On? This 
quotation is not audible to the ear, but it definitely adds unification to the 
entire set. Following the left-hand introduction, the first setting of the melody 

enters in thirds and sixths, with syncopation. These syncopations are familiar 

to the ear as a recognizable style of traditional folk-gospel. The second verse of 
the tune is in triad inversions with added sixths on the sub-dominant and 
added sevenths on the tonic. The third and final setting of the tune in the 

introduction is set in octaves with the triads filled in, but again with added 

sixths and sevenths. Interestingly, where one expects to hear a dominant 
chord, there is a sub-dominant with an added sixth (measure 13). Yet the 

listener still hears this as a dominant chord. The simplicity of the original 

tune's harmonies of tonic, sub-dominant and dominant is strictly 

maintained. The special effectiveness of the Rzewski setting lies in the added 

notes to the melody, the bass accompaniment, and the unusual dynamic 

phrasing of the melody. The opening pages of the score are inundated with 

the intricacies of dynamic markings by Rzewski. The crescendi and 

diminuendi are so short and concise that the result would seemingly be an 

extreme wave or wowing-effect. Not so. The unusual abundance of the 
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markings shows the detail and care with which the composer writes, and also 

the concern for accurate performance. In the opening statement of the tune, 
one realizes immediately the imagination and inventiveness of its author. 
The writing is masterful and provides the listener with a real taste of the 
original intent of the tune - a spiritual. 

As expected, though, at measure 14, Rzewski breaks the flow of the 

diatonicism and begins the stretto overlaying of fragments of the tune in 
various rhythmic and harmonic alterations. This time the range of the 
dynamics is even more extreme than in the introduction, moving from 

piano to forte and forte to piano within a single beat. Rzewski takes these 
dynamic changes and uses them as a unifying device of the music. Heard first 

in the introduction, the sudden aural changes are used almost serially, like a 

part of the melodic stretto overlaying which Rzewski uses. The key to the 

performance success of this section lies in the tempo indication at its onset: La 
stesso tempo, rna con rubato e flessibile; quasi una fantasia. Without this 
marking the performer has the tendency to move metrically through the 

notes, vainly attempting to find the meaning and direction of the writing. At 

least that was this author's experience. When one can take into consideration 
the flexibility in tempo, the playing reveals its direction, structure, and stature 

within the piece. The confines of the measures are no longer restrictive and 
the music unravels itself within its own dimension. 

At measure 19 then, the stretto overlaying of the melodic fragments 
begins. The top voice continues the D major melody begun at the end of 

measure 18; the alto voice is set in B-flat major; the left-hand octaves are set 

in G-flat major, with the tonic note transposed enharmonically to F-sharp in 
measure 20, so as to fit with the D major melody in the top voices, from 

measure 19 through measure 35. 

At measure 35 the piece moves into the key of E-flat major. The left 

hand accompaniment figure is based on the melody from "Lay down my 

sword and shield." This fragment is repeated over and again through 

measure 42. The right hand melody is also based on this same fragment. A 
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type of descant is added above this in a quasi-improvisational sounding 
melody, until, at the end of measure 43, the piece breaks again into the 
fragment overlaying stretto for two-and-a-half measures. With a build to 

fortissimo, there is a sudden silence on a sixteenth note rest and then a subito 
pianissimo chord. This chord is a G-flat major ninth chord in second 
inversion. The chords which follow build in dissonance through the use of 
minor 2nds or augmented unisons and tritones. The effect to the ear, because 
it is at the dynamic of pianissimo, is one of tranquillity, but a bit uneasy. In 

the second half of measure 48 Rzewski breaks into the stretto overlaid 
fragments again, this time building in intensity of dynamic and texture 
thickness. At measure 51, with the use of the bass register and accented 

impetuoso chords in tritones and minor seconds, followed by extreme 

registral separation between the hands, the writing becomes more hasty and 

impulsive. With a diminuendo in measure 54, and a thinning of the texture 
and fragment overlaying, the theme of "I ain't gonna study war no more" is 

set in staccato octaves in the left hand to prepare the outburst of fortissimo 
chords, first in the upper register of the piano. These chords are built as an 
augmented triad foundation, above which is a major triad, a five note total, 
with the middle note a common-tone between the two chords. This 

dissonance is piercing, especially in the register they are set. The intent is 
dramatic. These chords are followed by bass chord clusters - clusters being the 

only recourse left for greater intensity. At measure 58 the hands then move in 
contrary motion to opposite extremes of the keyboard to a subito pianissimo 
set off by a comma to create the dramatic pause to bring in the "Lay down my 

sword and shield" theme in the upper register of the piano in A-major. In 

measure 60, this sudden change is further brought to its denouement with 

descending chords in the middle register of the piano, each hand set in second 
inversion triads descending by whole steps, each chord as a quarter note, the 

hands set apart by semitone differences. In measure 61, there is a repeat of 

these chords, but the left hand now descends two octaves lower with only the 
lowest note of the second inversion triads. The half note interruption is 

followed by a chord which is a third lower, as if the second quarter of the half 

note were the intervening whole step, followed by the next whole step lower 

on a dotted-half note with a fermata. At this point Rzewski indicates an 
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optional improvisation with a return to this chord. Measure 63 carries over 
the chord from 62 and is overlaid with a pianissimo setting of the tune "Lay 
down my sword and Lay down my sword and -" This is immediately 
followed by the tune "Ain't gonna study war no more" set in second 
inversion triads again. If you recall, these second inversion triads used here 
and in measures 60 and 61 are the same triads which were used in Dreadful 

Memories, reminiscent of the Richard Strauss chords from Der 

Rosenkavalier. In measure 65, the left hand octaves are to the tune "I'm 
gonna lay down" from the first line of the spiritual. With these octaves set in 

the lowest register possible on the piano, and played at a ppp, Rzewski sets the 
framework and prepares the listener for the unusual section which is to 
follow. 

In this section Rzewski unexpectedly returns to the tonality of D-major 

and a full statement of the spiritual. This time he clothes the tune in a setting 
which is remarkable in its originality and the resultant mood which it creates. 
The left hand bass part is cast in a walking bass (see section on Walking Bass) 
set in a four-bar phrase, repeated, and then another four-bar phrase, also 
repeated. This entire section is then repeated. The first time the performer is 

instructed to omit the tenor voice and play the bass with an added note an 
octave lower. With the dynamic set at ppp with a poco a poco crescendo over 
the ensuing sixteen measures to a mere mezzoforte, the listener is indulged 
in the spiritual-gospel style, but must strain in order to hear the music. The 
bass notes move in the traditional quarter note intervals stepwise or in small 

intervallic patterns. The writing in the right hand configurations set against 
this pattern is melodic and rhythmic. The configurations are often with 
syncopations and grace-note slides to give the gospel-blues feeling as well. 
The use of short legato phrases interspersed with staccato, especially on the 
syncopated beats, reinforces the gospel feel and moves ever so gracefully over 
a three-octave tessitura. The agility and creativeness of this writing is 
ingenious as to Rzewski's ability to create the folk style of the tune. This is 
even more remarkable in the repetition of this section, as the tenor voice 
enters with the complete melody, played exclusively by the left-hand thumb 

and index-finger. The natural swing and flow of the music immerses the 
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listener in the totality of a slow gospel style. The music builds continually and 
incessantly in both density and dynamic. Suddenly, at measure 83, Rzewski 
pulls the listener out of this gospel style and plunges one into an eight 

measure coda of stretto fragment-overlaying. Here the writing moves at a 
slower rhythmic pulse, with more wide-spread chords than before, so as not 
to jar the listener too drastically out of the mood of the previous section. The 
coda begins at fff and ends at a ppp. The final chord in the left hand is a D 
major seventh in first inversion, spread over two octaves, while the right 

hand wavers back and forth between D minor and D major. This semitone 
stridency is cushioned by the dynamic and the registral spread, but is enough 
to let one know that this is not merely a traditional setting of the spiritual, 
and thereby brings a cohesiveness to the structure of the entire piece. 
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The Winnsboro Cotton Mill Blues 

PROTEST TUNE 
This vivid cotton-mill song was recorded by Bill Wolff in 1939 when 

he was teaching a summer course at the Southern School for workers in 

North Carolina. A woman in the group came up and sang it for him; the 
record is now in the Library of Congress. It has since been recorded by the fine 
banjo player and folk-singer, Pete Seeger. 

A spool is a reel for winding yam; a knotter is a little gadget used for 
tying the ends of the yam together; to doff is to remove filled bobbins from 
spinning frames in the mill, a doffer is a worker who takes filled bobbins 
from the spinning frames. 

1. Old man Sargent, sitting at the desk, 

the damn' old fool won't give us a rest. 

He'd take the nickels off a dead man's eyes 

to buy Coca Cola and Eskimo pies. 

CHORUS: 

I got the blues, 

I got the blues, 

I got the Winnsboro cotton mill blues. 

Lordy, Lordy, spoolin's hard; 

You know and I know, I don't have to tell, 

You work for Tom Watson, got to work like hell. 

I got the blues, 

I got the blues, 

I got the Winnsboro Cotton Mill Blues. 

2. When I die, don't bury me at all, 

Just hang me up on the spool-room wall; 

Place a knotter in my hand, 

So I can spool in the Promised Land. 



3. When I die, don't bury me deep, 

Bury me down on Six Hundred Street; 

Place a bobbin in each hand 
So I can doff in the Promised Land.130 
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The original setting of this protest song is cast in 4/4 meter in D major, 
and is twenty-two measures in length. The verse is eight measures long, 
divided into two four-bar phrases, each ending in the dominant - A major. 
Each two-bar sub-phrase has a similar rhythmic ending. That is, each ends in 
a note of longer duration than any of the notes which precede it, and mayor 
may not end with the final note, a pick-up to the next measure. This 
rhythmic similarity contributes to the ease of recognition and learning of t..1"e 
melody, as well as helping to establish the set-up for the "blues" of the chorus. 
Although the harmonic formula of this particular chorus does not fit the 

mold of the traditional blues, it is close enough to the standard specifications 
to be classified as a ''blues song:" 

-the first four bars are in the tonic, and the final chord 
introduces a flattened seventh, to make it the dominant seventh of the 
IV chord; 

-the next two bars are in the sub-dominant, with the second 
measure ornamenting the harmony to a G-minor sixth chord, and 
followed by two more bars on the tonic; 

-the following two bars are traditionally on the dominant 
seventh. Here, though, we find a minor sixth chord with an added 
seventh, then a IT seventh chord and then the dominant seventh. For 
all intents and purposes, the whole scheme serves as the two bars of 
dominant seventh; 

-instead of the final two bars being in the tonic, this song uses 
four bars in the tonic, with some added color in the penultimate 

measure. So altogether the blues scheme of this song is fourteen 
measures instead of the traditional twelve. 

130 Glazer 346-348. 
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RZEWSKI SETIING 

The context for Rzewski's setting of Winnsboro Cotton Mill Blues is 
the most unusual and at the same time one of the most ingenious of the set, 

as well as of his other keyboard compositions. This is the only piece in the set 
in which Rzewski uses extra-programmatic ideas to aid m. the composition of 

the piece. From conversation with Rzewski, he says that he received the 
inspiration for this piece from the 1979 American movie, Norma Rae. The 
protagonist, played by Sally Field, who won an Academy Award for her 

performance as best actress, is a factory worker who ends up leading a rally for 
a company union to protect her fellow workers' rights. Rzewski was 
fascinated with what he calls the "brilliant" soundtrack from this movie.131 

Set in the mills of the South, through a good portion of the film. one hears 
the constant turning of the machinery of a mill. Above this din were many of 
the conversations of the script. The important and crucial point for Rzewski 

was the fact that no matter how loud the machinery carried on, the 

conversation was always crystal clear. Now the challenge lay with the 

composer to simulate the factory machinery at the piano, while 
simultaneously setting the protest tune with clarity and poignancy. The result 
is astonishing - a tour de force- - a truly magnificent creation which one 

cannot believe until one hears an actual performance of the music. Rzewski 

states that the piano is, after all, a machine and therefore already lends itself 
to the depiction. 

This author was fortunate to hear a live performance of this piece by 

Ursula Oppens (for whom Rzewski has written and dedicated some of his 
piano music) before being familiar with the work. The aural impact of the 

opening measures is completely surrealistic .. From the very first note, one 
believes that one is hearing a machine being started, and not just any 

machine, but obviously a very large and ominous sounding machine. The 

opening instructions from Rzewski are for the performer to play the notes 
expressionless and machinelike, marcato, non legato, with absolute rhythmic 

precision and with a constant intensity. From the lowest register of the piano 

131 Rzewski Interview. 
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the performer plays an ostinato built on the semitones of F and G-flat, in 
constant sixteenth-note alternation. Tnen the pattern is altered to black and 
white note clusters, in the same register, each hand covering a fifth. These 
two variants are repeated. To this is added black and white note clusters, each 
hand spanning an octave, still in the same register. The resultant effect is 
aurally magnetic, hypnotic and seemingly not possible from a piano. The 
listener is not so much drawn into the effect, but pulled into the mechanical 
reverberations with a force that literally arrests one's attention. This 
repetitive music might be called motoric minimaIism. Rzewski builds the 
dynamic of this writing for the first eight measures. With the octave clusters 
alternating back and forth like the mechanical workings of the machine, the 

performer now uses the right forearm to achieve extended upper clusters. At 
first sounding like more gears winding up, the notes begin to outline a G-flat 
scale with an added raised 'blues' sixth. With the drone rambling on at a forte, 

the upper clusters are marked ppp, and "are intended rather as a subtle 
coloration to the underlying drone."132 This effect is carried on until at 
measure 25, the clusters begin to move in contrary motion to each other, 

diminishing in volume and density until at measure 33 only alternating 
semitones remain. At this point Rzewski introduces a minimalistic section. 
One of the intents of minimalism is to draw the listener to the fundamental 
level of sound itself. Rzewski has achieved this from the beginning of this 
piece. With harmonic stasis achieved through a ceaseless repetition of 

material with an unchanging pulse, use of simple harmony, and elongation 
of single notes, the listener is mesmerized with anticipation of where one is 
going, and what will come next. In Rzewski's Ivan's Piece: Automatic Music 

of 1967, he states, 

the player's object is to maintain the music at a constant median level of 
intensity and density. All of this activity is directed at neutralizing every 
tendency of the music to drop below or rise above this imagined ideal 
level. 

The left hand continues to represent the machinery, first rolling over 

and over softly, then ever gaining in intensity to fff. At measure 39 Rzewski 

132 Rzewski Interview. 
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finally introduces a chord recognizable as a harmony. fu the ensuing 
measures this chord outlines a blues pattern of twelve measures. Then at 
measure 51, with the machinery pounding the ears at fff, one hears the 
chorus from the protest tune. Performance instructions demand that the 
expressive variations of the right hand must always be subordinate to the left 
hand. One of Rzewski's intents in this piece is to reverse the roles of the 
performers hands, with the left hand dominating.133 At measure 59, repeated 
six times, the machinery again takes over until at measure 60 we hear, ever so 
barely, the germination of Rzewski's stretto technique. Pounded over and 
again we hear the strains of "Old man Sargent" and "1 got the blues." At 
measure 69, from opposite extremes of the keyboard, in contrary motion of 

perpetual alternating right-left sixteenth note chords, the music battles with 
itself to a ffff climax, as if the machine is being pushed and pushed to the 
limits of its power. These chords also stretch the limits of the performer. 
Spanning the interval of parallel ninths, in rapid succession. These chords are 
structurally built in perfect fifths rather than thirds, as in traditional 
harmony. But if one reads these chords diagonally according to the top, 

middle, or bottom voice, one achieves tertian harmony. If there is 
significance to this, this author has not yet found it. At measure 81, then, with 
the damper pedal left down, there are five measures of rest. The resonance of 
the inner workings of the piano achieves the affect of a rumbling machine. It 
is astounding! 

Rzewski wished to divide his piano piece into two parts. Once again 
the predilection to balance of duration: the first half is eighty measures, the 
second fifty-four. The purpose of the first part is to present the music as grim 
and grinding. It is unpleasant, and it gets worse. That is the intent. The first 
part is to show the unpleasantness of the work, until there is the explOSion, 
"no way out," at measure 80, "to make the music sound like this, as one stuck 
to a factory job." 134 

133 Rzewski Interview. 
134 Rzewski Interview. 
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At measure 86, now in the key of B-flat major, and into the meter of 
12/8 at measure 87, the music moves into a pianistic blues section. Instead of 
improvised, this particular rendition of 'blues' is notated fully. Rzewski does 
not follow the standard 12-bar formula, instead following the example of Pete 
Seeger, who extended the blues format to sixteen bars. But Rzewski does use 
the traditional blues notes of the flatted third, sixth and seventh scale degrees, 
as well as usage of the grace-note slide. The music is Gershwin-like, 
unabashed and sloppy, with a sentimental treatment of the blues theme. It is 

not intended to be ironic, but rather a realistic presentation of the human 
condition. "There is the wistful idea of being in heaven, but everything is still 
the same as before: get what you can." 135 What one does hear throughout 

this section is the repetition of the melodic fragments of the protest tune, 
especially the pick-up of the chorus, "I got the blues." This phrase is used over 
and again throughout the section, and is a primary unifying element of the 

entire piece. With the use of the flatted third scale degree, Rzewski achieves 
not only a wavering back and forth between the major and minor tonalities 
of the tonic (see measures 88, 89, 95, and 99-100), but at times he applies the 
simultaneous use of the augmented unison to create the desired dissonance, 
thereby extending the tonal and color palate of the blues section so that the 

listener will realize that this is not a mere imitation of blues style (see 
measures 90, 91, 92, 94, etc.). Rzewski also uses diminished and augmented 
triads to expand fu..'i:her these tonal and color palates (measures 91,92, and 
103). At the end of measure 104, on the words "I got the blues," moving from 
the dominant to the tonic downbeat of measure 105, the Chopinesque 

arpeggio figuration, which was found in Dreadful Memories, is utilized once 
again for two measures. In these arpeggios Rzewski uses tones 1,3,4,5,6, and 
7 of the B-flat major scale. In addition he adds a sharp-1 (b-natural), flat-3 (D
flat), sharp-4 (E-natural), and flat-7 (A-flat). One will note that the second scale 

degree is missing from this arpeggiation. Rzewski uses the C only twice in 
this section, and not in the arpeggiation. In measure 105 one finds a C-sharp 
resolved to the C-natural two beats later, in the right hand melody of "I got 
the blues." These two measures climax on the downbeat of measure 107, 

135 Rzewski Interview. 
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where the left hand arpeggio figuration uses nearly all the chromatic scale 

notes from B-flat, less the sharp-5 or flatted-6, and no b-natural or c-flat, so 

that one always is aware of the tonic note. This chromatic arpeggio sounds 

like a blues progression, condensed. The right hand thirds add an augmented 

first note, including the B-flat chord on the downbeat, to increase the 
chromatic blues effect. Following this blues arpeggio the music returns to the 

semitone drone of the cotton mill in the left hand, while the right hand 
continues to sing "Got the Winnsb'ro Cotton Mill Blues" (measure 109-110). 

At measure 111 there is a return to the 4/4 meter after a diminuendo to 
ppp and a continuation of the grinding of the mill machinery. In measure 112 

the left hand, in the very lower register, first at fifths, then thirds, and then 
unisons, quotes the opening line of the protest song. Then at measure 113 the 

right hand, in single notes, resounds the verse of the protest tune in G-flat 

major. At measure 117 the music breaks suddenly into the Rzewski melodic
fragment stretto overlaying in the most technically demanding sections of the 
entire ballad set. In complex meter, with complicated and intricate rhythms 

both between the hands and within each hand individually, hand exchanges 

of the voices, register leaps, wide reaches of ninths and tenths for both hands, 

and dense textures, the performer is challenged to the maximum, especially 

as this music occurs at not only the near end of the piece - bringing the music 
to a .... l apex - but also the final piece of the set. The mental and physical 

reqUirements can be excruciating. However, this segment is crucial, for its 
magnitude, intensity, and forcefulness carry the power of the music to its 

heights in the piece, as well as to the climax of the set. Here Rzewski makes 

specific reference to the music of Chopin - specifically the next to the last page 

of the fourth ballade. It is Rzewski's purpose to make the writing 

extraordinarily difficult, and almost impossible. In interview, Rzewski stated 

that he puts one or two formidable sections into every piano piece "to insure 

that a mediocre pianist cannot play it." 136 

136 Rzewski Interview. 
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It is also Rzewski's intent to divide this second half of the piece into 
another two parts, as the entire piece is set. Again, the first part is simple, the 
second complex. The manner in which Rzewski carries this culmination to 

its denouement is skillful and imaginative. At measure 133 right and left 
hands pound away in the highest register of the piano. With a decrescendo, at 
measure 136, changing to F-major, the opening tonality of the piece, we 

finally get the original setting of the protest song. The right hand maintains 
the simple tonality and simplicity of the tune. Conversely, the left hand 

approaches the bawdy style of boogie-woogie. The song moves with speed, 
enthusiasm, and agility to its conclusion at measure 146, where the performer 
pounds the keyboard with the elbows at a ff. in diminishing clusters, both 
dynamically and in density, the right arm moving on a black note pentatonic 

scale, the left arm on a white note pentatonic scale beginning on 'C' until, in 
the following measure, the music returns to the obstinate grinding of the 

gears of the cotton mill until the machine finally comes to a halt. 

The creativity and imagination used to depict the mill in this piece is 
extraordinary. Winnsboro Cotton Mill Blues will find its place at the top of 
the ranks of the repertoire for the piano for its use of traditional notation and 

performance with ingenuity and originality to create a piece so unusual, 

authentic, and meritorious so as to endure the test of time. 

It is important to note that there is also a two-piano version of this 

piece, which Rzewski and Ursula Oppens have performed in concert. The 
score of this setting has not yet been made available to this author, and so an 

analysis of this setting will appear in a later publication. 



OTHER PIANO MUSIC 

Rzewski has written a great deal of solo piano music, too much to 
cover in this document. This author has therefore selected a few pieces to 
highlight Rzewski's style and development over time. 

SQUARES 
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Squares was written for the American pianist, Paul Jacobs. Not 
specifically programmatic, Squares is also about relationships, as are the 
Ballads. In this case it is the relationship of "intervals and dynamic formal 
considerations, rather than those of society in a larger sense. The slightly 
expanded tonal language exploits the piano's expressive capabilities and 
prismatic effects through Rzewski's exuberant writing." 137 Rzewski states 

from an interview on March 3,1993, these four pieces are all based on the 
same form: a symmetrical grid of 8 x 8 bars; that is, eight phrases of eight bars, 
with each piece set as differently as possible and therefore as different as 
possible from each other. Also, the set of four pieces constitutes a 'square' 
since all four are based on the same structure and have the same duration- if 

the performer follows the proper tempo markings without improvisation. 
"Having imposed this formal limitation upon myself, I tried to create a 
situation in which each piece would be as different as possible in character 
from all the others."138 The first of the set, Squall, was written on September 
1,1978, which is International Peace Day, and also the anniversary of Hitler 

invading Poland, very significant to Rzewski, who is of Jewish-Polish descent. 
The first half of the piece depicts War, with as much happening as possible. 
Fifty-five measures in length, there is hyperactivity in figuration and density 
contrasted with slow-moving rhythmic durations and thin textures. The 
dynamics are contrasted abruptly, as is the registration on the keyboard. The 

rhythm is not so complex, but contrasts itself within varied subdivisions of 
the beat, based on the quarter note: there are sub-divisions of twelve (m. 5), 

nine (m. 1), eight (m. 26), five (m. 46), four (m. 4), three (m. 11), two-m. 13), 

137 Frederic Rzewski recording liner notes, North American Ballads and Squares. 
138 Frederic Rzewski recording liner notes, North American Ballads and Squares. 
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and one (m. 12). Also within this section is a constant fluctuation of meter, 
adding to the complexity of the constant forward motion of the music. 
Harmonically one finds the Rzewski predilection for dissonance - tritones, 
seconds, sevenths and ninths, augmented unisons - all used as single 
intervals and in combinations of stacked chords. The music builds in 
intensity through rhythmic configuration as well as density and broad 
registralleaps. These are all trademarks of the Rzewski style. At the end of 
measure 55 there is a fff accent on a the lowest B in the bass register of the 
piano. At this point there is a 20/4 measure sustaining the low B. This section 
of almost no activity is meant to depict Peace, with almost nothing happening 
in the music. The intent of the two contrasting sections is for the listener to 
decide which is more interesting-activity or duration. In the second section 
one finds again the tritone, seconds, sevenths, ninths and augmented 
unisons as intervals in melodic configurations as well as a few very widely 
spaced chords. 

The second piece in the set is entitled Hyenas, and is based on a poem 

of the same name by Pablo Neruda. The obvious content of the music is the 
scream of the Hyenas. Highlighted throughout the entire piece are dense 
chords and consecutive seconds used in running sixteenth-note 
configurations. The effect is boggling to the ears and is a very accurate 
depiction of the hyena screams. It is important to look at the content of the 

chords. The first set of chords at measure 6 are whole-tone clusters. At 
measure 12, in the left hand, are superimposed augmented triads alternating 
with whole-tone clusters, while the right hand plays augmented triads with 
the seventh and ninth alternating with a diminished triad with an added 
seventh and ninth. In measure 14, in the right, we find a minor triad with the 
seventh and ninth and the major triad with. the seventh and ninth. At 
measure 16 Rzewski uses triads of many qualities (major, minor and 
diminished) in inversions with an added sixth. One finds these chords used 
throughout the rest of the piece, often with added augmented octaves, 
creating even more dissonance. At measure 67 with the constant alternating 
repetition of the intervals of the second, the music takes on minimalistic 

tendencies. After the improvised cadenza, Rzewski notates this repetition, 



(Any number of repetitions per bar), the piece diminishing to pp with a 
gradual return to the screaming hyenas. 
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The third piece of the set is called Noctamble, which is meant to be a 

warm Tuscany summer night watching and listening to the insects. This 
piece is reminiscent of "Musiques Nocturnes" from Bart6k's Out of Doors 

suite. Bart6k uses clusters and dissonant intervals of seconds, ninths (m.9-12) 
both as simultaneous intervals and as figurations to help transport the 
listener to the nocturnal world of the insect. With the use of sevenths, 
diminished and augmented octaves, ninths, seconds, and tritones, used either 

as intervals-simultaneous (m.1-3) or tremolos (m.7-11) - or as stacked chords 
(m.5-6), or as melodic figurations, (m.S), the effect which Rzewski creates 

carries his listener into the nocturnal tapestry of the evening air. This time it 

is a mood environment in lush chords and hyper-figurations rather than the 
insect-effect. Rzewski takes advantage of the Bart6k example, using his own 
music to build the piece in intensity to a climax three measures before the 

end. Using triple-stave notation, the mounting crescendo and thE: density is 

deafening to the ears, much as it might be with a swarm of cicadas, then the 
sound dying away to the final chords. 

The final piece of the set is entitled Sideshow and is politically 

associated and inspired. The title is, in Rzewski's words, "only a quote, and 
has nothing to do with the music." Duri.."1.g America's participation in the war 
in Viet-Nam, Henry Kissinger served as Secretary of State. Speaking on the 

issue of the bombing of Cambodia, Kissinger called the action a "sideshow," 
and thus the title. The music is the most minimalistic of the set in its writing, 
and is also the least complex musically and harmOnically, the thinnest 

texturally, as well as the most static rhythmically. The music moves in an 
aimless wandering through the use of repetitive arpeggiation, both in 

figuration and in pitch. The composition uses the least amount of dissonance 

pOSSible, although maintaining enough for Rzewski to create an 
extraordinary discomfort for the listener. The intent and the effect of the 

music is sarcastic as well as caustic. 
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RZEWSKI AND 12-TONE 

Rzewski's 12-tone compositions are focused in the 1980s and early 
1990s. In a piece for voice and piano, Antigone Legend from 1982, is a one
hour setting of Bertolt Brecht's poem for voice and piano. Herein Rzewski 
devised a technique using all-interval rows. The series are all the same and 
all the intervals are symmetrical. 

In his solo piano music Rzewski usually uses small intervals instead of 
large ones so that it does not sound like 12-tone, but more like modes or 
scales. Rzewski's idea is to hang on to six or seven tones for a long time, and 
that is how he achieves the sound of the scales or modes. The two keyboard 
pieces which illustrate best Rzewski's use of 12-tone technique are Bumps and 
The Turtle and the Crane. The latter was composed in 1982. The opening 

scoring of The Turtle is almost minimalistic. Within this piece one revisits 
the familiar Rzewski chords built on dissonant intervals: seconds, sevenths, 
ninths and tritones. The repetition of the figurations creates motives, adding 
to the music not sounding serial. With the continued alternation of thematic 
figurations, the listener recognizes the contrast in composition and thus the 
difference between the turtle and the crane. 

Bumps was composed for Rzewski's friend and colleague, Steve Lacy, 
(see section on Musicians and Performers). Again in this piece one hears the 
repetition of notes and intervals creating motives which create a modal 
feeling. Once again one meets the Rzewski chords built in dissonant 
intervals. Within the scoring Rzewski uses non-pitch gestures, adding 

another dimension to the series. Here the performer knocks on the keyboard 
lid. Rzewski also uses tremolos and repeated arpeggiation, also found in his 
other 12-tone scores. 

Often, twelve-tone music contains fewer constraints on rhythm, 
register, and large scale structure than the pieces written within a tonal 

system. As such, Rzewski uses his imagination to create whatever textures he 
wishes, and his use of system music then becomes fascinating and arresting. 
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LUDES 

Ludes is a collection of twenty-four short character sketches of 

winsome simplicity. Commissioned by the Westdeutscher Rundfunk K6ln 

(West German Radio in Cologne), the title refers to their character as prelude, 
postlude, or interludes. The number 24 places them in the long piano prelude 

tradition. 

Not all of the pieces are technically challenging. They include a pair of 
lovely solo arias for the right and left hand and a couple of delicate 
studies in atmospherics. But the pieces demand a sensitive touch and a 
gift for emotional tact.139 

These pieces employ many of the Rzewski trademark compositional 
techniques: extreme dynamic and textural juxtapositions; extreme registral 

writing; fast alternation between the two hands; sudden tempo changes; rapid 

arpeggiation; and dense, dissonant chords. The writing is less complex 
rhythmically than the North American Ballads: technically not as 

demanding, especially with regard to endurance, with no extreme demands 
on the size of the hand; and harmonically less abrasive, with less abrupt 

dissonance. There is a fair amount of unison-octave writing between the 

hands. All of these characteristics aptly fit the pieces as a set of preludes. 

SONATA for PIANO 

Rzewski's Sonata is dedicated to his friend and colleague Henri 

Pousseur, head of the composition department at the Royal Conservatory in 

liege, Belgium. It is three movements in length and was composed in 1991. 

Joshua Kossman very aptly describes the music of this piece: 

This edgy, magnificently abrasive piece runs about thirty minutes, and, 
once again, variation technique is at the heart of its musical workings. The 
central movement consists of a haunting, somewhat diffuse fantasy on 
'Taps'; the finale is an antic group of variations on 'L'Homme Arme,' the 
popular fourteenth century song to which Renaissance composers turned 
for source material for two centuries. But the sonatas center of gravity is 

139 Joshua Kosman, "Improvising with a Pencil: The piano music of Frederic Rzewski." 
Piano and Keyboard. No. 161. (Marchi April, 1993) : 36. 



the first movement, a densely packed free-for-all in which Rzewski 
throws together six incongruous themes - 'Ring Around the Rosy,' 'Santa 
Claus Is Coming To Town,' 'L 'Homme Arme' again, 'When Johnny Comes 
Marching Home,' John Lennon's 'Give Peace a Chance,' and 'Three Blind 
Mice' - and lets them flail away at one another. As if this thematic 
overcrowding were not enough, Rzewski ups the ante by employing a 
deliberately claustrophobic formal scheme. The movement is arranged in a 
series of sections, each of which is exactly half as long as the preceding 
one; gradually the musical substance is forced into tighter and tighter 
spaces until the movement collapses in on itself in a kind of musical black 
hole. Rzewski's choice of thematic material may seem peculiar, and he 
himself concedes that the piece is made up of 'silly tunes.' But like some 
other recent works, the Sunata grew out of Rzewski's attempts to capture 
the fluency and immediacy of his improvisations in a finished score, and 
he attributes the presence of some of those 'silly tunes' to the workings of 
his unfettered imagination. 140 

MAYNYINGELE 
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Mayn Yingele (My Little Boy) is a set of variations on a traditional 

Yiddish ballad with words by Morris Rosenfeld (1887) as it appears in Pete 

Seeger's anthology Carry It On! (Simon and Schuster, New York, 1985). The 

song tells of a worker who never sees his little son awake: 

Di arbet traybt mikh fri aroys 
Un lozt mikh shpet tsurik; 

0, fremd iz mir mayn eygn layb, 

o fremd mayn kinds a blik! 

Yen du dervahkst, mayn kind, 
Gefinstu mikh nit mer ... 

My work drives me out early, 

And makes me come back late; 

My body is a stranger 

A stranger is my child! 

One day he sings, 
When you awake my child, 
you will not find me anymore ... 

The piece is this theme with twenty-four variations. Rzewski began 

writing the piece on November 7, 1988-the fiftieth anniversary of the 

Kristallnacht, the night the Nazis destroyed the Jewish synagogue in Berlin. 

This is another variation set composed for Ursula Oppens. It is meant as a 

kind of meditation on that vanished part of the Jewish culture whose absence 

140 Kosman 36. 
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conditions so strongly the culture of the survivors. Here again, Rzewski takes 

a folk-song as a theme, and writes variations on it. The music is some of his 

tenderest and most haunting. The piece is shaped by the nature of the theme, 

and 
droops with loving sadness over its minor harmonies. As the piece progresses, 
and the theme and even its harmonic structure seem to have vanished beneath a 
haze of pianistic display, the mood of melancholy, and the intimate bond it 
forges between performer and listener, remains audible. The piece ends with a 
pure burst of emotion, a vast swelling chordal trill that seems to encapsulate and 
give vent to the music's innermost sorrows. 141 

Each variation is short, the entire set performed in thirteen minutes, 

with an optional cadenza between variations 22 and 23. Due to the subject 

matter, Mayn YingeZe is more subdued than most of Rzewski's solo piano 

music. 

141 Kosman 34. 



FREDERIC ANTHONY RZEWSKI: WORKS LIST 

CHAIN OF THOUGHT (piano solo,S'; 1953) 
TABAKRAUCH (piano Solo, IS'; 1954) 
PRELUDES (piano Solo, 15': 1957) 
POEM (Piano Solo, 15'; 1958) 
INTRODUCTION AND SONATA (Two Pianos, 35'; 1959) 
STUDY 2 (DREAMS) (piano solo, 15'; 1961) 
REQUIEM, PART I (Speaker, men's choir, piano, tubular chimes, woodblock, radio, 
bull-roarer, organ [or electronic simulation], jew's harp; 1963-67) 
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SPECULUM DIANAE (8 players [semi-improvisational, any instruments], 16'; 1964) 
SELFPORTRAIT (One player, any sounds, indeterminate duration; 1964) 
NATURE MORTE (Chamber orchestra, 16'; 1964) 
ZOOILOGISCHER GARTEN (Electronic tape, 23';1965) 
PROSE PIECES (For improvising ensemble, any duration; 1967-68) 
LES MOUTONS de P ANURGE (Any number of melody instruments, ca. 20';1968) 
LAST JUDGEMENT (Solo trombone, or any number of trombones in unison, 10'; 1969) 
JEFFERSON (Voice and Piano, 15'; 1970) 
FREUD (Solo voice, 8'; 1970) 
FALLING MUSIC (Piano solo, or amplified piano with tape, 18'; 1971) 
COMING TOGETHER (Speaker and variable instrumental ensemble, 20'; 1971) 
ATTICA (Speaker and variable instrumental ensemble, 10'; 1972) 
SECOND STRUCTURE (Prose text for improvisation, ca. 20'; 1972) 
SONGS (Voice and piano, ca. 20'; 1973-83) 
STRUGGLE SONG (Voice and variable instrumental accompaniment, 6'; 1973) 
STRUGGLE SONG (Arranged by George Rose for chorus [SA TB]; 1983) 
NO PLACE TO GO BUT AROUND (Piano solo, 15'; 1974) 
THIRTEEN INSTRUMENTAL STUDIES (Variable instrumental ensemble, ca. 60'; 
1972-77) 
THE PEOPLE UNITED WILL NEVER BE DEFEATED! ( Piano solo, 55'; 1975) 
SONG AND DANCE (Flute, bass, clarinet, vibraphone, contrabass, 22'; 1976) 
FOUR PIECES (piano solo, 30'; 1977) 
SQUARES (piano solo, 15'; 1978) 
MOONRISE WITH MEMORIES (Bass trombone and any six soprano range 
instruments,12'; 1978) 
NORTH AMERICAN BALLADS (piano 5010,25'; 1979) 
THREE PIECES (Soprano sax, trombone and piano, 15'; 1979) 
A LONG TIME MAN (piano and orchestra, 25'; 1979) 
THE PRICE OF OIL (2 voices or vocal groups, 8 groups of amplified pipes, two similar 
instrumental ensembles, 35'; 1980) 
THE HOUSEWIFE'S LAMENT (Harpsichord solo, 12'; 1980) 
WINNSBORO COTTON MILL BLUES (Two pianos, 10'; 1980) 
LE SILENCE des ESPACES INFINIS (Any solo instrument, women's chorus, 7 
orchestral groups, tape, 22'; 1980) 
ARIA (Flute solo, 8'; 1981) 
PENNYWHISTLERS (Recorder solo, 20'; 1981) 
SNACKS (Solo voice with or without chorus and instruments, 15'; 1981) 
ANTIGONE-LEGEND (Voice and piano, 60'; 1982) 
SATYRICA (Concert band [flute-clarinet-4 saxaphones {SATB}-5trumpets-2homs-4 
trombones-bass trombone-tuba-gt-piano-vibes-synth-percussion-bass], 20'; 1983) 



UNA BREVE STORIA d'ESTATE (Three flutes and orchestra, 15'; 1983) 
A MACHINE (Two pianos, 12'; 1984) 
MAYAKOVSKY (Speaker, piano, string quartet, 15'; 1984) 
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MARY'S DREAM (Soprano voice, contrabass clarinet, cello, perc, piano, 15'; 1984) 
WAILS (Bass clarinet [also soprano sax in E-flat]-2 percussion and piano, 13'; 1984) 
THE PERSIANS (Les PERSES)(DIE PERSER) (Music theater, based on Aeschylus, 4 
singers,S actors, bass clarinet[also contrabass clarinet and soprano sax], 2 percussion, 
trombone, contrabass[also electronic-bass], piano, 90'; 1985) 
LOST AND FOUND (Solo speaking percussionist, 7'; 1985) 
TO THE EARTH (Solo speaking percussionist, 10"; 1985) 
FORCE (''Musikspiel'' for 2 speakers, single or double trio [plucker, blower, 
noisemaker], and weigher[optional], 16'; 1985) 
CHAINS (12 "TV Operas" for voice and 6 musidans, 40'; 1986) 
SPOTS (13 pieces for any four instruments, 15'; 1986) 
EGGS (piano solo, 15'; 1986) 
STEPTANGLE (piano solo, 3'; 1986) 
DON'T HAVE IT TODAY (Speaking contrabass solo, 6'; 1986) 
TINKLEBERRIES (A collection of ditties for voice, with and without accompaniment, 
15';1980-90) 
THE TRIUMPH OF DEATH (Staged oratorio, adapted from Peter Weiss, 4 voices and 
string quartet, 110'; 1987-88) 
THE TURTLE AND THE CRANE (Piano solo, 15'; 1988) 
THE WAVES (Speaker and variable instrument ensemble, 15'; 1988) 
MAYN YINGELE (piano solo, 10'; 1988) 
THE LOST MELODY (Clarinet and piano, 2 percussion, 15'; 1989) 
FANTASY (Piano solo,S'; 1989) 
ROSES (Flute-clarinet-trumpet-tuba-percussion-violin-cello-accordion, 15'; 1989) 
AERIAL TARTS (Flute-clarinet [or sax] violin, cello, 2 percussion and piano, 12'; 
1990) 
WHANGDOODLES (Violin-hammered duldmer [and other optional mallet 
instruments]-piano, 20'; 1990) 
SHTICK (Oarinet or soprano saxophone solo, 14'; 1990) 
BUMPS (piano solo, 15'; 1990) 
LUDES (piano solo, 25'; 1990-91) 
SONATA (piano solo, 30'; 1991) 
ANDANTE CON MOTO (piano solo, 15'; 1992) 
DE PROFUNDIS (piano solo, 25'; 1992) 
KNIGHT (Cello solo,S'; 1992) 
A LIFE (Piano solo, 4'33"; 1992) 
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CONCLUSION 

Genius in music is the ability either to produce something new, or to 
transform old habits into a new and/or different language. Rzewski is in the 

class of the latter. He has taken old forms, such as variation, cantus firmus, 
and the keyboard ballade, altered the format and venue in which the music is 

clothed, written an innovative menu from which to draw his ideas, and then 
set down in graphic form, notation which extends his elements to 

maripulate the acoustic images he has created. Rzewski's music is unique. By 

introducing the sounds of his culture with a striking originality by mingling 

folk-protest tunes with contemporary and avant-garde idioms, he has 
formulated a distinctive st'jle. Excerpting the music of his milieu, Rzewski 

uses his nuclear motives in an unusual marriage of melody, 
individualization of harmony, and extension and complication of rhythms 
resulting in an evocative power which arrests his listeners. 

Rzewski sits on the far left of the political spectrum. He works for 

change, believes in change, and struggles for awareness, both for himself and 
for others. His music is a reflection of his efforts. That his music is often the 
subject of written discussion, review, and criticism, confirms his desires to 

reach an audience. How far-reaching is this audience? Time will tell, but as an 

anecdote to his popularity and exposure, in a recent television talk show in 
Germany, an audience member was asked about her favorite music. She 
named Rzewski. Unknown to the talk-show host, he proceeded to inquire 

about the music, as well as poke fun. Who would ever guess that in a 

syndicated national program, no matter where, that Rzewski would be the 
topic of conversation? The popularity of Rzewski's music is obviously 
growing. 

I do not think that a composer can choose his/her audience, unless one 

sacrifices individuality and freedom in order to conform to the particular 

specifications and demands of a group. Rather, Rzewski has spontaneously 
landed in his own niche. Through his own personal involvement in the 

plethora of developments of classical, contemporary, avant-garde, jazz, and 

folk musics, at many levels spanning several years, he has developed an 
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individual style through experimentation with gesture, form, and intent. In 

the process, his music has gone through a synthesis of development resulting 

in the formation of a characteristic style. I would not label his music as 
'invention,' for it is not something new. Rather, it might be called 
'subvention,' for the music draws from pre-existing forms and techniques and 
is pieced together in a fresh, creative, and distinctive manner. 

Some critics and writers have labeled Rzewski's piano music as 

'romantic,' or 'neo-romantic,' as the case may be. There are many reasons why 
his music might be categorized as such. First, Rzewski has chosen to use the 

term Ballads, both after the folk song idiom and after the ballade form of the 

Romantic period. The North American Ballads all subscribe to this format
there is much keyboard figuration, as with Chopin, much of which is very 
virtuosic and filled with bravura in technical as well as musical demands; the 

extreme ranges of the piano are utilized; there is a use of a definitive tonal 

language; there is frequent use of extreme dynamics and sudden dynamic 
changes; and above all, they are narrative in style. Rzewski also uses the 
variation format, much along the same lines as Brahms' Handel Variations, 

or any of the Schumann sets, such as the Davidsbundlertiinze, especially with 
the choice of simple harmonic and melodic themes. 

Rzewski chooses over and again the use of extant melodies. In so doing 
one might think that he has limited already his choice of form and technique, 

but this is not so. As shown in this paper, the imaginative settings seem 
infinite. Rzewski spews out endlessly phrase after phrase of thoughtful 
music. The careful craftsmanship devoted to the writing creates an artful 
architecture and a sound resonance which echoes in the memory. 

There are many aspects of Rzewski's music which have become his 
signature. His uses of extant melodies in the Bach cantus firmus method 
reach beyond a compositional device to create a new and innovative style. 

When something is repeated enough, the repetition creates a memory bank 
from which behavior patterns are established, as our music is formed by 

Western tradition in melody and harmony. So it is with these ballads by 



Rzewski. The repetition of a technique becomes recognizable as a style. 

Nachum Schoffman describes this phenomenon in a chapter entitled 

"Determinacy as a Result of Repetition:" 

141 

Advertisers and propagandists know that anything at all, no matter how 
arbitrary or meaningless, will come to be perceived as acceptable and reasonable 
if it is only repeated often enough and insistently enough. This principle is also 
applicable to groups of chords. The repetition of chords can itself provide an 
element of determinacy, even though the chords themselves may not warrant it. 
In traditional functional harmony, b!:oups of chords are repeated over and over, 
since the same functions recur frequently. 

Only when a group of chords is not immediately intelligible in functional terms, 
does the effect of its repetition influence its degree of determinacy. The 
continuum of changing perception here is from functionality to symmetry. The 
less the chords are functional, the more the symmetry of their repetitions lends 
them to determinacy.142 

The manner in which Rzewski uses folk melodies one could call 

serialistic, but it is not twelve-tone. At times, every fiber of the musical fabric 

is from the protest tune, and therefore the usage is systematic. The listener 
perceives this. Rzewski's manipulation of his musical grammar creates new 

and exciting directions. Yet, Rzewski uses a musical style which expresses best 

the 'Americana' style through the use of ballad harmonies, folk songs, blues, 

gospel style, bOOgie-woogie, and walking bass. Rzewski's stylistic fusions 

create a music which is genuinely gripping, and the stirring evocation of the 

American protest songs in the North American Ballads reaches into the 

audience, stretching and transforming the aural palate to a realization that 

one has been listening to something unheard before. Rzewski's musical 

contributions will continue to be realized as his compositions gain 

recognition through continued performance and recording. Rzewski 
continues to work, question, and reassess his musical compositions as well as 

his ideas for writing and for life. These attributes allow him continued 

growth, and we, the public, can look forward to his yet, unwritten work. 

142 Nachum Schoffman, From Chords to Simultaneities-Chordal Indeterminacy and 
the Failure of Serialism. (New York: Greenwood Press, 1990) : 49. 
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It is the hope of this author that these pages will stir a curiosity within 
the reader to seek out Rzewski's music, for the resultant challenge is 
rewarding, and will add a new and deeper dimension to one's awareness of 
the intent of the music - an artful expression of life. 
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APPENDIX I 

ANNOTATED SCORE OFlHE 

NORTH AMERICAN BALLADS 

by 

FREDERIC RZEWSKI 

© 1982 by ZEN-ON Music Co., Ltd. 
All Rights Reserved 

Used by permission of European American Music Distributors Corporation, sole U.s. 
and Canadian agent for ZEN-ON Co., Ltd. 

This section is provided for the reader as a companion to the 
descriptive analysis from the previous pages. 1his author expresses gratitude 
to Zen-On publishers for their graciousness in allowing the score to be 
presented in full, thus allowing the reader a graphic and therefore easier 
understanding and comprehension of the analysis of the four ballads. 

The annotated score analysis of each ballad is preceded by the music of 
the original folk song. The phrases of the song are subdivided and labeled 
with Roman Numerals (e.g .. I, II, lIa, lIb, etc.). Each of these melodic motives 
is used by Rzewski, in whole or in part, throughout each of his settings of the 

tunes. These motives are highlighted by geometric figures drawn around 
them, and labeled with the appropriate Roman Numeral as corresponds to 
the motives from the original tune. Because of the motivic overlaying used 
by Rzewski in the ballads, this particular method of annotated analysis was 

chosen for the sake of clarity, and therefore more easily comprehensible to the 
reader. 
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DREADFUL MEMORIES 

n m IV 

~ 
; 

D~ ~ A~ E~7 

I! ~IIII& J J )1 ~ 

J e J- » Jl Jl J- r- p ;oj c:l I e 

DREAD - Fl.JL MEM - 'RIES. bow they Iin- ger. bow they paiD my pre- cious soul. 

V 

A~ D~ ~ 
; 

A~ D~ E~7 A~ 

I! ~IIII& J- J7 Jl J I J )1 )1 J- I r- Jl fJ El I i. 

Lit - Ue chi!- den. sick and bun - gfy. sick and bun - gfy. weak and cold. 

A~ D~ ~ A~ E~7 

I <j ~IIII& J- l' Jl J J )1 )1 J JI F B r J cJ I r- J I 
Lit - Ue chi! - dreo. cold and bun- gfy. with - out an - y food to eat at all. They 

A~ D~ A~ A~ D~ E~7 A~ 

J- /J jl J I )lj )1 Jl J ]1 U EJr lJ B I J 
bad no clothes to put 00 their bod - ies. they bad 00 shoes to put 00 their feet. 

A~(CHORUS) D~ A~ A~ E~7 

14 ~"II& J- ) J1 J I J )1 J1 W- I r- p --fj c::i I e 

DREAD- FUL MEM- 'RIES. bow they Iin- ger. bow they fill my beart with pain. 

A~ D~ A~ A~ D~ E~7 A~ 

I' ~I",~ J I J n I 
... n I J II J- J> Jl Jl W- r- )1 U f 

Oh_ how hard I've tried to for - get them. But find it all io vaio. 
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NORTH AMERICAN BALLADS 

For Paul Jacobs 

1. Dreadful memories 
(After Aunt Molly Jackson) 

J _ 9?196. with •• ~ aw!~1IC pace; afterwards 
~ fleDbletempi tbroupoa!-__ - __ 

-.p~. ~ 

t kgctissimo; with cbundDnt Pl'dal 
P -_ - -

12) - ~ 

Frederic Rzewski 
14-15 Noy. 1978 

....---::-; . 
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__ --'ILj 
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31 

26la little slower. hesitantly 

,L- ~~c. a-........ --------poco ril. ___ 

~ p.J~.J J~ __ ~ 1 Gll4rgando un POCO_%'o _ 
3~) ~ I~~~ ~( --
! cJ P :s:. "V I -s. f~ - .P -. ,. 
-'~ 

.J f 1.1 ., -
-

...t,. .... IY..:. ~] 1Il.-"lSZ. -fi!~- oW"" fI- 7"~ 
8------ -------------- ------ .l\t-1i... 

'JI: ~ 

35) Tempo:a Little !aater than Tempo I 

~ 
( 

:c. :n::. 'L It. 

41) -J -J-. New Theme 



147 

32 
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Somethinc like a Lullaby -lL 
~...;..-111-""'::~ 

80) 
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WHICH SIDE ARE YOU ON? 

m IV 
I j 1,..--

Bmin EminS F#min Bmin 

" #1 I J II r r r J I r r r I F r J J I r' r I 
Come all of you good work· =, good news 10 you I'll tell, Of 

V VI 
II 

F#min Emin Bmin F#7 Bmin 

" #1 F r J J I j J J I J J J J I J J. 
how the good old un . ion has come in here 10 dwell. 

I IT 

Bmin (CHORUS) A Bmin Bmin F#7 Bmin I' #1 J J I J J J J I J J Ii 

U 
WHICH SIDE ARE YOU ON? WHICH SIDE ARE YOU ON? 

Bmin A Bmin Bmin F#7 Bmin 

" #1 J J I J J J J I II J J •• J. 
WHICH SIDE ARE YOU ON? WHICH SIDE ARE YOU ON? 
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2. Which side are you on? 
(Mter Flcnmcc Reese) 

l)Spirited (J - 96/100) 

Copyrie!>1 Cl!146. 1966 by SlorlDki", M usicIne. 
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18) ::,r- =-- (0<:0 riL. 

21) 

.~ 

/>OCOaa:eL __ ~ 

} 24) r-::::. . -: e\ ril._ - - (0<:0 jl' ili i.1 " ;. . . "'" 

1-' ,. .. 
I poco .. !'" ..--;y fredy •. L - - ;;:--

"" brigl~k 
:c 

_i'fi .~.~ p e.pre"ltIO 

.. ., JI!-" 7 11 -
2f! ~ 11 1. }) _lTJ ))J rn 1-a1-;~rit. 

1-' - - I~ v_ .1 
"" '9' I J J 

• ., '-'" - ,-

30) a IU • CIUIn",~' 0 

"" J \ .L '-, I -

11-' :1:.1 \ ~ r ~ J .l I ~. C T· --
~I 

p - - ---;\ - -
-, I 

~ r \ ~ t L 1 
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33) ~ 

~ lightly 

- ·u moS$O _ 

~ ~> 
:> 

=!" 

:I:- ' 
:t:- ::t: 
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51- htl futer:: molto 1","",,0 
51) 

.g 7 .-:;' '!C :II:. U .• a.SO) _'" ~ __ ,I - ~ ... , ,1 I 

~ .. 
I'" .". 

I I :-. =~ ... :r fPP ....... : : ..... '": :-........ : 
h. r-r IJ J { 

-~ :n: ............ 

54) 
llilli -n"_ PP slow back to ori~n:1l t.,t;.1lO .f-:=-

I'" I~ .,.=---.,.. ._l 
~ ~:t: ~~~~"L.-

.. 
{ 

: -.-....... :~ ~ ••• ;."::->o ... 

56) 

{ . 
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66) r-::.~. r.=:-. ~_ ... 

70 

...... : 
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1/""' 

89) ~~" . (gliss.wilhpclm) 
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play each bar twice 
(sustain last chord of_each bar) 

96) 
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108) 

(Ped.)---I r f I PeL 

~!:I.=='='== 
(Ped.)----' Ped. f lI. Ped. r Ped. r Pcd._ 

124) .• •••••••.•• : • • • • • •• I 4>;. I 
:» 

{ : 

:> 
:> 



Optional (ree improvisation. subject to collowing conditions: 
1. Improvisation should begin as c sudden radical c:Iw>se. with DO "transition:' 

That is. there sbawd be no ambicuity about where the written music enda aDd where 
the improvisation bqias. The III&DDer in which this sense of a leap to a different 
kind of order is evoIced is left to the interpreter. A few simple limitations. boweftr,apply: 

2. Beein by alluding in some way to the tonality of B miDOr.This may be brief. 
End with & rather 101li: section in Cmizolydim (scaIe:C-D-E-F-G-A-sO-C). 

3. Improvisation may use techniques employed in written music(polytOna1 uaaspositions 
of theme, etc.) or DOt: but in any cue xbould represent a differeDt" side" of the same 
form(many different tonalities in the f'ust part,OIIe tonality in the second). 

4. Improvisation, if plAYed. showd bsl &I 1es::1 as long as the preceding 'WritteD music. 
s.1f no improvisation is played. pass immediately to the finale. 

finale(J - 961 
131 >- > »> 

Addendum 
Possible endin.: for 

improvisation: 

0] 
FP 

f P 
(attacca 

finale) 

(Dec. 1978) 
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DOWN BY THE RIVERSIDE 

Ia lb II 
D 

It 
In (~ j) J JII J J JI )i J ' ~ J~? I ~ J J. bl )1 ' J )lJ 

I'm gOD - na lay down my sword and shield. DOWN BY THE RIV-ER-SIDE. 

A D 

1& III ~ ; J- ),1 lJ J_J I ~ J J. II ' ; ,~ J JI J1 ;) J 
~ -DOWN BY THE RIV-ER SIDE. DOWN BY THE RIV - ER SIDE. I'm gOD - lIa 

D 

It III J I J) J Ji J I ~ J J. )1 ' ; JLfi J JI J J 
J1 

~ 

lay dowII my III sword and shield. DOWN BY THE RIV - ER SIDE. I'm gOIl- lIa 

A D (CHORUS) 

I' 
In Jl ;Ei; 3 I J J- ' ! J' J ; J J ji i 

'"----"' C( 

stu - dy war DO more. aiD~ gOD - 113 

IY V 
G D 

I t; In J> J. J J I J J J ; Wi lJ. J ; I J J J J WI 
~ 

stu - dy war 110 VI more. I ain~ gOD - D3 stu - dy war 110 more. I aill~ gOD - 113 

A D 

1£ ill J J. J J J) ; , I )1 j J J J W ji 
~ - "'---"", .. 

stu - dy war 110 more. ain~ gOIl - 113 

G D 

It III J> J. J ; I J J j J WI Ji J. J J I J J J J WI 
stu - dy war 110 more. I ain~ gOD - na stu - dy war 110 more. I ain~ gOD - 113 

A D 

I~ III ]J ;Ei; ~ z~ J. ' I J ~ I II 
t> JL-., 

stu - dy war 110 more. 



3. Down by the riverside 

1) J - 80188 

--===p==--

pp) J:. (PP)I: 
Which Side Are You On? theme 

4) 

~-

7) 

- (PP) ~-

10) 

13) 

(pp) 

> 

-~ 
(PP) 

Frederic R:ewski 
Feb. 3-4. 1979 
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4S 

JII.i~ (PP) II!! - (PP) 
fA sttSSO tnrtpo, "'" .,.". ndHzto c flnsibilc; quosi ....... ftmUUU: 

f 
x. -_____ ~ 

21) 

25) poco rit. poco rit. 

Oreadfu 1 and Whi ctl"s'"l:~I"'de"""~ 
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27) 

29 > ::I:. poco til. . ~- 1I~J.I ... 2 \1T 
... .. ' r-- -

.... IY, ..-\. Jjt.'- _°1,-r ~r-..,....-:= ,. :r.. .- ·~\dim. - - -.. - PP .e*. -
~--tl ..dLJ -.....;; -~- ~- -~ 

31 

f 
.g 

~ 

34) 
n pc>co =1. _ 

h~ ____________ ~ 



164 

47 

40) ""1l. r-~...IItl=====r-_[>oco rit.--=--

~1&(J _80/88) 
E _. __ Jt~_ .. _ 

43) :t~: ~ : .~ ~ ~ Lt.b - - "" :;: ~ 

: 
:&1 t - "It. .. 7 - ~subito - II#!_ 

:> ~ h=! b~· ~~ ~ ~ :I ~~ 

~ ~ 33"_ J .. 'l'lrt 
I I 

46) Which Side theme 
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.:I: .- :r:... 

(clusters) 

- 1i-J :> 

IJ _______________________________ - ---_______ - ____ -_ --- __ -----# 

== c"nt<d41t: 

--~--------------------~ 
~ ;:1: 8 _______ • ____ • __ ,,--"'::!:.._",,-

N.B If improvisation is rl:lyed. it ~hu\lln be :about.:ls lon!!.:'Is th«- pfccedinJ: written music. 
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WINNSBORO COlTON MILL BLUES 

fu Th n 
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Old maD Sar- gent, sit- tiDg al the desk, The damn' old fool WOD't give us a rest, 

r-:~ ______ ~m=-______ ~ N 
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He'd take the Dick - els off a dead man's eyes to buy Co- ca Co-]a and Es- ki- mo pies. 

v VI 
A (CHORUS) 0 • 07 
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I got the blues. I got theblues I got TIlE WINN5-BO-RO COT-TON-Mlll.. BLUES. 
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Lord- y. Lord- y. spool- in's hard, You know and I know, I dOD't have to tell, You 
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work for Tom Wal- SOD, got to work like hell. I got the blues. I got the 
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blues, I got TIlE WINNS - BO - RO COT-TON MIll BLUES. 



4. Wmnsboro cotton mill blues 

Semi-tone ostinato 

(black notes on y 

Ostinato cluster in 5ths 

Ostinato cluster in octaves 

C!982 by ZEN -ON Music Co.. Ltd. 
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May 1979 

169 



S2 

~::Sn;5n;n;3nnnl 
> -> 

8~H_ 

('"",pre comr sopra) 
N.B. If the pitches of the upp.uCarc)clustcrs are given precisely. they lire not necessarily to be so precise· 

ely executed. lind slili less are they 10 be crearl), 1Ie:zrd:tliey au inlended rather as ~ sublle color~
-tion o[ the underlying drone. 

170 



171 

S3 



54 

23) 

Ascending chromatic 

Ascending chromatic 

31) 

N.13 Continue to pl.y up?!'r clusters with rh:ht fore~rm;gr.dual1ycMnl:e 
Ca. smuothly "" posslbl~) to n~t of h~nd. then fin.:ers. 

172 



39) 
37) r--<3,,) 1I---{3x)>---'1 f 

I N.B. 

LH. St:111f'r" :tff 
N.Ii. (;r~~t ?!c must be ~ken to k~p the leIt h:md "t "const:ant (extremely loud) level. while 

m,,!nulI.mng at the same ~ime the expressive variations in the Intensity of the ri~ht h:md mdody. 
",,·Inch 1$ tflcrefore sometimes hardly Co be heard. 

173 

55 



56 

53) 

L--6x---' 

lIP 
> 

r---~(6x) 
I R.H.Ju:rdlyaudibka: I 
first. graduiU/y crest:. tof 
ppp 

174 



175 

57 

72) 

8 ______________ ~ 'I; r), usr································ ....... _ ...................... - ..... :"'.--~-~~-~~-~~-----~-~~-~~-~---~=-~ 

(8)-- --- ---- - - - -;~ - ------- - - - -:--(P~~) ---------------
- ----

86) Un poco 7M7>O "",.so( J. _ 54/56) 
........ ..,.,.- ............... > 



176 

58 



177 

59 

(con ~dalc) 

f If 

107 :IX. 
> 

II • 

r r 
10~ ~ 

-G poco nflr' 1X.. 

----=--..I 

Ci",inuendo poco " poco 

...... . ----- ... ..... .. -- -.&-- ......... 

r e r- e 



178 

60 

e: ii;::::::: I i;:::;:::::::;:: :'gUl1:::~ :1 
~------------------------------------~------------------------------------------

~!: :J=J:~:::::11;::~!!:1 (8L _____________________________________________________________________________ _ 

117)~_ .. 

120) 



179 

61 

P~d. _________________ _ 



180 

62 

~:j~rt="tr:-t;:mft: I::: =~ 
(Ped.) _azto 

f 



8~._j PENTATONIC SCALE. both hands 
h~ ________ ~~~~~~=-____ _ 

148) 

{1:li;~;;;Im;;;;1 
_(PWtmt= fifUJ .. ll .. fine) 

~~; gs;;; =;;;;:;1 

pp 

N.B. Roll clusters 
upwards: 

ppp (p.,d4k ~o fino cll'"stinzione del _) 

:md in suc:ceedini b:lrs: 

181 

63 



APPENPIXII 

MUSIOANS, COMPOSERS, AND PERFORMERS 
WHO HAVE INFLUENCED RZEWSKI 
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It is never possible to know accurately all of the influences on an 

individual's life. What can be done is to show as closely as possible, those 
with whom one has had unique association, either in person or in spirit, and 

attempt to verify the sharing that has occurred which has an impact on that 

person. This section is an attempt to reveal some of these influences. The 

order in which these names occur is random. No special significance is given 

to one individual over another. Some of these people have personal 

significance to Rzewski, and have .had close personal relationships with him, 

some have not. 

CLAUDIO SPIES 

Spies was born in Santiago, Chile on March 26, 1925, and is considered 

to be an American composer, musicologist and conductor of Chilean birth. 

Spies came to the United States in 1942 and studied concurrently in the new 

England Conservatory and with Nadia Boulanger. Thereafter he studied with 
Irving Fine. Spies was Instructor at Harvard from 1953-1957. In 1968 he 

directed a seminar in New Music at the Harvard Summer School, conducting 

the World Premiere of the preliminary fall orchestral opening of Stravinski's 
The Wedding. 143 

Half of Spies' output consists of vocal music and is marked by careful 

attention to "prosody and the characteristic rhythms and syntax of the 
language being set." 144 From a polylingual background, Spies has made great 

use of his linguistic skills compositionally. His training and experience in 

conducting formed the basis of his orchestration technique. As a scholar he 

143 Juan A. Orrego-Salas, "Claudio Spies," New Grove Dictionary of Music and 
Musicians. ed. Stanley Sadie. Vol. 17. (Washington D.C.: Grove's Dictionary of Music, Inc. 
1980): 830. 

144 Paul Lansky, "The Music of Gaudio Spies, An Introduction." Tempo, no. 103 (1972) : 
38-44. 



183 

has focused on fundamental music issues related to the conjunction of 
techniques and systems. Unusual scoring in his pieces adds dimension to 
their depth. Instruments are exploited to their maximum usage adding 
variety in instrumental color. Intervallic redundancy becomes an element of 
motivic coherence, while consistent relations are established through 

intervallic and motivic repetition. 

IRVING FINE 
Born in Boston, December 3, 1914, died in Boston, August 23, 1962, Fine 

studied at Harvard with Hill and Piston, with Boulanger in Paris, and 
orchestral conducting with Koussevitzky at the Berkshire Music Center. 
Fine was at Harvard from 1939 to 1950. He was Professor of Music and Chair 
of the Brandeis School of Creative Arts. From 1946 to 1957 he was on the 
composition staff at the Berkshire Music Center. Fine was considered by 
Aaron Copland to be a part of the "American Stravinsky School,"145 
combining earlier tonal techniques with dissonance and serialism and in his 
later music was known for contrapuntal and rhythmic organization. 

RANDALL THOMPSON 

Born in New York on April 21, 1899, Thompson was an American 
composer and teacher who received his schooling in Boston, graduating in 
1920 from Harvard. Thompson died in Boston on July 9, 1984. In 1922 he 
received a three-year fellowship to the American Academy in Rome. In 1946 

following several teaching positions he accepted a position at Princeton 

University and then in 1948 was appointed to the faculty at Harvard. 
Thompson is most known for his choral writing, which exhibits exquisite 
sensitivity to the literary texts creating distinctive musical lines. His music is 
primarily diatonic. 146 

NADIA BOULANGER 

Madame Boulanger was born in Paris on December 16, 1887, and died 
in Paris on October 22, 1979. She was a French teacher, composer and 

145 Charles H. Kaufman, "Irving Fine," New Grove, Vol. 6. 564. 
146 Elliot Forbes, "Randall Thompson," New Grove, Vol. 18. 784-785. 
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conductress. After 1912 she abandoned composition. As a conductress she 
played a very important part in the rediscovery of Claudio Monteverdi with 

performances and recordings and was also a pioneer in performing French 
music of the Baroque and Renaissance. Madame Boulanger is most well

known, though, as a teacher of great influence. In 1921 she was appointed to 

the American Conservatory at Fountainbleau, of which she became director 

in 1950, while also teaching accompanying at the Paris Conservatoire. Her 
teaching centered on counterpoint and analysis of music of all periods. 
Madame Boulanger was a major figure and force in the development of the 

American composition school of composers, helping to shape and form their 
technique and styles. 147 

WILLIAM OLIVER STRUNK 

Born in Ithaica, New York on March 22,1901 and died in Grottferrata, 

Italy on February 24,1980, Strunk was an American musicologist. In 1928 

Strunk joined the staff at the Library of Congress and succeeded Carl Engel as 
head of its music department from 1934 to 1937, while also lecturing at the 
Catholic University of America in Washington D.C. In 1937 Strunk joined the 

faculty at Princeton and in 1966 moved to Grottferrata, Italy, near Rome. An 

original member of the American Musicological SOciety, Strunk was one of 
the founders of American musicology. His best known work is still widely 

used: Source Readings in Music History. Strunk is best known for developing 
and exploiting methods of inquiry, such as taking self-contained problems 
and developing far-reaching conclusions based on irrefutable facts.148 

ROGER SESSIONS 

Born in Brooklyn, New York on December 28, 1896, died in Princeton, 

New Jersey on March 16, 1985, Sessions is an American composer, theorist 

and teacher. Sessions has had unsurpassed influence on the development of 

American music since the 1920s. With two generations of pupils recognized 

as some of the most important composers of the mid-twentieth century, he is 

147 Dominique Jumeux, "Nadia Boulanger," New Grove, Vol. 3. 99-100. 
148 Kenneth Levy, "William Oliver Strunk," New Grove, Vol. 18. 299-300. 
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called a "European-American artist."I49 Sessions was on the faculty of many 
institutions: Princeton from 1935-1944; Berkeley, California from 1944-1952; 
Princeton from 1953-1965; Berkeley, California from 1966-1967; and Harvard 
from 1968-1969. Sessions dealt with the problems facing contemporary 
composers. He is responsible for drawing American composers to 

Schenkerian analysis, but also warns of the possible misuse of this theory in 
composition He was concerned with "complete craftsmanship, artistic 
responsibility to the past and present, and a concern with compositional 
dynamics rather than idiomatic superficialities." 150 Sessions' style is 

contrapuntal, rhythmically and structurally, unfolding different levels 
through the use of controlled non-harmonic notes with evolving harmonic 
movement which leads to increasingly chromatic usages. 

MILTON BABBITT 

Born in Philadelphia on May 10, 1916, Babbitt was brought up in 
Jackson, Mississippi. He studied violin, clarinet and saxophone, jazz 
performance and pop-song writing. Babbitt received a Bachelor of Arts in 1935 

from NYU. Studying privately with Sessions, Babbitt did graduate work at 
Princeton University. In 1938 he was appointed to the faculty at Princeton; in 

1942 he received Princeton's first MFA in Music and also became a member of 
the mathematics faculty from 1943 to 1945. In 1948 he rejoined the music 
faculty. Babbitt had a fascination with 12-note practice extending from 
Schoenberg and Web ern. Structure was always a primary concern for him. 

Babbitt worked with electronic sound synthesis as a consultant to RCA's new 
syntheSizer, the Mark II. Babbitt's interest was not in the invention of new 
sounds, but with the control of all events, particularly the timing and rate of 
changes of timbre, texture and intensity.151 

PIERRE BOULEZ 

Born in Monbrison, Loire, France on March 26, 1925, Boulez is a French 
composer, conductor and theorist. Boulez was a leader of the post-Web ern 

149 James Abruzzo and Henry Weinberg, "Roger Sessions," New Grove, Vol. 17. 194. 
150 Abruzzo 195. 
151 Elaine Barkin, "Milton Babbitt," New Grove, Vol. 1. 765-768. 
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serialist movement. As a teacher, his most important publication is 

Musikdenken Heute, (Musical Thoughts of Today), a work on serialism, 
divided between music and mathematics. In 1942 Boulez attended the Paris 

Conservatoire. He attended Oliver Messiaen's famous harmony class and 

received private instruction in counterpoint from Andree Vaurabours, wife 
of Arthur Honegger. Boulez viewed composition as a form of aesthetic 

research, which lead him to the use of atonality in Trois Psalmodies for piano 
in 1945. Boulez received serial study with Schoenberg's pupil, Lebowitz. In 

1946 he was music director of the new Compagnie Renaud-Barrault, 

conducting the music of Auric, Poulenc, Honegger and Milhaud, all part of 

the group known as les Six. 

Writing in the cellular style of Web ern, Boulez cultivated a certain 

rhythmic monotony with abrupt tempo transitions, especially vivid in his 

piece Le Marteau sans Maftre. Within this piece there are passages of a broadly 

improvisatory melodic style, this aspect attracting Rzewski to his music. In 

1954 Boulez founded the Domaine Musical Series, performing new works of 

Stravinsky and Messiaen. In the years 1955 until 1967 Boulez was in residence 
at the Summer Institute in Darmstadt, Germany as a composition teacher. 

From 1960-1963 Boulez was Professor at the Basle Musikakadamie in 

Switzerland, and also taught at Harvard in 1963. 

Boulez is credited with the development of lopen form,' wherein 
individual works are part of a greater whole, a kind of II Iwork-in-progress,' as 

it were, taken up again and again and reworked as the entity begins to assume 
its own shape." 152 

Pli selon pli: these are variations in density of instrumental textures, 

from full orchestra to a delicate chamber ensemble. Although not new in 

music, the importance to Rzewski was the influence on his own music, in its 

propulsion and its hypnotic magnetism. 

152 G.W. Hopkins, "Pierre Boulez," New Grove Vol. 3. 104. 
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Boulez is famous for his phrase lIIorganized delirium' ... Delirium 

situates the music's essential poetics producing post-expressionist coloring of 
individualist subjectivism in which the humanism of Boulez's music has its 
deepest roots, thus directing the listener's attention to the unique inflections 
of the composer's voice. Organization, on the other hand, speaks to the effort 
to exteriorize expression in universal terms: it indicates the nature of the 
platonic model to which Boulez relates his work, and instructs one to seek 
out the logic of its workings." 153 Composers of Boulez's generation have 
commonly seen the inseparability of style and logic as a criterion of musical 
excellence. 

KARLHEUNZSTOCKHAUSEN 
Born in Burg Modrath, near Koln, Germany on August 22, 1928, 

Stockhausen is a composer and theorist. He is known as the pioneer of 
electronic music, with new uses of physical space in music, open forms, live 
electronic performance, 'intuitive music/ and many other important 
developments after 1950. Stockhausen evolved a uniquely coherent system of 

generalizations from the premises of total serialism, paying attention to 
aesthetic and philosophical consequences as well as to matters of technique 
and music theory. 

Orphaned during the war years, Stockhausen played jazz and light 
music to make a living. He was a student of musicology, philology and 
philosophy. Moving to Darmstadt in 1951, he made his own path as a 
composer. In 1952 he went to Paris to study composition with Messiaen. Here 
Stockhausen made contact with Boulez and applied himself to electronic 
music. In 1953 the West Deutsche Rundfunk (radio) provided Stockhausen 
with a new studio for electronic music. For Stockhausen, the difference 

between electronic and instrumental music lay in the improvisatory 
flexibility of the former. In 1963 Stockhausen founded the Koln Institut fUr 

Neue Musik, an alternative to the seasonal specialized instruction at the 
Darmstadt Summer Institute. Here in Koln, Stockhausen worked with 

153 Hopkins 104. 
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experimental units called 'moments,' where no single moment claims 

priority: the influence on Rzewski and his work with MEV is apparent. 

Stockhausen believed in the translatability of particular forms of organization 
from one art form to another. In his music scores, Stockhausen introduced 

graphic signs for notation of the electronic sounds desired or from the 
acoustical instrument. In 1970 he wrote Mantra for two pianos. It is 
conventional writing, the whole work based on a single melodic formula, or 

mantra, subjected to repetition and modification. Some of his pieces deal with 
serialism, some with open form, where Stockhausen leaves much more to 
the performers choice than Boulez. 154 

CHRISTIAN WOLFF 

Born in Nice, France on March 8, 1934, Wolff is an American composer 
of French birth, who moved to the USA in 1941. Associated with Cage, 

Brown, and Feldman in New York in the early 1950s, he is almost entirely 
self-taught as a composer. A classics major at Harvard, receiving a bachelors 

and doctorate, he taught at Harvard unti.11970, and was then appointed 
Professor of Classics at Dartmouth College. The significance in Wolff's 
compositions is the importance he gives to silence. Wolff has been most 

concerned about engaging performers in what he calls "parliamentary 
participation," 155 allowing them to mold the music, to act and react to 

sounds in a manner that may be more or less free. He uses neither tonality 
nor 12-note serial procedures. The repetitive use of pitch accentuates 

individual sounds rather than progressions. In his later works, there is a 
wider scope for improvisation He has summarized the convictions behind 

his music under four headings: 1) a composition must make possible the 
freedom and dignity of the performer; 2) it should allow both concentration 
and release; 3) no sound or noise is preferable to any other sound or noise; 
and 4) the listener should be as free as the performer. 156 Wolff and Rzewski 

have been colleagues for years, having met at Harvard, and the interchange of 

ideas has been fruitful for both men. 

154 G.W. Hopkins, "Karlheinz Stockhausen," New Grove Vol. 18. 151-159. 
155William Bland, "Christian Wolff," New Grove Vol. 20. 503. 
156 Bland, 503-504. 
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CORNELIUS CARDEW 

Bom in Winchcombe, Gloucester, England on May 7, 1936, Cardew is a 

composer and performer. As a child, Cardew studied cello, piano and 

composition. From 1957-1958 he was in KoIn, Germany to study electronic 
music, and from 1958 to 1960, Cardew was assistant to Stockhausen. 

Returning to London in 1961, he was a graphic artist until 1970. In 1964 his 

studies took him to Rome. Cardew was elected to FRAM in 1966 and 

appointed Professor of composition at FRAM in 1967. His music shows the 

influences of Webem and European post-Webem avant-garde styles. 
Working with Cage, Stockhausen and Tudor, the influences of indeterminacy 

and the involvement of the performers directly in creating a work shape his 

music. Cardew's graphic notation suggests a wide range of possible 
interpretation. A performer of Stockhausen, Cage, Feldman, Wolff and 

Young, Cardew's music makes use of unconventional sound sources and 

unusual techniques with conventional instruments. In 1971, Cardew became 

interested in the study of socialist thought and in music of political 

commitment. He began using more conventional melodic and harmonic 
language, with many songs based on contemporary political themes. One 
finds reviews of concerts with performances of both Rzewski and Cardew 

works on the same program.157 

ERHARD GROSSKOPF 

Bom in Berlin on March 17, 1934, Grosskopf is a German composer 

who went to church school in Berlin from 1957-1959. From 1959-1964 he 

attended the Musikhochschule and the Technische Universitat. He went to 

Rome from 1966-1967, where he met and worked with Rzewski. Grosskopf 

founded the Gruppe Neue Musik Berlin in 1965. From 1969 to 1972 he 

worked in the electronic music studios in Utrecht. His music involves left
wing political elements, similar to Rzewski.158 

157 Michael Parsons, "Cornelius Cardew," New Grove Vol. 3.773-774. 
158 H. Kunz, "Erhard Grosskopf," New Grove Vol. 7.745. 
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PHILIP GLASS 159 

Born in Chicago on January 31, 1937, a composer and performer, Glass 
attended the University of Chicago, the Juilliard School, and studied with 
Nadia Boulanger in Paris from 1964 to 1966. In 1966 Glass met and studied 
with Ravi Shankar in Paris. This began his interest in Indian music. Glass 
studied with the tabla player Alla Rakha, and from these combined studies 
his music gained its Indian rhythmic influences - the technique of extending 
and contracting rhythmic figures in a stable diatonic framework. This may 
suggest some similarity to the music of Steve Reich, but, Glass' music differs 
essentially in points of rhythmic procedure. Because of his innovations with 
minimalism (see page 111). Walter Zimmerman described Glass' music as 
"His hand-made universe of sound." 160 

STEVE (STEPHEN MICHAEL) REICH 

Born in New York on October 3, 1936, Reich attended Cornell 
University from 1953 to 1957, studying philosophy. From 1958 to 1961 he 
studied composition at the Juilliard School. In 1962 and 1963 Reich studied 
composition with Milhaud and Berio at Mills College in California. In the 
summer of 1970 Reich studied African drumming at the Institute of African 
Studies at the University of Ghana. From 1969 to 1971 Reich served on the 
staff of the New School for Social Research in New York. Reich is a keyboard 
and percussion performer. His large musical works use minimalistic 
materials (see page 111 on Minimalism), particularly concerned with 
extension and elaboration of the canon. 161 

TERRY RILEY 

Born in Colfax, California on June 24, 1935, Riley received an MA in 

composition from the University of California at Berkeley. Following his 

studies he moved to New York. From 1962 to 1964 Riley worked with ORTF 
recording studios. Here he experimented with the effects of extended 
repetition of short phrases with regular pulses using tape loops, which he 

159 "Philip Glass," New Grove Vol. 7. 427. 
160 Zimmerman vii. 
161 Michael Steinberg, "Steve (Stephen Michael) Reich," New Grove VoL 15. 695-696. 
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later transferred to instrumental playing. Riley's improvised techniques for 
the keyboard are analogous to the tala of Indian music, as with Glass. Riley 

performs extended improvisations based on these principles and the quality 

of sound as primary interest, rather than thematic development, thus 
producing the static nature of materials. Using repetition, Riley's music draws 
on jazz and blues and oriental traditions. 162 (See also the section on 

Minimalism, page 111.). 

IOHNCAGE 
Born in Los Angeles on September 5,1912, Cage was a philosopher, 

composer, and writer on music. He died on August 12, 1992, and was a central 

figure in avant-garde music in the USA for decades. The influence of his 

music and aesthetic thought has been felt the world over, particularly since 
World War ll. Cage has had a greater impact on world music than any other 
American composer of the twentieth century. Cage attended Pomona College 

in Claremont, California for two years. From 1930 until the Fall of 1931 Cage 
studied art, music and orchestration in Paris, Berlin and Madrid. He returned 

to California to study poetry, music, painting, and also composition with 
Richard Bahling. Cage attended Henry Cowell's classes in non-western, folk, 

and contemporary music at the New School for Social Research in New York, 
(note the interest in folk music). In 1934 he studied counterpoint with Arnold 
Schoenberg at UCLA. In Seattle Cage attended Bonnie Bird's dance classes at 
the Cornish School. In 1938 he organized a percussion orchestra. In 1939 Cage 

went to San Francisco to study with Lou Harrison; in 1941 to Chicago to give a 

course in new music; in 1942 to New York to work with Merce Cunningham, 
the famous dance choreographer. Here, in his associations with 

Cunningham, Cage began his work in percussion music and prepared piano 
music, with rhythmic structures based on Eastern music influences. In 1954 
he met David Tudor, pianist and composer, and worked with music free of 

individual taste and memory, his compositions now with the elements of 

chance. Cage also studied the I Ching Book of Changes. In 1952 he began 

working with magnetic tape and indeterminacy, and began his "Happenings," 

162 Michael Parsons, "Terry Riley," New Grove Vol. 16. 24-25. 
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the multi-media performances, again often in association with Merce 

Cunningham. In 1954 Tudor and Cage made a concert tour of Europe 
introducing 'chance music.' In 1958 Cage joined the faculty at the Darmstadt 

Institute. Cage is known for his notation showing the relation between time 
and space, breaking down the distinctions between life and art, for "a 

composer should, through his compositions, make his audiences more aware 

of the world they are living in."163 This philosophical approach is similar to 
Rzewski's ideas on political and protest music. 

DMITRY IDMITRIYEYIcm SHOSTAKOVICH 

Born in St. Petersburg on September 25,1906 and died in Moscow on 

August 9,1975, Shostakovich is regarded as a great symphonist of the mid

twentieth century. In the 1930s his music was astringent, satirical and highly 
dissonant. Then came the Communist artistic restrictions. II As his 

symphonies and stage works reached outwards, so Shostakovich's music for 
piano solo probed increasingly inward: he discarded keyboard showmanship 

and preferred a sparse linear texture." 164 His Symphony No. 11 uses folk 

material depicting the tragic events of the abortive 1905 Revolution, using the 
authentic tunes related to the revolutionary experience. He was not content 

with mere quotation, and succeeded in integrating them with the fabric of the 
symphony and lending them his own imprint. "Shostakovich the composer 

can be described as an eclectic progressive, rooted in tradition and tonality, yet 

using dissonance and occasional atonality as expressive means without 

adhering to any particular schoo1."165 It is these qualities and the use of folk 

music which drew Rzewski early in his life to the music of Shostakovich. 

ANTHONY BRAXTON 

Born in Chicago on June 4, 1945, Braxton is an alto saxophOnist, 

contrabass clarinetist and composer. In his teens, Braxton persued jazz and 

European art music in his studies, as well as philosophy and composition at 

163 Charles Hamm, "John Cage," New Grove Vol. 3. 60l. 
164 Boris Schwarz, ''Dmitry (Dmitryevich) Shostakovich," New Grove Vol. 17. 264-

275. 
165 Schwarz 272. 
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Roosevelt University. Following military service, he returned to Chicago in 

1966 and joined the Association for the Advancement of Musicians, and the 
following year formed the Creative Construction Company with Leroy 
Jenkins and Leo Smith. The members of AACM went to Paris in 1969 to 
establish paid careers, but Braxton was not well received. In 1970 he joined 
Musica Elettronica Viva, where he met Rzewski. Braxton also performed 
with Chick Corea's free jazz-quartet Circle. In 1972 he recorded the first album 
for unaccompanied saxophone, For Alto. In 1985 Braxton joined the faculty at 
Mills College, and has continued as performer and composer. As a performer 
Braxton is known as one of the finest free-jazz alto saxophonists. One of his 

primary interests is the exploration of timbral contrasts. As a composer he is 
not labeled as either free-jazz or contemporary art music. Surprisingly his 
music is not labeled "Third Stream," for it offers the best examples of this 

concept. Braxton makes use of geometrical designs, poetic arrangements of 
numbers, and human and animal figures as titles of individual pieces.166 

THIRD STREAM is a term coined by Gunther Schuller in the late 1950s 

for a musical style which, through improvisation or written composition or 
both, synthesizes the essential characteristics and techniques of contemporary 
Western art music and various types of ethnic music. It was originally used 
for a style that had existed for some years and that attempted to fuse basic 
elements of jazz and Western art music, these two mainstreams joining to 
make a 'third stream.'167 Since then the application of the term has 
broadened, particularly through the work of the American pianist Ron Blake, 
to incorporate fusions with other African-American music, and with other 
ethnic musical traditions such as Greek, folk or popular music and Japanese 
traditional music. Third Stream, like all musical syntheses, risks the danger of 
being merely a superficial application of exotica to an established musical 

style, but a real cross-fertilization has occurred in the work of musicians 

deeply rooted in dual traditions. 

166 Barry Kemfeld, "Jazz," New Grove Dictionary of Jazz, ed. Barry Kemfeld, VoL 1-
(New York: Grove's Dictionaries of MUSiC, Inc., 1988) : 147·148. 

167 Gunther Schuller, ''Third Stream," New Grove, VoL 18. 773. 
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STEYELACX 

Steven Norman Lackritz was born in New York on July 23, 1934, and is 
a soprano saxophonist and composer. Inspired by Sidney Bechet to take up 
soprano sax and play Dixieland jazz with older musicians, he was nicknamed 
Lacy in 1952. In a stylistic leap, from 1954 to 1957 he p~-formed with a quartet 
embracing free jazz. After working with Thelonious Monk in 1960 and 1963, 
he was co-leader of a quartet dedicated to the music of Monk. Performing free 
jazz, he moved to Rome in 1967, where he played a hybrid of free jazz, 
contemporary art music, and electronic music with Musica Elettronica Viva. 

Here, he met and worked with Rzewski. In 1970 Lacy settled in Paris, where 

he formed a quintet with cello, sax, double-bass and drums in order to 
perform his avant-garde music, which combined elements of formal 
composition with jazz composition. In the 1980s Lacy worked with Japanese 
Kabuki dancers and with Indian musicians.168 

PAULIACOBS 

Paul Jacobs was born in New York on June 22, 1930, and died on 
September 25,1983, of AIDS. A pianist and harpsichordist, he gained renown 
through his performances and eventually his recordings of contemporary 

piano music. Jacobs studied with Ernest Hutcheson at the Juilliard School, 
and appeared both as soloist and ensemble pianist with the Composers 
Forum and Robert Craft's Chamber Arts Society before the age of twenty. In 
1951 he made his official New York debut, and then moved to Europe, where 
he worked for the next nine years. He also lectured on American Music and 

in 1956 gave the first complete performance of Schoenberg's keyboard music 
in a series of concerts in Paris. On his return to America he taught at the 
Mannes College, Manhattan School, and the Berkshire Music Center. In 1962 

he was appointed pianist of the New York Philharmonic, and in 1974, 
harpsichordist. He was on the faculty at Brooklyn College and gave many solo 
recitals each year. His frequent collaborator in two-piano repertory was Ursula 
Oppens. He also performed with Gilbert Kalish and Charles Rosen. Jacob's 
insistence on the music rather than the musician made his ensemble and 

168 Barry Kemfeld and H.L. Lindenmaier, Steve Lacy," New Grove Dictionary of Jazz, 
Vol. 2. 2-3. 



orchestral work especially valuable. Notable were his contributions to 

Bart6k's Music for Strings, Percussion and Celeste, and Carter's Double 

Concerto. Jacobs commissioned Rzewski to write a work which would be 
particularly American - the result was the North American Ballads. 169 

URSULA OPPENS 
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Born in New York on Fet.roary 2, 1944,Oppens received a BA from 

Radcliffe College prior to enrolling at the Juilliard School, where she studied 
with Rosina Lhevine, Leonard Shure, and Guido Agosti. After graduating she 

won several international competitions including the Busoni International 

Piano Competition in 1969, and the Avery Fisher Prize in 1976. Oppens is a 
founding member of Speculum Misicae, a highly praised music ensemble 

which won the Naumberg Chamber Music Award in 1972. She is known for 

the intelligence, technical skill and warmth which she brings to her 

performances. A faculty member at Brooklyn College, CUNY, she has had 
many compositions written specifically for her, including Christian Wolff's 

Hay una mujer desaparecida, 1979, Elliott Carter's Night Fantasies, 1980, and 

The Blue Bamboula, 1980. Significantly, Rzewski has written many pieces for 

her, including The People United Will Never Be Defeated, Four Pieces, and 

Mayn Yingele. Oppens is renowned for her performances of contemporary 

avant-garde music. Criticized and questioned by the New York Times for not 

having standard repertoire in her programs, she has since added many pieces 
from that genre to her list of artistic accomplishments and received the 
highest praise for her recitals)70 

LUIGI DALLAPICCOLA 

Born in Pisino d'Istria on February 3, 1904, and died on February 19, 1975 in 

Florence, Italy, Dallapiccola is known for his compositions, writings and 

piano playing. He was the principal pioneer of dodecaphony in Italy. In 1917 

the Dallapiccola family was interned by the Austrian empire at Graz, and in 

169 Richard Bernas, ''Paul Jacobs," New Grove Dictionary of American Music, Volume 2. 
Ed. H. Wiley Hitchcock and Stanlie Sadie. (New York: Grove's Dictionary of Music Inc., 1986) : 
529. 

170 Ellen Highstein, "Ursula Oppens," New Grove Dictionary of American Music, Vol. 
3.424. 
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1918, following the war, was returned to Istria, now transferred to Italy. 
Composing early in his life, Luigi was impressed by works of Mozart and 
Wagner, which he heard in Graz. Studying in Trieste, Dallapiccola met 
Debussy in Bologna and became obsessed with his music, to the point of 
stopping all composing from 1921 until 1924, giving himself time to absorb 
the influence. Dallapiccola was also enthused by Italian composers, 
specifically Gesualdo and Monteverdi. In 1922 Dallapiccola entered the 
conservatory in Florence. In 1924 a performance of Schoenberg's Pierrot 
Lunaire was to influence his writing many years later. Soon afterwards 
Dallapiccola received his diploma in piano and began teaching and 
performing. In 1930 Mahler's music made a lasting impression on him. In 

1934 he received a teaching position in Florence at the conservatory, and 
remained there until his retirement in 1967. With the rise of Mussolini, 
impassioned political protest found expression in Dallapicola's music. It is 
this trait which drew Rzewski to him. Dallapiccola's refusals to bow to the 
dictates of the fascist regime at home, and the occupying Nazi forces, 
particularly as his wife was Jewish, handicapped his career, but only briefly. 
Meeting Webem in 1942 on a concert tour, this influence was important to 
his writing. The pieces from the last twenty-five years of his life are more 

controversial, many with political associations. In the 19505 Dallapiccola'5 
career was extended to the u.S. and over the world with an invitation from 
Koussevitzky to the Tanglewood Festival. 171 

171 John e.G. Waterhouse, "Luigi Dallapicola," New Grove, Vol. 5. 157-162. 
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APPENDIXm 

GOSPEL MUSIC 

Gospel music 172 is a religious type of folk or popular music. The 
performing style of gospel music is related to secular folk and popular genres, 

as well as to the revivalist styles of preaching and praying, especially among 
Afro-American performers. Gospel music is primarily American and 
performed by both Blacks and Whites. Among Afro-Americans, gospel music 
has largely replaced spirituals, particularly in northern communities. Afro
American gospel is related to the development of Pentecostal and Holiness 
churches, and embraces both the music of street evangelists and that of 
preacher-singers within the fundamentalist churches. Since the 1940s, gospel 
music has been assimilated into the church services of many denominations. 
It has also been closely associated with certain secular genres - Afro-American 
gospel with I soul' music and White gospel with I country' music. This link 
with popular genres has produced some racially mixed forms such as the pop

rock-gospel musical stage play. 

WHITE STYLES: The origins of White gospel performing style are 
directly linked with the fundamentalist revival movement which occurred 
within the White communities after the American Civil War. The early 

twentieth century discouraged the emotional outbursts which had 
characterized pre-Civil War revivals and replaced fire and damnation 
preaching of earlier generations with compassion and sentimentality. The 
songs and hymns of the earlier period were intended to 

implant the gospel in the hearts of people. The music drew on marching 
tunes, popular, and heart songs for form and melody. The songs were 
either rousing or maudlin, usually favoring sentimentality)73 

These songs drew upon a wide range of ballads, sentimental tunes, 

cowboy songs, and mountain songs to impart to their hyrrms and gospel 

172 Harry Eskew and Paul Oliver, "Gospel Music," New Grove, Vol. 7. 554-559. 
173 Eskew and Oliver 554. 
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songs the particular flavor of the Blue Ridge mountains country. Singers 

were usually accompanied by playing the banjo, autoharp, zithers, dulcimers, 
and guitar. Often sung with a nasal timbre, these songs were harmonized and 

set to the rhythmic swing that typified their secular counterparts. The 

hillbilly, and later the country-and-western singers, included religious and 
sacred songs in their repertoire. Their stylistic blurring is a trademark of 

American folk music. The textual content was often a main point of 
differentiation between sacred, and secular songs. White gospel performance 

has mainly drawn on the close triadic harmony of barbershop-quartet singing, 

on country-and-western guitar playing, on hillbilly intonation, on urban 

crooning techniques, and sometimes on the passionate style of Afro
American gospel. 

AFRO-AMERICAN STYLES: The foundation of White gospel music 

was to be found in the Afro-American gospel tradition. Functions in Black 
culture are of a quite different origin. The Afro-American gospel assumed a 

character all its own. The appearance of Afro-American gospel coincided with 

the beginnings of ragtime, blues and jazz. It also coincided with the rise of the 
Pentecostal churches at the end of the nineteenth century, where the services 
were characterized by the gift of "speaking-in-tongues." 174 Characterized by 

unknown languages, hysterical, hypnotic, or trance-like states, a new type of 

ecstatic service developed. The music is most closely related to the plantation 

'shouts' (see SPIRITUAL) or ring-dances of African origin with the traditional 

stamping and singing. Though the circular dance has not been performed 

since the 1930s, the 'shouting' still applies to the ecstatic singing and dancing, 

accompanied by hand-clapping, which are the features of gospel services. Out 
of this style came the Afro-American line dances. 175 Nicknamed 'Holy 

Roller,' the music is the response to the dramatic and forceful exhortations by 

the Afro-American preachers who expound their sermons with exclamations 

of great dramatic force, and supplemented by their melodious singing voices. 

174 Eskew and Oliver 554. 
175 Woods. 
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The singing technique employed by the Afro-American gospel singers 
is unique. Using an artificial rasping sound by the male evangelists and 
preachers, women singers frequently soar to a kind-of-sJ:uiek and exploit the 
extremes of the vocal range. Vocal counterpoint and the use of antiphonal 
leader-chorus techniques are universal, and parallel that of much of the 
American folk music tradition, but with more elaborate and extended 
ornamentation of syllables. Traditionally, the Afro-American gospel song has 
a simple structure with lines which are frequently repeated, and new verses 
are invented with the simple changing of a word (see Rzewski: Down By the 

Riverside). These songs are held together by the vocal choruses and the drive 

of the rhythmic accompaniment. 

After World War IT, there was a flood of gospel recordings. The early 
secular developments from the Afro-American styles led to the rhythm-and

blues. Afro-American harmonizing quartets, with a complexity of 
interwoven vocal lines and extravagance, and even frenzy, accompanied by 
costume or uniform, trademarked this style. Eventually this led to the 
explosion of the Afro-American 'Soul Train' music, which has permeated all 
of the American and international music scenes, both popular and art gemes 
included. 



SPIRITUAL 

A spiritual176 is a type of folksong which originated during the 

American revivalist activity between 1740 and the close of the nineteenth 
century. The term is derived from 'spiritual songs', a designation used in 

some of the early publications of folk song to distinguish these texts from 

metrical psalms and hymns of traditional church usage. 

WHITE 
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The category of 'white spiritual' includes the 'folk-hymn' the 'religious 

ballad' and the 'camp-meeting spiritual' (see below), which is the counterpart 

to the Afro-American spiritual, and shares with it certain musical elements, 
symbolism, and origin. This extensive genre was unnoticed in the United 
States until the publication of a collection in 1933 by George Pullen Jackson 

called Spirituals in Southern Uplands, the first of a series of studies which 
documented its existence both in oral tradition and published form in the 
'shape-note' tune books of rural communities.177 

FOLK HYMN is a secular folk tune with a religious text. 

RELIGIOUS BALLAD is a secular folk tune with a religious narrative 
text. 

Folk hymns were the first spirituals to appear in the United States. 
Following the religious revival in the early eighteenth century called The 

Great Awakening, converts from Congregationalist and Presbyterian churches 
farmed 'new light' or 'new side' churches,178 while remaining within their 

organized denominations. Their musical expression was confined to settings 

of hymn and psalm texts. A more radical group of converts called 'Separatists' 
formed independent congregations. 179 In New England these groups 

176 James c. Downey and Paul Oliver, "Spiritual," New Grove, Vol. 18. 1-7. 
177 Downey and Oliver 1. 
178 Downey and Oliver 1. 
179 Downey and Oliver 1. 



eventually merged with another sect - the Baptists. It was in this religious 

tradition that the earliest folk-hymn texts and music originated. 
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The Separatist Baptists believed that their musical texts should be 

intensely personal, exuberant, experiential, and free from doctrinal restraints. 

Publications began to appear in the 1780s in the frontier areas of New 
England. Some texts of American folk origin are included in these collections. 

Some of the texts have added refrains and tag lines - a principal characteristic 

of the camp-meeting spiritual of the early nineteenth century. 

The tunes used for these texts have been much more difficult to 
document. The first reliable source of these tunes was The Christian 

Harmony 180 in 1805 by Jeremiah Ingalls, a singing master and composer in 

the tradition of William Billings and Andrew Law. The principal feature of 

these melodies and those which followed in this tradition is their 
relationship to secular folk tunes of the British Isles. Some are exact 
reproductions of extant melodies, while others are related in terms of 

contour, intervallic motifs, ornamentation, and musical form. These tunes 
tend to use scales other than the traditional major and minor. The tunes exist 

in printed forms as well as accurate recordings of the oral tradition. Revivalist 

converts were encouraged to 'testify' or 'witness' in their singing to the joy 

which their religion had brought them. Some individuals recounted their 
experiences in a narrative form, giving birth to a related form called the 
'religious ballad.' 181 

These ballads are the White spirituals which are most closely related to 
secular folk tunes. Early converts drew their music from their knowledge of 
folk and popular tunes to give musical expression to their new religious 

feelings. This practice, drawn from the Quaker influence, continued in the 

United States and became a major characteristic of the later camp-meeting

spiritual: the gospel songs of the Moody-Sankey era of the late nineteenth 

century, and the twentieth century Christian folk-rock musical. 

180 Downey and Oliver 1. 
181 Downey and Oliver 2. 
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THE CAMP-MEETING SPIRITUAL 

Closely related to the folk-hymn but characterized by simplicity of text, 
frequent repetition, refrains and tag lines is the camp meeting spiritual. TIlls 
music draws some of its characteristics from existing folk tunes, but are not 
always entirely derivative. These spirituals were the product of a new wave of 
revivalist activity beginning in 1800 called The Great Revival. An open-air 
religious service lasting several days, the meetings brought thousands of 
people together. The event was primarily social, with preaching, singing, 
baptism, and communion rites. Inspired by evangelist preachers, the 
meetings often created a religious frenzy with constant singing. Out of this 
came the spiritual, directly prompted by emotional fervor. The songs were as 
varied in text and tunes as the diversity of religious practices found in the 
meetings. 

Within the camp, particularly in the southern states, Afro-Americans, 
both slaves and free men, mingled with the Whites, but conducted their own 
meetings separately. The similarity of texts and tunes between the Black and 
White spirituals reinforces the notion of free interchange of musical 
elements and influences found in American music. 

The tunes were of the simplest order and were improvised by the 
congregations. Participants drew on the musical sources of their 
denomination. The religious expression of the Separatists, who were now 
called Baptists, prevailed. Repetition of text and music was characteristic, 

refrains were often added to existing texts, and tag lines were frequently 
inserted into a couplet. For example, New Grove182 gives the following: 

I know that my Redeemer lives, 

Glory Hallelujah 

What comfort this sweet sentence gives 

Glory hallelujah 
In a more simple form, a couplet was followed by a refrain. The repetition, tag 
lines, and refrains provided the participation in 'call-and-response' 

182 Downey and Oliver 3. 
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performances between the evangelist and the congregation. The most popular 
forms were four lines in length - AAAB - with the couplet followed by a tag 
line. Refrains followed similar arrangements and used the melody of the 
verse or a new tune with a higher tessitura. The texts of the camp-meeting 
spiritual, though, first appeared without music. These camp meetings became 

a community tradition in the nineteenth century and still occur in isolated 
communities in the South. The revival meetings of the latter part of the 
nineteenth century brought a more popular style to the music, which was 
taken from the contemporary music-hall and from the parlor songs of the 
period. 

The tunes of the folk hymns, religious ballads and spirituals persist in 
the rich oral tradition of the South and retain much of the modal character of 
the original secular melodies. Some printed sources are found in the 'shape
note' tune books of the rural singing school tradition. Some are even in four
part harmony. 

AFRO-AMERICAN 

Afro-American spirituals constitute one of the largest bodies of 
American folk music that has survived to the twentieth century. These 
spirituals are probably some of the best-known examples from our folk music 
repertoire. Spirituals are principally associated with the Afro-American 
church congregations of the deep South. Although Afro-American singing of 
the church and fields was commented on in the eighteenth and early 
nineteenth centuries, few commented on the songs in detail. A standardized 

form was typical to most of the Afro-American spirituals: an alternating line 
and refrain which permitted endless extemporization. There was an absence 
of part-singing, and yet no two singers appeared to be singing the same thing. 
A lead singer would frequently improvise, supported by 'basers' - who 
provided a vocal groundwork and interpolations. 183 The music abounded in 

slides from one note to another, and turns and cadences. It is not possible for 
notation to indicate the turns made in the throat, or the curious rhythmic 

183 Downey and Oliver 4. 



effect produced by single voices chiming in at different irregular rhythms. 
These spirituals were collected from slaves and ex-slaves, who helped 
provide the African elements in the songs.184 
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The slave songs brought with them a creative power from which they 
sprang. Attention was first brought to these songs by a Miss McKim of 
Philadelphia in 1862 in Dwight's Journal of Music. 185 In these songs, what 
may appear to some to be an incorrect rendering is likely to be a variation, for 
variations are endless and instructive. This music is partly composed under 
the influence of association with the Whites, with some imitation from their 
music, but many of the purest Afro-American songs came from the crews of 
the West India vessels loading and unloading in Philadelphia and Baltimore. 
Most of these songs were not religious. The hymns are peculiarly interesting 
in illustrating the feelings, opinions and habits of the slaves. 

The SHOUT is one of the most peculiar and interesting of the Afro
American slave customs. An excellent description comes from an issue of 
Nation of New York, May 30,1867: 

This is a ceremony which the white clergymen are inclined to discount, 
and even of the colored elders, some of the discreet try to force 
discouragement...But the true shout takes place on Sundays or on praise 
nights through the week, and either in the praise house or in some cabin in 
which a regular religious meeting has been held. Very likely more than half 
the population of the plantation is gathered together ... For some time one 
can hear, though at a good distance, the vociferous exhortation or prayer 
of the presiding elder or brother who has a gift that way ... and at regular 
intervals one hears the elder' deaconing' a hymn-book hymn, which is 
sung two lines at a time, and whose wailing cadences, borne on the night 
air, are indescribably melancholy. But the benches are pushed back to the 
wall when the formal meeting is over, and the old and young, men and 
women, sprucely dressed young men, grotesquely half-clad field hands
the women generally with gay handkerchiefs twisted about their heads 
and with short skirts-boys with tattered shirts and men's trousers, young 
girls bare-footed, all stand up in the middle of the floor, and when the 
'sperichil' is struck up, begin first walking and by-and-by shuffling round, 
one after the other, in a ring. The foot is hardly taken from the floor, and 

184 William Francis Allen, Charles Pickard Ware, and Lucy McKim Garrison: Slave 
Songs of the United States. (New York: Oak Publications, 1965) : 8. 

185 Allen 9. 



the progression is mainly due to a jerking, hitching motion, which agitates 
the entire shouter, and soon brings out streams of perspiration. 
Sometimes they dance silently, sometimes as they shuffle they sing the 
chorus of the spiritual, and sometimes the song itself is also sung by the 
dancers. But more frequently a band, composed of some of the best 
singers and of tired shouters, stand at the side of the room to 'base' the 
others, singing the body of the song and clapping their hands together or 
in the knees. Songs and dance are alike extremely energetic, and often, 
when the shout lasts into the middle of the night, the monotonous thud, 
thud of the feet prevents sleep within half a mile of the praise house.l86 

ROWING SONGS 

The same songs are used for rowing which were used for shouting. 
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One noticeable difference about the boat songs is that they were sung a trifle 
behind time. 

An important aspect of the Afro-American oral tradition was their 
need to sing about their experiences. This is a carry-over from Africa, and the 
following example shows how these people maintained historical events in 
their memory through their songs: 

My Master call me up, and order me a short peck of com and a hundred 
lash My friends see it and is sorry for me. When dey come to de praise 
meeting dat night dey sing about it.l87 

These songs are poignantly descriptive of their lives: 

The wild, sad strains tell, as the sufferers themselves could, of crushed 
hopes, keen sorrow, and a dull, daily misery, which covered them as 
hopelessly as the fog from the rice swamps. On the other hand, the words 
breathe a trusting faith in rest for the future ... to which their eyes seem 
constantly turned.l88 

DIALECTS 
Another important characteristic of the Afro-American slaves were the 

different dialects which they developed. With different slaves from different 

geographic regions of Africa, individual plantations often developed their 

186 Allen 11-12. 
187 Allen 13. 
188 Allen 13. 
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own dialects, even their own language and vocabulary. The sometimes 
isolation of the plantations which many of these people experienced, created 
this anomaly: 

Indeed the different plantations have their own peculiarities, and adepts 
profess to be able to determine by the speech of a Negro what part of an 
island he belongs to, or even, in some cases, his plantation.189 

This isolation created multiple variants of the same song, sometimes 
unrecognizable by tune or words, as the dialects could be so strong as to 
disorient anyone not from that particular plantation, and therefore not 

recognize the language. 

The particular use of scales and rhythmic elements show that spirituals 
are Afro-American in character. The shout shows definitive links to African 
customs. The 1820 edition of Watts' hymns had wide circulation among the 

Afro-Americans. The closeness of 'lining-out' to the traditional African work 
song of leader-and-chorus antiphonal singing contributed to the popularity of 
this style. Many of the hymn texts were used, in whole or in part, as the basis 
of the spirituals. 

Some doubt exists as to the origin of the Afro-American spiritual as a 
form. Some say it is the innovation of the Afro-American slaves, some 
contend that it originated in the White camp-meetings. Probably the cross
relationship and interdependence on each other is more likely the case, as is 

true in all the other genres of American folk music. The exchange between 
the Afro-Americans and the Whites was considerable. Slaves had to learn to 
speak English and work on the plantations; slaves were sometimes permitted 
in the White churches with their owners; Whites heard the slaves singing on 
the plantations, levees and riverboats. But slaves were not a part of the White 

society. In 1845, a new wave of White evangelical preaching imitated the 
Afro-Americans. The Afro-American spirituals created at this time provided 
a source of strength, and expressed many aspects of the Afro-American 
condition during slavery and just after its abolition. 

189 Allen 14. 
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TEXTS 

Many writers have commented on the spirituals as 'sorrow songs' 

because of their strong vein of melancholy. Intensely moving slow spirituals 
reveal the singer's own trials and tribulations, with many bringing the theme 
of death; some show a codified song of protest, especially on the 'freedom 
runs'. Often the imagery of the spirituals included vivid juxtapositions of 

phrases and literal interpretations of metaphoric biblical texts. 

The popularity of the spiritual on the concert platform began in the 
1870s with the Jubilee Singers from Fisk University.in Nashville, Tennessee. 

Gospel song began to replace the spiritual in the twentieth century, especially 
among the urban congregations. The spiritual as a folk form has declined in 

popularity among Afro-Americans during the twentieth century because of 
its associations with slavery. Extensive collecting and scholarly study, though, 

have helped to secure the tradition. 
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RAGTIME 

An American popular style, chiefly for the piano, ragtime flourished 

between about 1890 and World War L The term is most likely of Mro
American origin. In its broadest sense, ragtime is the II effect generated by an 

intemally syncopated melodic line against a rhythmically straight-forward 
bass."190 This phenomenon, though, can be found in music prior to the 

ragtime craze. Ragtime's importance lies less in what it originated than in 
what it emphasized: the constant collision between internal melodic and 

underlying rhythms. This was its raison d'etre, not just a stylistic feature.191 

Ragtime is primarily a written style, whereas jazz is primarily improvised 

performance. Even though rag tunes are used in jazz improvisations it would 

be inaccurate to call ragtime a form of early jazz. Although ragtime is a vague 

term, the dance 'rag' form was definite. Gottschalk approached the style as 

early as 1847 in his La bamboula. This indicates an aural history of ragtime 

reaching back to the time when Mro-American slaves fused European 
harmony with African rhythm. 

Ragtime's popularity was most evident with the publication of Scott 
Joplin's Maple Leaf Rag in 1899, which quickly sold one million copies. It is 

possible that the innovators of ragtime were the banjo pickers. There were 

also ragtime bands and ragtime singers, and the piano rolls helped to spread 
the style to the amateur's living room, thus aiding with the intricacies of the 

rhythm. Ragtime's real spawning ground was more likely the parlors of 

bordellos, mainly because the forms main performers - the Mro-American 
jig-pianists- could not find work elsewhere. 

Rag form is based on a repeated 16 bar period or 'strain,' divided into 

four clear phrases with standard cadences. Joplin's Maple Leaf Rag codified 

the form into four strains, with a four bar introduction and similar 

transitions. This format used Mro-American folk-melody with fairly complex 

syncopation. But its simplicity helped to make the style accessible to the 

general public. Rag melodies are strongly pentatonic and characteristic 

190 William Bolcom "Ragtime," New Grove, Vol. 15. 537. 
191 Bolcom 537. 
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rhythmic cells abound in Afro-American ragtime not found in the White 

ragtime. Most rags are written in 2/4 meter. It was the penny-arcades, sporting 

mechanical pianos, which spewed out ever faster and faster the more hectic 

ragtime, and not the traditional lazy-rolling tempi of the originals. It can be 
great fun to playa rag at break-neck speed as well, showing the agility of the 

performer. 

Ragtime to this point was named Missouri ragtime or classic 
ragtime.192 The faster and more brilliant style is known as Eastern ragtime,193 

whereas one danced a stately slow drag or cakewalk to the classic rag. The 

more frenetic animal dances, such as the turkey trot or the chicken scratch, 

were more suitable for the more urban tempo of eastern rag. Junk-rags, or the 

mere stringing together of catchy tunes, were more commercial and 

comprised the bulk of music on the piano rolls. Harlem stride or stride piano 
was developed by three eastern pianist-composers: Luckey Roberts, James P. 

Johnson, and Eubie Blake. Within this style an octave was interposed 

between the on-and-off beats of the left-hand part. 

Suppressed by jazz, rag was the most obviously an Afro-American 

derived musical style. In about 1915, the rag had an effect on European 

composers such as Satie, Stravinsky, Milhaud and Hindemith, but these 

composers were more attracted by the exoticism rather than the stylistic 

syncopation of rag, and took their impressions from east-coast junk rags and 

the misnamed rags of Irving Berlin. Importantly, ragtime's brand of 

syncopation survived in nearly all forms of American popular music. 

192 Bolcom 538. 
193 Bolcom 538. 



210 

JAZZ 
It is not possible to give a precise or concise definition of jazz. Many 

attempts have been made to do so. However, it is important to investigate 
this music, not only because of its cursory associations with the Rzewski 
Ballads, but because this music has been such an integral part of Rzewski's 
life. In jazz, there are so many cross-relationships and interdependent 
relations to other forms, (as in all American folk idioms), that it would be 
impossible to give a definition which would be all-inclusive of the other 
elements upon which jazz194 has been so dependent. Some of these attempts 
have depended on the west African influences preserved in the American 
folk-tradition by the Black slaves of the plantation cultures. These elements 
are very difficult to identify, and a conventional interpretation that jazz 
emerged from the balanced meeting of African and European musical 
characteristics is an oversimplification. The large area of west Africa, from 
which many of the Afro-American slaves came, is rich in many distinct kinds 
of music, still produced today. For example, the earliest known slave music, 
such as the hollers, is a melismatic style which is not identifiable as either 

European or African, but perhaps represents an indigenous American music 
born from the slave culture, which was eventually fundamentally changed, 
due the new social circumstances which challenged the Afro-American 
newcomers in America. 

Some writers presume that the native musical traditions from Africa 
quickly lost their identity. It is more likely that they were combined with the 
European traditions in a variety of ways. What the timing and geographical 
distribution of these elements are is not precisely known. The circumstances 
of collective labor producing the work songs brought some of the first 
examples of this music to light. A single melody made up of short pentatonic 
phrases in strict metrical patterns paralleled the slaves work tasks, such as 
stone breaking. There is a parallel between this vocal heterophony and 
subsequent instrumental jazz illustrated in some of the banjo music. 

Harmony, which was the most foreign of the European elements to the 

194 Max Harrison, Jazz," New Grove, Vol. 9. 561-579. 
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African traditions, in the early slave music shows triadic chords used in 
isolation for a sensuous impact without the feeling of progression inherent in 
European tonal harmony.195 The newly acquired harmonic feeling 
manifested itself in the Afro-American spirituals. Of even greater importance 
were the brass bands found on the plantations in Alabama and Louisiana and 
other states as early as 1835, probably modeled after the pre-revolutionary 
British and French army bands. There are also examples of the slaves having 
even earlier forms of non-vocal music. There are reports from the eighteenth 
century of groups of Afro-Americans playing various combinations of 
instruments, such as violin, fife (a small flute used in military bands), banjo, 
and assorted percussion. Touring minstrel groups were responsible for the 
spread of Afro-American-derived music outside the plantation culture. Dance 
music, especially the banjo jigs, pointed toward jazz. The origin of these 
pieces is thought to be from the Irish and Scottish folk melodies of the 

plantation owners, played originally on pipes or violin. With a special 
rhythmic character which emphasized off-beat accents, these patterns were 
synthesized from the African polyrhythms into a monolinear Simplification. 

More significant in jazz was the slowly assembled mixture of mutually 
influential folk and popular styles, whose many elements were systematized 
by the Europeans - the concepts of melody, harmony and rhythm - all three of 
which derive themselves from a long tradition in both popular and art 

music. The diverse elements making up this idiom in effect create a 
composite matrix196 and gave t..~e music a potential for development 
impossible in most other folk music. Its fullest realization was thus found in 
jazz. 

There are many consequences of a matrix such as this, coming from 
such a broad spectrum of contributing forces. Groupings of stylistic resources 

have been drawn from many composers and styles. One of these styles was 
the foreshadowing music of Gottschalk, especially in his La bamboula, which 
illustrates many of the characteristics of the piano ragtime of decades later (see 

195 Harrison 561 
196 Harrison 562. 
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Figure 14). Vocalized instrumental timbres became more and more 

pronounced with the development of jazz, especially in the 1920s. The timbre 

then receded in the 1930s, returned in the following decade, weakened again 

in the 1950s, and returned with even greater force in the 1960s. There has 
been an evolutionary succession of styles which has maintained the 

continuity and logic necessary for the development of such an art form. Jazz 

styles have remained viable in each of their creative environments, with 

each new phase dependent on the previous, validating the historical 

achievements of the form, and paralleling the creative process of ALL art 
forms. 

Jazz was greatly influenced, and in many senses, derived itself from the 

ragtime style in both instrumental and vocal forms. Regional expressions, at 

first so important, lost their significance with the cross-relational 

developments from the different geographical areas, each with its own 

unique processing of local folk and popular influences. Some guidelines were 

provided by the Joplin and Sousa ragtime published orchestrations, beginning 

about 1898. Now considered somewhat academic, the syncopations of ragtime 

were an especially lasting influence for many years. The extremes of the 

varied mixtures of folk and popular music from which jazz arose were 

consequential to the styles, such as the clashes of the microtonal blues 

inflections with the fixed piano accompaniments, the result being an 

accommodation of a folk-derived melody with the newly acquired 

harmonies. 

In New Orleans, decisive steps were taken to systematize vocal and 

instrumental heterophony and to regularize the repertory of instrumental 

jazz. The earliest known jazz-ensemble style and its accompanying method of 

improvisation came to be known as Dixieland Jazz, later known as New 

Orleans Jazz. The emphasis on independent lines was of great importance 

and had further consequences on the style. The derivations of this important 

style is the spiritual. 
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The Original Dixieland Jazz Band (ODJB) began making recordings of 

this music in 1917. The printed press also finally began to acknowledge jazz. 
The popularity of this band spread through many of the centers of music, 
such as New York and Chicago, their popularity also leading to performances 
in England. The year of ODJB's initiation is now cited as the date of the 'birth' 

of jazz.197 ODJB's music was modeled on military marches and keyboard 

ragtime. Their pieces consisted of several sections, usually 16-bars each, often 
with bridge sections, and introductions and codas with an ensemble 

improvisation on each theme. Elements of blues, march, rag, and hymn 
began to fuse into a more unified music. Sectional forms gave way to 
monothematic pieces, later providing a basis for a more continuous 
extempore playing. The integration of collective and individual skills became 

the staple of jazz performances, and personal interpretation marked 

individuality and idiosyncrasies of groups. The music became more fluid and 
melodious and less dense polyphonically. Solo improvisation became 
standard. 

ORCHESTRAL JAZZ and JAZZ PIANISTS 

A coherent style of big band jazz also began to take shape. Different 
large ensembles would have different instrumental arrangements according 

to the particular players desired, reaching to groups as large as fifty players. 
While the preservation of improvising in the new orchestral contexts was a 

significant achievement, solo pianists were extending the language of jazz in 
a more positive way. As with Liszt and Chopin in the previous century, the 

catalyst was keyboard virtuosity, not merely for display, but as a means of 
absorbing new resources, especially rhythmic, harmonic and textural. There 
was also an exploitation of tonalities previously unused in jazz. A more 

complex and personal impact was sought by individual performers. The 
reconciliation of earthiness and sophistication was necessary to establish a 

smoother rhythmic continuity. This was accomplished by the New York 

Stride school. Many ternary patterns were superimposed on the underlying 

197 Harrison 564. 



4/4 to offset any suggestion of rhythmic squareness. These patterns were 
organized in iong lines instead of the tight, repetitive patterns of ragtime. 
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Jelly Roll Morton was the first jazz pianist to have a coherent general 
theory of the music's nature and potential. Retaining the immediacy of 
improvisation, Morton formatted his music to a carefully planned structure. 
Thus, he is known as the first jazz composer. 198 He demonstrated the use of 
12 and 32 bar monothematic pieces with a single repeaeng chord sequence. 
There was a balance between composition and improvisation, between 
homophonic and contrapuntal ensembles, with a broad range of color and 

texture, each participating in a continual musical argument. 

Duke Ellington, Paul Whiteman, Louis Armstrong, and others, were 
some of the first to make personal use of the large ensemble exclusively for 
jazz purposes. Preserving improvisation in the written scores, assembling 
elements of diverse styles, their jazz drew from the varied resources 
available. Ellington's style fused the contributions of single players and those 
of the large ensemble into shifting relationships, which became increasingly 
more subtle. 

From earliest times, jazzmen developed their own way of playing, 
achieving extensions of technique, especially the wind instruments. 
Virtuosity became a means of emotional and technical exploration, as it was 
for the stride pianists. Outstanding performers like Louis Armstrong brought 

new levels of sophistication from personal styles and techniques. Solo 
improvising now took a fixed form, like the Baroque technique of strophic 
variation. 199 The new improvising was based on repeated chord patterns 

rather than bass patterns. There was exploration of upper harmonic 
extensions of the ninth, eleventh, and thirteenth for sensuous impact, which 
followed the earlier deveiopments in the classical explorations, even up to 
atonality in the late 1950s. Individuals were known for their sound, through 
melodic and rhythmic invention accompanied by individual sound 

198 Harrison 567 .. 
199 Harrison 568 
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teclmiques - again, similar to classical stylistic differences. Commercial 
publishing narrowed the scope of these musicians, who turned to extensive 
playing of popular ballads. 

The 1930s marked a period of consolidation for jazz, with further 

exploration of orchestral resources and the growing subtlety of solo 
improvisation. Known as the Swing Era, there was a move toward ensemble 
virtuosity concentrating on line and mass rather than color. Arrangements 
were worked out by the band members themselves, rather than notated. The 
length of pieces was often determined by the time allowed on the LPs, just as 
with the arias of the operas of this period. Ellington, Henderson, Guy 
Lombardo, and Count Basie were the greatest names of this period. The 
rhythm sections acquired greater suppleness and articulation, and added to 
the soloist improvisation genre. Unexpected innovations pushed performers 

of all instruments to their limits and beyond in virtuosity and tonal palates. 

Bop, bebop, and rebop were the revolutions of the 1940s. The rhythmic 
subdivisions turned to 8/8 rather than 4/4, this idiosyncrasy also anticipated 
by ragtime. Rather than a real departure, bop is an intensification of swing 
with a traditional strong nature of blues content. Expressivity in 
improvisation increased, and there were more chromatic and melodically 
convoluted lines with a greater variety of passing harmonies and 
polyrhythms. Noted by rapid tempi, there was a definitive distinction 
between the blues soloists tragic tone and haunting melancholy, and the 
virtuoso assertion. 

Cool Jazz was the trademark of the late 1940s. Polytonality, greater 
freedom of expression, and teclmical sophistication brought jazz the 
collective improvisation of free-jazz (see below) in the 1960s. Acute awareness 
of the expressive weight of melodic and rhythmic relationships pursued in 

the abstract, such as flattened fifths, brought spontaneity with extraordinarily 
clean execution. Freely roving melodies and polyrhythms looked back to the 
folk-song influences and freed jazz from its European traditions. 
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By the 1970s jazz abandoned any pretenses of being entertainment 
music. Abandoning the chord sequences as the basis of improvisation left jazz 
wide open to alliances with other music. The rapport between jazz and rock, 
jazz and opera, jazz and electronic music, jazz and other world ethnic sounds 
and forms, brought jazz to a brink of new expression, and even the virtual 

suppression of the individual voice in jazz with collectivist tendencies 
paralleling the developments in art music, and the cross-overs between 
performers of jazz and classical music, the 'experimental' techniques and 
expression. 

FREE JAZZ 

Pianists of free jazz200 were very interested in the developments of 
classical music composers like Stravinsky and the French impressionists, and 
the innovations of jazz musicians like Dave Brubeck. Percussive piano style 

in which chords, bars, and formal structures were ignored, with passages of 
sound strung together, acting as patches of color rather than related parts to a 
whole.201 Cecil Taylor and Steve Lacy (see section on COMPOSERS, 
PERFORMERS AND MUSICIANS) began a musical communication. This 
style also employed sounds which are not in the equal-tempered chromatic 

scale. The majority of jazz musicians detested this music. But it attracted 
formidable figures like Leonard Bernstein. The revolution of the Civil Rights 
era brought Afro-American musicians into jazz in order to seek their rights of 
expression in music. Their new found 'freedom' boasted tyranny from bar 
lines, chords and any formal structures, with no instrument subordinate to 

another. Collective improvisation, variable lengths, indeterminate harmonic 
content - these were the elements of the new free jazz. This avant-garde jazz 
paralleled the same developments in classical music. Often a cacophonous 
jumble of musical sounds, some labeled the music as noise, disorderly and 
loose, but highly imaginative. Nevertheless, there are certain principles 

which run through much of free jazz: the use of sounds not traditional to 
music: shouts, screams, simple noise; complete freedom of the improviser -
apart from the requirement to work from a given theme, at times; and an 

200 James Lincoln, "Jazz," New Grove Dictionary of Jazz Vol. 1. 580-606. 
201 Lincoln 580. 
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avoidance of order: if the music starts to find some sort of order - break it.202 

Free jazz also lacks a fixed ground beat or pulse, blues notes, or conventional 

harmonies or scales. It does utilize the standard improvisation, 

instrumentation, bent-pitches, distinctive tone-colors and polyrhythms. 

Rzewski is also a jazz musician. His work with MEV brought him into 

direct contact with many jazz musicians and performers. This work and 

performing has a definitive effect on Rzewski's compositional style, especially 

regarding improvisation: 

I mean, how can you be a composer in the United States and not be 
influenced by jazz? Jazz is perhaps the most powerful music that this 
country has produced .. .It's certainly that only kind of music that's 
universally respected in the rest of the world as genuinely American music 
which is worthy of recognition.203 

Rzewski also acknowledges the interplay of folk music with jazz, and the 

importance of the cross-relationships to each other: 

One of the basic ideas of jazz is the combination of the African rhythm 
based conception with the melodic conception which partly come from 
say Scottish ballads, which were a part of the American folk tradition. 
And also the very important contribution that was made by say the 
Russian and eastern European countries who wrote many of the popular 
songs on which jazz compositions were based .... Black people are a 
people who have been in intimate contact with other cultures on this 
continent for many generations. And this is what gives to jazz its 
international character.204 

The importance of this music to Rzewski lies in its spontaneity as well 

as its rich background. The many stylistic elements which Rzewski 

incorporates into the North American Ballads, especially those from the jazz 

genre, are given due credit in the analyses of the four pieces in this document. 

202 Lincoln 60l. 
203 Zimmerman 314. 
204 Zimmerman 515. 



BLUES 
Blues 205 is a secular Afro-American folk music of the twentieth 

century which has a history and evolution separate from, but sometimes 
related to, that of jazz. From obscure and largely undocumented rural 
American origins, blues became the most extensively recorded of all folk 
music types. It has been subject to social changes that have affected its 
character. Since the early 1960s, blues has been the most important single 
influence on the development of Western popular music.206 
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The most important extra-musical meaning of 'blues' refers to a state of 

mind. Since the sixteenth century, the blues has meant a condition or state of 
melancholy or depression. But the blues did not enter American culture until 
after the Civil War. As a description of music which expressed such a mental 
state among Afro-Americans, it may not have gained popularity until after 
1900. The two meanings are closely related in the history of blues as music. It 
is generally understood that a blues performer or singer does so to rid his or 
herself of the blues. Important to the blues musicians, these performers 

maintain that one cannot play this music unless one is truly in this 
emotional condition. Blues is considered a perpetual presence in the lives of 
Afro-Americans and is frequently personified in their music as Mister 

Blues. 207 It follows, then, that blues can also be a style of performing. Many 

jazz players claim that an individual's ability to play blues determines his or 
her skill as a jazz musician. Within blues as folk music, this ability is the 
essence of the art. Certain qualities of timbre, with rasping and growling 
techniques, are associated with the technique. The timbre, as well as flattened 
or shaded notes, produced by microtonal deviations from the standard 
western temperament, are distinctive to the blues, and can be simulated in 
both vocal and instrumental music. 

Blues was created largely by illiterate musicians, most of whom could 
not read music. Improvisation - both verbal and musical - was an essential 

205 Paul Oliver, "Blues," New Grove, Vol. 2. 812-819. 
206 Oliver 812. 
207 Oliver 813. 
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part of blues, though not to the extent it was in jazz. A number of patterns 
evolved to facilitate the improvisation, and developed into the now standard 
12-bar blues. This form crystallized in the first decade of the twentieth century 
as a three-line stanza in which the second line repeated the first, thus 
enabling the blues singer to improvise a third rhyming line while singing the 
second. The structure was supported by a fixed-harmonic progression which 
all blues performers knew and played almost automatically. This progression 
consists of: 

-four bars on the tonic, of which two might accompany singing, and 
the fourth might introduce a flattened seventh; 
-two bars on the sub-dominant, possibly accompanying singing, 
followed by two bars on the tonic; 

-two bars on the dominant seventh, accompanying the rhythmic line 
of the vocal part, and two concluding bars on the tonic. 
Such a progression could be played in any key. 

The term blues is also used to identify a composition that uses blues 

harmonic and phrase structure but which is intended to be performed as 
written. Published compositions in blues form, while at first bringing a new 
sound to a larger audience, contributed much to the confusion about the 
nature of blues as folk music, and helped link the term in the popular mind 
with jazz. This association with jazz at first retarded blues research and the 

independent consideration of its origins, traditions, forms and exponents. 
Only since 1960 has it been discussed extensively in its own right. 

In its early years, blues was wholly Afro-American. The 
unaccompanied Afro-American plantation work songs were influential in its 
development. Following a responsorialleader-and-chorus form, these early 

origins can be traced to the pre-Civil Wa:t and African influences. 
Responsorial songs died out after the breakup of the plantations, but 
continued in the penitentiary farms until the 1950s. The Reconstruction era 
took the Afro-Americans to new work locations in collective labor or share

cropping. The work songs then took the form of solo calls or hollers and were 
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comparatively free in form but close to the blues feeling. 208 The vocal style of 
the blues probably developed from these hollers. 

In the 1890s the post-Reconstruction bitterness of southern Whites 
forced the Afro-Americans into their own communities with their own 

identities, and a flowering of Afro-American music, sacred and secular 
flourished. Ballads in traditional British form were part of the musical 
expansion. Blues emerged from the combination of freely expressive hollers 
with the music of these ballads. There are only a few notated blues of this 
early era, but those collected frequently had a four-line rhyming couplet form. 
The early blues singers were traveling musicians, and spread their styles and 
forms wherever they went. During the same period the street evangelists 
were spreading their gospel tunes. By the 1920s the blues singer had replaced 
the traditional songster. The blues songs had no fixed number of stanzas, but 

the return. to the tonic after the stanzas third line gave shape to long 
improvisations. The ballad singers concentrated on the black heroes, while 
the blues singer sang of themselves and their own experiences. 

Many of the so called classic 209 blues singers came from the South or 

from border states. These blues singers borrowed the blues they had heard 
from the rural singers. The form of the blues was made popular by the record 
industry. 

The shadings and inflections of the blues can be produced relatively 
simply on a guitar. But to create the blues effect on a piano is more difficult. 
One can only produce the effect of the blues' grace notes and glissandos by 
playing the keys Simultaneously, and the effect of blues rhythm by 
syncopation and strongly accented rhythmic phrases. This style is derived 
partly from ragtime. Bass figures are important in the development of piano 
blues. The walking bass (see section on Walking Bass, p. 184) of broken or 

spread octaves repeated through the blues progression provide the ground for 
improvisation. 

208 Oliver 814-15. 
209 Oliver 815. 
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The blues of the 1930s were characterized by texts which were colored 

by disappointment rather than bitterness, with a more reflective quality. 
Pianists became more prominent during these years. Many of the blues of this 
period were characterized by a cynicism prompted by the difficulties of the 

Depression. Singers of this period were based in St Louis. In Chicago, the 

tough conditions of the Depression stimulated a more extroverted and 
aggressive blues. In contrast to these urban blues, the rural blues were coarser 

and fiercer, and provided the stimulus for the blues of the 1940s. The post-war 
blues changed identification with the term rhythm and blues, a term free of 
racial connotations. The 1950s brought more insistent rhythms, and the 1960s 
brought the onslaught of scholarly investigation. 

Interestingly, the advent of White interest in Afro-American music 

always presages or coincides with a departure from the idiom by the Afro

American population. In Afro-America, soul music now predominated. Few 
blues singers retained their following in the soul era. Probably the most well

known blues singer is Bessie Smith. The Smithsonian has given Smith the 
title of "First Lady of Blues." 210 Another is Billie Holiday. An extraordinarily 

gifted performer, her singing shows a most unusual and unique identity. The 
female blues-singer was traditionally a one-woman chorus - all power, 

pulling her audience along with her, in the tradition of the gospel-singer. 

Holiday changed all that. A small voice with exactness in pronunciation and 
enunciation, there was a longing, sadness, and melancholy which pierced the 
listener, and brought one into her solitariness and sadness. Singing through 

the 30s, 40s and 50s, her recordings continue to bring the history of the form 

to the ears of attentive listeners. 

The use of the 'bent' note, or the lowered tones and microtones became 

the musical expression of blues emotions.211 If anything, this phenomenon 

is carried further in free jazz than ever before: there are frequent extreme 

instances of instrumental squeals, cries, shouts, moans, and whispers. Blues 

210 Woods, Interview. 
211 Brian Priestley, Ian Carr, Digby Fairweather, Jazz: The Essential Companion; 

(London: Grafton Books, 1987) ; 50-51. 
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notes abound on ALL degrees of the scale - not only on thirds, fifths and 
sevenths. Significant differences are that there may be no steady beat (in this 
respect free jazz recalls the playing of early down-home blues singers and 

guitarists) and, for the first time, blue notes and blues formulas are 

independent of functional harmony. Tunes are based on the 12-bar blues 
progression, but with pauses between each four-bar phrase rather than a 

continuous beat. 

BLUE NOTE 
A blue-note 212 is a microtonal lowering of the third, seventh, and to a 

lesser extent, the fifth scale degrees, common in blues and jazz. The precise 

intonation or pitch of blues notes is not fixed, but varies according to the 
performer's instinct and expression, ranging to more than a semitone below 
the true pitch. Blues notes are said to have originated from the Afro

American slaves' difficulties in adapting west African pentatonicism, lacking 
the third and seventh scale degrees, to European diatonicism. The blues scale 
consists of two identical tetrachords (example: a below middle-c, middle-c, d 
and e-flat; e-natural, g, a, and b-flat) the blues notes being the e-flat and b-flat. 

These 'inflected' pitches are among the most distinctive features of jazz and 

blues, and influenced jazz harmony and intonation. 

212 Bradford Robinson, ''Blue Note," New Grove Vol. 2. 812. 
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WALKING BASS 

In jazz, walking bass is the same as in Baroque music: a line played 
pizzicato on a double bass in regular crochets of 4/4 meter, the notes usually 
moving stepwise or in intervallic patterns not restricted to the main pitches 
of the harmony. 213 Rzewski uses walking bass in the ballad Down by the 
Riverside. 

The style arose as the use of stride piano patterns declined. Its usage 
began in the 1920s an 1930s, first by Walter Page. It has since become the 
lingua franca for jazz bass players, allowing them to contribute pulse, 
harmony and counter-melody simultaneously. 214 In boogie-woogie piano 
style (see below) walking bass is a repeating left hand pattern of broken 
octaves. 

In Baroque music, especially early Italian, walking bass is a term used 
uniformly for a bass line that moves steadily and continuously in contrasting 
(usually longer) note values to this in the upper part(s). It is a particularly 

common feature of strophic variations. 

BOOGIE-WOOGIE 

Boogie-woogie is a style of piano blues which originated in the early 
part of the twentieth century. It was first played by bar room honky-tonk and 
rent-part y pianists, who favored it for its volume and momentum.215 'Rent 
parties' were a means for poor Afro-Americans living in Harlem to raise 
money to pay the rent. 

Guests arriving at a rent party would pay an admission charge, ranging 
from a dime to fifty cents. Once inside, they could buy food and liquor at 
reasonable prices and dance as much as they wanted to while the 
professors engaged in musical duels ... Rent parties would last as long as 
the guests and the refreshments held out, or until the needed rent money 

213 Gunther Schuiler, "Walking Bass," New Grove Vol. 20, p. 174: 
214 Schuller 174. 
215 Paul Oliver, "Boogie-Woogie," New Grove Vol. 3. 39. 



was raised. For many years the "rent social" was a successful and happy 
function in Harlem, as in other Black communities in major cities. 216 
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The term appears to have been first used for a dance performed to a 
piano accompaniment, and its widespread use originated in the dance 
directions for Pine Tops Boogie (1928), recorded by Clarence 'Pine Top' Smith. 

The style is characterized by the use of blues chord progressions adapted to a 
percussive, forceful, repetitive left-hand bass figure. There are many such bass 
patterns, but the most familiar are the doubling of the simple blues bass in 
broken octaves. The latter was reportedly developed by the ragtime pianists in 
the nineteenth century. The right hand configurations played against these 
patterns are both rhythmic and melodic, with sharp ostinato passages and 
sequences in thirds and sixths. Right hand improvisations can be created over 
the left hand rolling rhythms which can sometimes produce startling 
dissonances and frequent cross-rhythms. Discords and rapid 'crushed' or 
'pressed' notes are often obtained by striking adjacent notes in rapid 

succession. Rzewski uses this style in Down by the Riverside. 

216 Joel Vance, Fats Waller, His Life and Times, (New York: Berkley Medallion Book, 
1977) : 44-45. 
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