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been seen m New York in many years, was 
one of utter sameness-so much so that the 
most appropriate description can be found in 
the native tongue of the composer: "S ehr 
langw eilig." 

Schoenberg has been unquestionably a 
leader in the creation of a "modern" idiom, 
tha t is, a manner of musical speech in which a 
consistent use is made of dissonances, both as 
a result of polyphonic (ma.ny-voiced) move-
ment, and as a result of new chord structure 
and progressions. But the basic lack of vital-
ity in ideas; the unutterable sameness; the 
twi nges and spasms of warped emotion; the 
feeling, with due · respect for Schoenberg 's 
sense of form, of loose ends, without cohesion, 
succeed finally in conveying the sense of utter 
fut ility. This feeling of complete frustration 
might be compared to the efforts of a sculptor 
who had a concept of form, of pattern, in his 
mind, but who attempted the hopeless fask of 
moulding handfuls of sand into definite shape. 

If anyone doubts that Schoenberg 's work 
is evidence of the final struggle of a decadent 

dying culture, let him listen to his songs. 
H ere the subject matter deals with the same 
idealistic, poetic symbols which were charac-
teristic of the "romantic" period in music. In 
that period, these emotions were elevated by 
the highly individualistic genius of such mas-
ters as Schubert, Schumann, Wolff , Brahm s, 
and others, to such a great height of inspired 
attai nment, that to follow in their footsteps 
is to retrogress. Henc e, Schoenberg's much 
vaunte d leadership has not been a spiritu al 
one, but one of form, which , in the absence of 
profound impulse and impetus, degenerat es 
into mere formalism. In short , in dealin g 
with "spring, young and warm ," " nightin-
gales;'' "birds," and personal emotions con-
nected with such· matters, he is harking back 
to a period in music which is past. This he 
does not do by direct imitation of the old mas-
ters. Not at all. Being a "modernist ," a "lead
er," he must be different. So he pours old wine 
into new bottles, for certainl y all this poetr y 
reeks of the old German romanticism-yet 
only .occasionally does the old familiar, appro-
priately lyrical musical treatment appear in the 
momentary glimpses of cadences and musical 
phrases redolent of the past, which stalk 
through his pages like ghosts, ill at ease in 
their up-to-date garb. In spite of all this 
"modernism," one suspects Schoenberg of 
gazing longingly, like Lot's wife, behind him, 
and of being at the same moment' petrified at 
his attempts to feel and express. 

The piano pieces are as arid, still-born ex-
amples of creation as exist in musical litera -
ture. Here is novelty of harmonic structure, 
and it may be argued that, at any rate, he at-
tains a certain interdependence of form and 
content. Yet the basic ideas are again of such 
fragmentary, spasmodic aridity, that the death 
knell of the value of his form is sounded with 
the opening . tones

In a · tecent article in the American 
Spectator, entitled "The Composers Turn 
Buffoons," Edward Robinson takes Schoen-
berg, among others , to task, for not having · 

picked up the "burning torch" of Schumann 
and Brahms , and continued th eir traditions . 
It may be evident some day that this is exactly 
what Schoenberg has done. But this torch 
burned so fiercely in the hands of Schumann 
and Brahms, that to the dismay of himself and 
others, he found himself bearing aloft not a 
" flaming torch," but dying embers. 

In the light of certain interviews Schoen-
berg gave upon his arrival, one is enabled to 
see, more clearly than heretofore, the direc· 
tion and danger of his leadersh ip. He has 
said that a composer is uninfluenced by social 
changes and upheavals, and that he goes ahead 
with his work unconcerned with world af-
fairs. In his Marxian interpretation of 
musical history, Tchemodanoff , the great 
Russian critic, observes: "An artist, as well 
as a philosopher , does not suspect that his 
creative ideas are influenced by the social 
condit ions of this or that class. Moreo ver, he 
would deny this connection if someone were 
to point it out to him. He would insist that 
he was absolutel y free in his creation and 
that he worked only in the name of art and his 
own great ideas. Nevertheless , there is not a 
single artist , no matter how formally fr ee he 
may be, who can escape the influence of the 
ideological atmosphere which surrounds him." 

It is not to be believed that Schoenberg has 
evolved his "different " chord structure merely 
from his inner consciousness, with out his being 
aware of musical changes takin g place in the 
world , whose revolutionary character may be 
tr aced to shifting social conditions to which 
they· are indissolubly linked. His failur e, in 
the last analysis, seems to be his self-confessed 
unaw areness and grasp of the larger signifi-
cance of inevitable changes takin g place in a 
world of ever-present realit y, in which musical 
utt eranc e is a most vital phase of expr ession. 
Were he great enough to sense the profound 
significance of these universal changes, his 
work would break the bonds of mere formal-
ism, a new transcendent spirit would imbue 
his creations; the "professor" would emerge 
from the narrow confines of his stud y, trans -
formed into a real musical leader , catch ing the 
new spirit of mankind . The attempt to make 
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the ideal, the unreal, live, would no longer 
concern him; but the inspiration of the new 
era, the glorification of the real , woul d ele-
<\7ate his musical expression to new heights, 
quickening the form which has the arid ity of
a desert . 

One is led to speculate what the influence, 
if any, upon Schoenberg's ideology would 
have been from his exile to less fr iendly 
shores, or even to the safety of Hitler 's "pro-
tective custody." After all, the concurrence 
of Schoenberg 's misfortune with the advan-
tage to the conservatory in Boston may be 
Schoenberg 's tragedy. ASHLEY PETTIS. 
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