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All American Music

such as Dvorék with his evocations of Czech folk melodies—or of
spirituals.

In a time before records and the radio, songs were composed
for the educated amateur or for theatrical revues, including the
minstrel shows. Songs for the home tended to be sentimental, as
did so much of the parlor music of the time; indeed, the ballad
“After the Ball,” with its massive sheet-music sales in 1892, is
sometimes cited as the first real hit single in American history.
Show tunes and dance-band marches and polkas could be livelier,
and Broadway songs enjoyed the added advantage of the publicity
attendant upon the show itself.

The American musical comedy—and hence the American
popular song and, eventually, the Hollywood musical—that emerged
at the turn of this century owed much to Central European oper-
etta and to its English variant epitomized by Gilbert and Sullivan.
This was, 1n essence, opera, but stripped of its high-art pretensions
and defined by a tuneful humor and sweet sentimentality that
placed it at least ostensibly in the realm of entertainment. The
form’s high point came between the wars, when such composers
as Jerome Kern, Irving Berlin, George Gershwin and Richard Rodgers
achieved a blend of melody, wit and sensual sophistication that
ensures the continued popularity of their work to this day. Formally,
however, the musical comedy rarely transcended the revues that
inspired it. The plots were formulaic, vehicles for the great singing
and acting stars of the time, and the lyrics dealt in simple situations
with simple, declarative tunes to match.

Well before World War II, however, there had been attempts
to create a true American opera based on the Broadway musical.
“Opera” in this sense did not mean something snobbish and high-
brow. It meant an attempt by composers to express themselves as
directly and originally as they could within this vital form of indig-
enous American musical theater. There was a clear precedent for
making opera out of popular musical theater: Mozart himself had
done something similar with the German vaudeville Singspiel in
The Abduction from the Seraglio and The Magic Flute. American
composers were further encouraged by the energy and seemingly
inexorable internal evolution of the musical, combined with the
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sterility of “serious” American opera—a sterility that had at least as
many sociological explanations as strictly musical ones. Three
composers should be mentioned here: Gershwin, with his Porgy
and Bess, which has been acclaimed as the greatest American opera;
Kurt Weill, a European expatriate who adopted the form of the
musical and composed some superior examples before writing, in
Street Scene, another “great American opera”; and, finally, Leonard
Bernstein, who composed a fine musical with West Side Story and
something more ambitious with Candide, and who has not yet
given up his goal to provide us an American opera that is both
popular and respected. All three men refused to rest content with
the simpler forms they were expected to fill. And Weill and Bern-
stein were explicit in their intention to make the leap from musicals
to opera.

American opera up until the 1930’s was a primitive thing. If
American intellectuals were crippled by an undue deference to
Europe, American high society was positively transfixed by its
European betters. The American preference for European musi-
cians continues to this day, as a quick count of American-born
music directors of leading American symphony orchestras will reveal.
In Europe, opera was originally a princely entertainment made
graciously available to the lower classes—apart from a few excep-
tions in Britain and Germany, in which the popular dispensation
came from a civic-minded upper bourgeoisie. When opera was
nationalized in Central Europe after World War I, the precedent
for a democratic opera, already established, was institutionalized
by the new republican states. Government subsidies kept ticket
prices within reach of the average person, and an innovative tradi-
tion prevented the repertory from becoming fixed on a few warhorses.
American opera was the province of nouveaux riches who aspired
to European class and glamour: before the advent of film and
recording stars, an opera singer was as exotic a creature as the arts
could provide. For a while, American opera houses emulated Europe
in competing for new operas. But when new music began to sound
unpleasant, the need for novelties was easily assuaged by exciting
new singers and flashy new productions.

In all of this, the American composer was a decided after-
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thought. The annals of the Metropolitan Opera—which for a long
time was America’s only opera house offering even close to a full
season—do reveal the periodic American-opera, premiere. Such
works as Deems Taylor's The King’s Henchman or Louis Gruen-
berg’s The Emperor Jones were earnest, unoriginal settings of libret-
tos with American themes, forgotten as soon as they were premiered.
Later, there was a whole school of folk opera, epitomized by Doug-
las Moore and Jack Beeson. Too often these works sound dated and
selfconscious, and the cynical anachronisms of Gian Carlo Menotti
and Thomas Pasatieri sound even worse. There were a few excep-
tions to this gloomy picture, but nearly all of them—including
Porgy and Bess—grew out of alternate means of patronage than the
conventional opera company. Most striking were Virgil Thomson's
two operas to texts by Gertrude Stein. Four Saints in Three Acts
enjoyed an enormous chic success in 1934, the American equiva-
lent of Berlin's Threepenny Opera. But neither it nor the even finer
The Mother of Us All of 1947 has yet been performed at the
Metropolitan.

The avant-garde music-theater events of the past two decades
are even further removed from the conventional operagoer’s taste,
which by now seems fully satisfied by singing and the more prim-
itive forms of melodramatic acting. Yet works like Glass’s Satya-
graha have emerged from that tradition and will eventually enter
the operatic repertory, and more and more seemingly marginal
experimental composers are showing signs of turning to the oper-
atic stage—and are being encouraged to do so by such far-sighted
operatic music directors as Dennis Russell Davies (who, sympto-
matically, 1s based in Stuttgart, not America).

Gershwin's Porgy dates from 1935, Weill's Street Scene from
1947 and Bernstem'’s Candide from 1956. We have not been deluged
with serious musicals since, or with vital new American operas by
composers who emerged from that tradition. In fact, the musical
itself is in trouble, with revivals (The Pirates of Penzance, no less)
ruling Broadway along with recyclings like 42nd Street. Broadway
has profound esthetic and sociological problems of its own. If the
audience for American opera is conservative, so is that for the
musical comedy-—a middle-class public in search of escapist enter-
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