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What makes American music ‘American’? Aaron 
Copland, whose Piano Variations is featured on this 
recording, spent much of his career promoting 
something called ‘American music’. But even in 
1973, when he was in his seventies, Copland 
didn’t seem to be quite sure what American 
music really was. In an interview for the Music 
Educator’s Journal, the composer was asked 
this very question. Citing jazz as an interest 
during the inter-war years, he noted that it was 
American-specific novelty that attracted art music 
composers to the genre, and this was what 
was undeniably American about their music. 
However, given that by 1973 the novelty of jazz 
had worn off, Copland suggested that for national 
inspiration, American composers turn toward rock 
music instead. 

Copland’s answer is hardly satisfactory. What 
constitutes American music, it seemed to him, 
was simply a matter of geographical circumstance. 
As has been so convincingly argued by 
ethnomusicologist Gerard Kubik, jazz owes not only 
rhythmic characteristics, but also harmonic features, 
primarily to the music of West Africa, as imported 
and practised by the slave population. It is worth 
noting that this music was not embraced by urban 
white America until the twentieth century, so to 
what degree (beyond geographical location) it is 

‘American’ in Copland’s sense is a moot point. 
The same applies to rock, which by 1973 was a 
mixture of blues rock and rhythm and blues. While 
both of these genres developed out of blues, and 
notwithstanding American ‘rockabilly’ – the polite, 
middle-class white version of rhythm and blues 
– they owe their mainstream popularity not to 
the United States, but rather to their enthusiastic 
promotion beyond racial boundaries in the United 
Kingdom during the 1960s. 

Copland’s quandary is, however, indicative 
of precisely what is American about American 
music: its extreme cosmopolitanism. Throughout 
the majority of the twentieth century, this 
cosmopolitanism can be found in every avenue 
of American musical life, across multiple genres: 
from the European-style folk music in rural 
areas to the imported music of the slaves; from 
European art music to the network of musicians 
that support its creation; from popular song to 
the esoteric avant-garde. Even the music of Spain 
finds its way into the United States, infused with 
the sounds native to Latin America. If there ever 
was a melting pot of musical cultures, it was 
the United States of America. And it was during 
the twentieth century that this heady mixture of 
musical cultures made itself well-known on the 
world stage.

***



down certain keys while striking others, causing 
sympathetic vibration in the ‘silent’ dampened 
strings, audible as overtones. 

As the title of the work makes explicit, the fate 
of the core tone row is thematic development 
in the form of variations. Like the European 
tradition from whence tone-row techniques 
(such as 12-tone serialism) originated, the idea 
of organic development of musical material is 
a central concern in this work. Conceptualising 
musical material as containing the seeds for its 
own thematic development is an idea we find 
with Beethoven, and was a motivating factor 
in formal and technical developments in 19th 
century composition. Perhaps its most obvious 
manifestation in Copland’s Variations is that 
the individual variations flow into each other 
without clear demarcation, as if variation was the 
natural and progressive outcome of the opening 
statement of the work. 

Setting the Piano Variations aside for a 
moment, Copland himself is a very good example 
of the multi-culturalism of American art music. He 
was of Lithuanian-Jewish stock: his parents had 
emigrated from Russia to become store-owners 
in Brooklyn, raising their family above the shop. 
In fact, the name ‘Copland’ was an anglicised 
version of ‘Kaplan’, chosen by the composer’s 
mother prior to arrival in the United States. 

The deep causes be what they may, the issue 
of American musical identity was of major concern 
to Aaron Copland (1900-1990). Copland’s name 
is one that is often associated with the idea of a 
characteristic ‘American’ musical style. Invariably, 
evocatively entitled compositions such as Rodeo 
and Appalachian Spring immediately come to 
mind. However, Copland was no stranger to 
musical cosmopolitanism, as compositions such 
as El Salon Mexico, and a plethora of works 
operating within the European art music tradition 
display so vividly. It is with this latter association 
that the listener is immediately struck when 
encountering the first four notes of the Piano 
Variations, a work written between January and 
October 1930. These ominous notes signal the 
arrival of a dark, stark and fretful drama; and they 
are the listener’s constant companion throughout 
the work, forming its tonal structure. The notes 
E, C, D sharp and C sharp are intended as a 
tone row, inspired by the 12-tone techniques of 
composers such as Schönberg and his students. 
(These notes can be interpreted as a statement in 
C sharp minor as well.) This sombre soundscape 
is maintained throughout the composition. The 
dire economic situation in the United States 
formed the social backdrop to the creation of this 
work, and arguably, few compositional techniques 
could have been as fitting an illustration of the 
times. Timbral experiments also contribute to 
the atmosphere: on occasion, the player holds 



Copland owed much of his musical education to 
the Old World: it was exposure to the music of 
Ignacy Paderewski at the age of 15 that inspired 
him to pursue composition. Like many American 
composers of his generation, Copland was a 
student of Nadia Boulanger in Paris. He also had 
another trait, atypical in American culture at the 
time. As a young man, Copland was fascinated 
with the Russian Revolution, developing leftist 
leanings that caused friction with his family. 
His concern with the political aspirations of the 
working class would come back to haunt him 
in the Communist witch-hunts of the McCarthy 
era, and shouldn’t be underestimated as an 
important facet of his thinking in a country where 
ideological dissent, particularly of the leftist 
variety, is not gladly entertained. This is especially 
true when one considers that the equivocation of 
socialism and Communism is today still a common 
current in American politics.

In New York, Copland had formed what was 
called the Young Composer’s Group, with the 
aim of pioneering new music and promoting 
it amongst the general populace.  This group 
was inspired by Alfred Stieglitz to create music 
which reflected the values of the American brand 
of democracy. This was not the only group 
Copland was involved with that had to do with 
the promotion of American music. He was also a 
prominent member of the League of Composers, 

a group with the aim of promoting an American 
national music. However, with regard to the 
Piano Variations, it was the dissonant European 
avant-garde style that listeners initially objected 
to. Copland was even forced to première the work 
himself, after intended débutante Walter Gieseking 
objected to its modernist style. Despite its cool 
reception, the work – dedicated to the New York 
writer Gerald Sykes – found a champion in the form 
of Leonard Bernstein, and has since gone on to be 
an established part of the modern repertoire.

***

William Jennings Bryan Weber (1916-1979) 
was best known to the East Coast musical 
scene simply as Ben. As we find with Copland, 
in Weber’s music the influence of the European 
avant-garde on tonal organisation is plain to see. 
Weber was the first American composer to use 
12-tone serialism, in his Bagatelles for piano, op. 
2 (1939). (Incidentally, the very first piece in this 
collection actually has an 11-note row.) A self-
taught composer, Weber found his first success in 
Chicago, where he gave up a career in medicine 
to become a composer. Finding encouragement 
from Schönberg, and settling in New York, Weber 
became a devotee to 12-tone serialism. 

Weber’s music differs from Schönberg’s in 
an important manner, in that Weber employed 



For only four years did the lives of Weber 
and the next composer on this program overlap. 
Charles Tomlinson Griffes (1884-1920) was born 
in Elmira, New York, and alongside Charles Ives, 
was one of the United States’ first major musical 
figures. Indeed, Griffes might be as well known 
to the public as Ives, were it not for his short 
life – he died in his 35th year after suffering from 
empyema, just as he hit the highpoint of his 
compositional career. To further compound the 
tragedy, his sister, embarrassed by revelations 
of his homosexuality, destroyed many of the 
composer’s personal letters and documents.

Once again, we find that a substantial portion 
of a major American composer’s education was 
in Europe. Griffes left for Berlin in 1903 on the 
recommendation of his piano teacher, bound 
for the Stern Conservatory. While in Europe, 
Griffes became more and more interested in 
pursuing a career in composition. Against the 
advice of his sponsor, but with the support of a 
new-found friend, the Berliner Emil Joèl, Griffes 
abandoned the Conservatory for private lessons 
with Engelbert Humperdinck. Although he only 
had a handful of lessons with Humperdinck, 
Griffes never regretted the decision. In Berlin, 
he soaked up the general cultural atmosphere, 
and was exposed to currents in composition. 
Upon his return to the US after three months in 
Berlin, the young composer still clung to German 

as far as possible the language of Romanticism, 
dispensing with the angular melodic motion 
of European serial music. As a result, Weber’s 
serial music is far more accessible to average 
listeners, bearing some of the more immediately 
recognisable features of Romantic music at the 
expense of the Viennese School’s disconcerting 
and jarring treatment of melodic form. While 
Romantic melody seems far removed from 
angular and somewhat mechanistic serial music, it 
is perhaps a mistake to see Weber as hearkening 
‘back’ to an old style – for is serialism, in its 
fetishisation of organic thematic development, not 
simply an extension of the Romantic technical ethos?

Weber initially achieved financial security 
as a copyist for publishing firms in New York. 
Weber was remembered by students for various 
eccentricities, and these are perhaps best 
summarised by the title of his autobiography, 
written the year he died: How I Took 63 Years 
to Commit Suicide. The Fantasy, op. 25, which 
is featured on this disc was written in 1946 for 
the pianist William Masselos, who was also the 
dedicatee of the composer’s Piano Concerto. From 
the very opening, there is something otherworldly 
about the sonic world into which the listener is 
immersed. There can be little doubt: serialism 
certainly opened the door to a new aesthetic.



Romanticism. But he had acquired a popular 
European musical habit that would soon dominate 
his output: impressionism. 

Prior to his embracing of impressionism, Griffes 
had looked to Brahms and Strauss as models. 
Perhaps the change to an impressionistic style 
fitted his personality, for Griffes is described as 
a person of moderate sociality. Having mastered 
the impressionist style in culturally vibrant Berlin, 
a vocation as a schoolteacher at Hackley School 
in Tarrytown, New York, couldn’t have been very 
appealing. Nonetheless, it was a job he was to 
maintain for the remainder of his life, using spare 
time and holidays to compose, as well as become 
a proficient painter and amateur photographer.

Griffes displayed the cosmopolitanism 
of American music in more than just his 
impressionist style. Even though, like Debussy, 
piece titles were not indicative of actual program 
music, Griffes did show an proclivity toward 
exoticism in his title choices. The piece on 
this recording is entitled Roman Sketches, an 
anachronistic and exotic invocation if there ever 
was one. The Roman Sketches were composed 
in 1915, with an orchestration of the first two 
movements in 1919. The composer’s most 
performed work is featured in this suite: The 
White Peacock. It was part inspired by a poem by 
William Sharp, better known by the pseudonym 

Fiona McLeod. Many of Griffes’s other works are 
also decidedly non-American: The Pleasure Dome 
of Kubla Khan and Five Poems of Ancient China, 
both amongst the composer’s best-known works, 
both sampled scales from the Orient. In fact, the 
most objectively American piece Griffes ever wrote 
was Two Sketches for String Quartet Based on 
Indian Themes, drawing inspiration from Native 
American music. It was only after 1917 that Griffes 
began to write in a less Eurocentric, impressionist 
style. His late masterwork, the Piano Sonata 
(1917-18), certainly stands out as an idiosyncratic 
work: it is dark, dissonant, abstract. It is perhaps 
an indication of what might have been, had 
Griffes not met such an early demise.

***

Like all the composers featured on this 
program, Samuel Barber (1910-1981) has a 
connection to New York: although born in 
Pennsylvania, it is in New York that he eventually 
died. Between the event of his birth and that 
of his death spans one of the most successful 
musical careers in the United States. Barber, 
too, was a champion of the idea of an American 
style of music, and expressed it through his 
membership and contribution to the League of 
Composers. Although by far his most famous 
work, the Adagio for Strings (1936) is but one of 
a large corpus of music that contributed to the art 



European tradition. Despite this, Barber was keen 
to promote American art music. Bearing testament 
to this fact is the music that is featured on this 
recording. The Piano Sonata, op. 26 (1949) was 
written for the 25th anniversary of the League of 
Composers, by virtue of a commission by Irving 
Berlin and Richard Rogers. This was the same 
League of Composers with which Copland was 
affiliated, established with the express purpose of 
promoting American modernist art music. Today 
it exists under the umbrella of the International 
Society for Contemporary Music. Barber was 
himself a member of the League, and like 
Copland, would assume a position of leadership 
therein at some point during his career. 

The Piano Sonata was first performed by 
none other than Vladimir Horowitz, giving it 
almost instant critical and popular acclaim. The 
involvement of the virtuoso Horowitz was fitting, 
for the Sonata is an extremely challenging work 
from the perspective of piano technique. Even 
though Barber, for the most part, steered clear 
of the European avant-garde in favour of musical 
accessibility, the influence of happenings on 
the European continent some years earlier was 
not entirely lost. Barber joins both Copland 
and Weber in employing tone rows in the work, 
doubtlessly a technique brought to the forefront 
of musical consciousness by Arnold Schoenberg 
and his pupils. The first three movements of 

music repertoire. Indeed, few modern composers 
have enjoyed such sustained success as Barber 
did during his artistic career. He was the recipient 
of several major prizes, including two Pulitzer 
Prizes for music: one for the opera Vanessa (1956-
57), and the other for the monumental Concerto 
for Piano and Orchestra (1962). 

Testament to the cosmopolitanism of American 
art music and musicians, Barber could trace his 
roots back to Europe without much difficulty. 
He was born into a fairly well-off Irish-American 
family that boasted several musicians. His aunt 
and uncle were especially influential in this regard 
– his uncle as a prolific writer of art songs, and 
his aunt as a respected singer at the Metropolitan 
Opera. Barber himself became an avid singer, 
but it was for the piano that his first work was 
composed. It was a short piano piece, penned 
at the age of 7, with the title Sadness (what 
else, one would think, from the composer of the 
Adagio for Strings?). At the age of 10, he wrote 
an operetta on a libretto by the family cook. By 
his late teens he was already a fairly serious 
composer, as well as a pianist and singer of 
some skill; in his twenties, he was responding to 
commissions from famous performers.

Barber spent protracted periods of time in 
Europe, and so far as the majority of his output 
is concerned, was essentially a Romantic in the 



the work feature this compositional technique. 
Barber did not use of 12-tone rows in the same 
strict sense as the European serialists, or as 
we find in the works of Weber. The tone row 
serves only as a feature of melodic concern, and 
not as a structural device governing the entire 
work. Beneath the serial melodic fragments, 
harmonic treatment of a less rigid and more 
traditional nature can be observed. The shadow 
of a European tradition extending further back 
than the Viennese School can also be felt in this 
work: the final movement features fugal writing, 
incorporating as many as six voices.

American art music, it would seem, could not 
escape the heritage of Europe. But arguably, this 
is not at all surprising, given that the dominant 
population of the country brought with them 
the culture of Europe. However, the presence of 
a multitude of other cultures in North America 
has left its mark as well. Perhaps what was lost 
to most seeking to find an authentic nationalist 
voice for the music of the New World, was the 
fact that this identity might not lie in a single 
feature of the music itself. Instead, it might be 
best thought of as musical multi-culturalism, a 
creole of diverse musical and social interests 
united by geographical location.

Barry Ross
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Lori Sims received the Gold Medal at the 1998 
Gina Bachauer International Piano Competition, 
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of any sort of escapism. 



AARON COPLAND (1900-1990)

 1  11:24  Piano Variations

BEN WEBER (1916-1979 )

 2   8:46  Fantasia (Variations), Op. 25

CHARLES GRIFFES (1884-1920)

Roman Sketches, Op. 7

 3   5:06  The White Peacock

 4   6:00  Nightfall

 5   3:02  The Fountain of the Acqua Paola

 6   5:02  Clouds

SAMUEL BARBER (1910-1981)

Piano Sonata in E-flat minor, Op. 26

 7   7:42  Allegro energico

 8   2:07  Allegro vivace e leggero

 9   5:55  Adagio mesto

10   4:46  Fuga: Allegro con spirito

TOTAL: 62:51

Recorded at: Endler Hall, Stellenbosch University,

South Africa, 16 – 18 January 2012

Artist: Lori Sims (piano)

Produced by: Luis Magalhães

Balance engineer: Gerhard Roux 

Piano tuner: W. Heuer Musikhaus

Edited and Mixed by: Gerhard Roux

Mastered by: Tim Lengfeld

Photos: Cecilia Scholtz

Program notes by: Barry Ross

Graphic Design: Glitz-design

Bösendorfer 280 Model

℗ © 2013 TwoPianists Records
Made in Austria.    TP1039152

www.twopianists.com


