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			I have been thinking and writing about these composers and their music for decades. While I have endeavored not to quote passages of my previous work in this book, I inevitably have drawn on thoughts, stories, and descriptions from earlier articles, reviews, and talks. In these chapters I have blended long-held ideas with fresh impressions. I hope the reader will benefit from what I have to say.
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			THE GREATNESS COMPLEX

			I must have been about thirteen when I first listened to a recording of Bach’s Mass in B Minor. As a child I was essentially alone in my passion for music. No one in my family (not even an uncle or aunt, from what I knew) had sung in a chorus, played the guitar, or anything. So the finished-basement den of our house on Long Island was my private musical refuge, where I practiced the piano, one of those boxy old uprights, and listened to classical records.

			About a year earlier I had begun studying with a new piano teacher, Gladys Gehrig, an awesome woman in her late sixties. A Bach devotee, Mrs. Gehrig had me learning several of the composer’s Two-Part Inventions, and my first Prelude and Fugue. One day she urged me to get to know Bach’s mass, the greatest masterpiece of all time, she said. Her words made me eager to hear the piece, but also a little wary. It sounded intimidating. And the recording I found in a store—Herbert von Karajan’s weighty, full-orchestra version from 1952, on three LPs—certainly looked daunting.

			I may not remember the exact moment I put on Side One, but I remember vividly how those opening choral pleas of “Kyrie eleison” (Lord, have mercy) affected me. Today, after decades of experience with the piece—from hearing numerous performances and recordings, from studying the score in college classes and playing it through on the piano—I still find the music overwhelming, though for me it will always be imprinted by my first reaction long ago in the den.

			The mass opens with a five-part chorus, buttressed by the instrumental forces, singing “Ky-ri-e” in three stern chords of increasing intensity. The melodic line, taken by the Soprano I section, rises up a step, and the harmonies seem to lift with it. This simple musical gesture—an imploring melodic phrase that ascends step-by-step with each urgent statement—is a timeless music trope. As that third chord on the final syllable of “Kyrie” cuts off, the members of the Soprano II section, only they, start to sing “eleison” on a pleading three-note ascending phrase, as if saying to their brethren, “Don’t give up yet.”

			Before they finish, though, most of the other choristers, too impatient to wait, burst in with a second, even more wrenching cry of “Kyrie.” The Sopranos I again carry the top melodic note, having slipped up a scale step to F-sharp. You expect this short phrase, just like the first “Kyrie,” to rise with anguished fervor up higher still, to a G.

			At least that’s what I expected hearing it that first time. Something in the way the notes of the chords mingled made it seem like that was where the harmonies were headed.

			Instead, as it sounded to my adolescent ears, Bach has the sopranos cling to that F-sharp for a piercing moment, digging in with more vehemence, clashing with other voices and instruments.

			Now, at the time, though I dutifully practiced scales on the piano, I knew almost nothing about harmony, voice-leading, suspensions—all the musical elements Bach was utilizing to make this passage so powerful. But intuitively I must have grasped some of what was going on. I certainly knew what I felt about it. There is a touch of angry desperation in that second cry of “Kyrie.” It’s as if the chorus were saying, “Lord, are You hearing us down here? Hey, we’re talking to You! How about some mercy?”

			With the third and final “Kyrie” plea, the melodic line finally crests and touches that top note I had anticipated as a kid, before the whole imploring opening statement of “Kyrie eleison,” having vented its anguish, settles down, ending on a solid, sonorous dominant chord. What next?

			Beseeching the Lord for some attention through those choral declamations obviously did not do the job. So the chorus, standing in for all of us, tries an earnest entreaty. The main section of the Kyrie begins: a long, elaborate fugue, astonishing music that unfolds mostly with somber penitence, driven, but not overly so, by a calm, relentless gait of steady quarter notes and flowing eighth notes.

			In crucial ways, that early experience of listening to my first recording of Bach’s mass set the course for my life in music. Yes, I was emotionally overcome. And, yes, I sensed immediately that Mrs. Gehrig was right about this masterpiece. It felt like I was venturing into a realm of greatness that only certain lucky people knew about.

			Yet at the same time, the budding musician in me wanted to know more, to know why this music, even this opening phrase of just four measures, moved me so much. How did the music work? My passion for music was not enough. I needed to understand it as well. I had to try to grapple with these giants, starting with Bach, always a good place to start. Who was he? How did he relate to his era? How does one account for, let alone explain, his music and its unshakeable hold on us to this day?

			The Baroque period was in full swing when Bach was born in Eisenach, Germany, in 1685. By the time he died, in 1750, all manner of new styles and genres had taken root, including the early symphonic schools, and, of course, opera, which had been around for a century and a half. The era of Viennese Classicism was about to take off; Haydn was eighteen.

			But Bach had no interest in being fashionable. Instead, he looked deeper into prevailing styles and techniques. His music is an uncanny synthesis of what had been and what was to come. No piece reflects this duality more than the Mass in B Minor. Though lasting about two hours and written in multiple, mood-shifting sections, the work comes across as an organic entity. This is all the more amazing when you consider that Bach composed the mass over decades in a piecemeal way, finishing the score only the year before he died. While it is possible that the first two main sections, the Kyrie and the Gloria, were tried out in performance in Dresden in 1733, historians are not sure. There is no evidence that the mass was performed complete in Bach’s lifetime.

			Whenever I hear Bach’s Mass in B Minor, or other of Bach’s incomparable works, I usually come away thinking that, for his matchless combination of technical mastery, ingenious musical engineering, profound expressivity, and, when so moved, unabashed boldness, Bach was the greatest composer in history.

			But what is greatness in music? Does it matter? Does there need to be a greatest composer in history? Does the canon expand? And who gets to say what is canonical now?

			The field of classical music has justifiably been criticized for its obsession with greatness, with certifying a repertory of canonical masterpieces. And the religious connotation of the word “canon” is not helpful, with its suggestion of accepted dogma. As my friend Alex Ross, the music critic of the New Yorker, argues in “Listen to This,” the title essay of a collection of his pieces published in 2010, the very term “classical music” makes the whole field seem dead; it traps “a tenaciously living art in a theme park of the past.” Classical music, of course, can be “great and serious,” as Alex writes, but greatness and seriousness are “not its defining characteristics.” It can also be “stupid, vulgar, and insane.”

			It makes sense that the nickname Eroica (Heroic) has stuck to Beethoven’s Third Symphony, a colossal piece. Yet this music is also audacious and unpredictable. On the surface the symphony’s four movements might seem, at first, to come from different spheres: a brisk, purposeful Allegro with a searching development section that climaxes midway in a gnashing burst of dissonant chords; a grimly imposing Funeral March; a breathless Scherzo, at once godly and giddy; a romping, mischievous Finale that is somehow the ultimate statement of the heroic in music. Yet the movements are linked, almost in a subliminal way, by a small group of short musical motifs that run through almost every moment of this fifty-minute score, lending the overall work inexorable sweep and structural cohesion. Talk about greatness.

			And yet the idea that greatness does not matter implanted itself in me early. As a child my first favorite composer was Edvard Grieg, who would not make anyone’s list of all-time greats. I had a recording I adored, Rubinstein Plays Grieg. The main work on the album, recorded in 1953, was Grieg’s Ballade, Op. 24, a seventeen-minute score in the form of variations on a bittersweet folk song. Some of the variations become quite tumultuous; the piece both hooked and baffled me.

			I especially loved the short works Rubinstein played, selections from Grieg’s ten volumes of Lyric Pieces: sprightly dances, songs without words that evoked wistful folk tunes, character pieces with evocative titles like “March of the Dwarfs” and “Little Bird.” My favorite was “Shepherd Boy,” with its achingly sad melody, a series of descending lyrical phrases that actually seem to sigh. In the middle section the melodic line goes through twists and generates agitation. The piece sounds not like the song of a shepherd boy but a musical depiction of his inner thoughts. At my young age, I couldn’t articulate what I was feeling about this short piece. In retrospect I realize that I must have wondered what made this Norwegian shepherd boy so sad. I could be a sad kid too, especially when, alone, I listened to recordings like this one and felt the music so deeply.

			Decades later, in 2002, I went to Norway for the first time and had the chance to trace Grieg’s steps in Bergen, where he was born in 1843. I finally learned why, for all his success in Europe as a composer and a pianist, who often accompanied his wife, Nina Hagerup, a fine soprano, in song recitals on tour, Grieg remained attached to the “great, melancholy, natural scenery” of his rugged, misty homeland, with its spectacular mountains and fjords, as he wrote to a friend. I gained a sense of why Grieg was so touched by the wistful, elegiac folk music of Norway, and what he meant when he said self-effacingly that his music had a “taste of cod” about it.

			While there, I visited the two-story wooden house that Grieg lived in with his wife on the outskirts of Bergen, a home they designed. On the piano in the main living room there remains in its special place a framed photograph of the couple’s only child, Alexandra, who died of meningitis at thirteen months in 1869. The house is now part of the Grieg Museum. On this visit, after introducing myself to a security guard, I was allowed to try Grieg’s piano. So I played another one of his Lyric Pieces, the tender “Cradle Song,” while looking at the photograph of Alexandra and glancing though the window at the vista of a nearby lake.

			The case for denying Grieg greatness is easy to make. At twenty, urged to do so by a mentor, he wrote a symphony but soon withdrew the work and never attempted another. He came under pressure to compose a stirring Norwegian national opera and tried to do it but got no further than some choral scenes and sketches. He wrote the wonderful, if modest, Lyric Pieces; some chamber works, including three engaging violin sonatas; and a few volumes of elegant songs. There is his incidental music for Ibsen’s play Peer Gynt, from which Grieg fashioned two popular orchestra suites. And, of course, his justly beloved piano concerto.

			But a great? No. Should that matter? Absolutely not.

			Before switching tacks, though, and arguing that lovers of music, like lovers of any art form, cannot help being swept up in the search for greatness, let me fortify the case against the greatness obsession in classical music by briefly discussing a recent piece, John Adams’s The Gospel According to the Other Mary, an ambitious and powerful oratorio that the composer completed in 2012.

			One of the most rewarding things about music by living composers, as with new work in any artistic field, is that questions of the greatness of a piece, all predictions for its longevity, are rendered irrelevant. Creators, performers, and audiences alike understand that we are simply too close to a living artist’s work to be able to make such judgments. If an exciting new novel comes along, literary-minded people want to read it, talk about it, maybe argue over it. But the question of whether the novelist is another Dickens or Proust is absurd. The same goes for new plays, new films, new pop groups, and new television dramas.

			We know from reading music history that contemporary audiences could be clueless judges of a composer’s work. Beethoven was widely recognized as a towering figure in his time. Many of his pieces quickly found favor with the public and professionals. But a lot of his music was considered confounding, even bizarre, and I’m not just talking about the late-period works, which many people, including some in awe of Beethoven, thought were the products of a deaf composer who had turned a little crazy in his fifties. Many earlier scores baffled listeners as well. This attitude lingered among those who should have known better, including critics. Consider an assessment of Beethoven’s exhilarating Seventh Symphony by a London critic in 1825, twelve years after the work’s Vienna premiere. In this score Beethoven “indulged a great deal of disagreeable eccentricity,” the critic wrote, adding that “we cannot yet discover any design in it, neither can we trace any connection in its parts.” The critic could only conclude that the symphony was intended as “a kind of enigma—we had almost said a hoax.”

			If Beethoven’s music routinely divided opinion in his day, the compositions of the Austrian composer and virtuoso pianist Johann Nepomuk Hummel were almost universally hailed, his place in the pantheon confidently predicted. Hummel was a solid composer. Still, the relative achievement of these two contentious rivals looks pretty lopsided today. For the record, they reconciled at Beethoven’s deathbed. Hummel, a pallbearer at his competitor’s funeral, performed at the grand Beethoven memorial concert in Vienna.

			To return to John Adams’s The Gospel According to the Other Mary, this is a perfect example of an arresting work that pushes aside questions of lasting greatness because we know we are too close to it, and to Adams, to make any such assessment. With new music, we become swept up in the immediacy of the experience of hearing it.

			Adams’s oratorio tells the story of Christ’s Passion from the perspectives of Mary Magdalene, Martha, and Lazarus, presented both as biblical and modern-day characters. I first heard it live in 2013 when Gustavo Dudamel, who had conducted the premiere the previous year with the Los Angeles Philharmonic, brought that orchestra to Lincoln Center for a semi-staged performance. The oratorio contains some of Adams’s most fraught and complex music. He has always had skill at writing multi-layered scores in which different swirling elements unfold simultaneously, something he does in this ambitious piece with exceptional brilliance. You hear passages inspired by everything from big band jazz to Bach passions, from Ives to Ravel to Steve Reich. Yet it all sounds personal and urgent. And for all the density of the music, its layers and textures are impressively audible.

			There is a problem, though. The piece is too long. Act I is seventy minutes; Act II an hour. The version I heard in New York had already been trimmed by Adams after the premiere. Even so, stretches of the score that were riveting at first lost their punch and seemed overextended.

			As I listened I kept thinking: Well, what can you do. Adams is an exciting composer, but he has never written a piece that doesn’t seem too long. The run-on quality that affects his scores may be a remnant of his early days, when he was excited by Minimalism. But what was radical about pioneering Minimalist works like Philip Glass’s haunting opera Satyagraha is that the music is, you might say, radically Minimalist. Satyagraha is truly “music with repetitive structures,” the description Glass has always preferred to the term “Minimalism.”

			This is the take, I admit, of a listener who has been hearing Adams pieces over the years fresh from the studio. I could easily be wrong. Who knows what future commentators might say? The idea that an Adams work is too long may be considered as oversimplified a response as saying that Schubert’s sonatas and chamber works are too long, which was once an accepted assessment but now seems a small-minded way to think of Schubert’s sublime pieces. Then again, maybe historians will look back and wonder why any fuss was made over Adams in the first place.

			The point is that in the moment, when you’re listening to new music, these questions, if ever important, are out of mind.

			Okay. That’s my case against the greatness fixation.

			Now here is an argument for it, which matters to me, since in these chapters I will try to account for what makes select composers indispensable by discussing elements of greatness in the music as I perceive it.

			For one thing, it’s human nature to want to affirm the greatness that impacts and inspires your life. Your first time hearing some exhilarating or mystifying work by a composer of the past—Mozart’s justly nicknamed Jupiter Symphony, Beethoven’s searching Fourth Piano Concerto, Wagner’s trance-inducing Tristan und Isolde, Stravinsky’s shattering Rite of Spring—can be as formative a moment as anything that happens to you personally. These works, and the composers who wrote them, become living presences; we need to know what places they hold in our consciousness. People everywhere date their lives, especially their youths, by the music they love. That was certainly true for a member of the Beatles generation like me. My college years at Yale were almost framed by the release of, first, Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band and, in senior year, Abbey Road.

			I experienced the most amazing confluence of two of the musical greats who have helped me through life one Saturday afternoon in June 1979 at a Broadway theater in New York. I was living in Boston at the time, having just finished my first year teaching music at Emerson College while also working on my doctoral degree at Boston University. I had come to New York to visit some friends.

			Stephen Sondheim was already a giant to me, and Sweeney Todd had opened in March at what was then called the Uris Theatre. I was heading to Penn Station to see my family on Long Island, wearing jeans and a T-shirt, unshaven, backpack in tow, not having thought of going to see Sweeney. I assumed it would be sold out. Then I thought, Why not check? To my surprise there was a ticket available, fourth row center, no less. If I remember, it cost twenty-five dollars, which would have seemed a lot at the time. I grabbed it.

			I found my seat, stuffed my backpack under it, and felt lucky to be there. Then who came walking down the aisle? John Lennon, in a cream-colored summer suit, and Yoko Ono, in a simple print dress. They wound up sitting right in front of me. Now, when I was in college, the idea that you might bump into John Lennon anywhere seemed unfathomable. The crowd control problem would have made it impossible for him to go to a Broadway theater. But at this stage in his life he had been trying to be like any New Yorker, taking in shows, shopping at Zabar’s, grabbing coffee at an Italian cafe near the Dakota, where he lived. Still, there I was staring at the back of his head.

			It’s a tribute to Sondheim that from the first moments of the musical—the strange, wayward organ music that sets the ominous mood; the blast of the factory whistle; the undulant orchestral accompaniment that introduces “The Ballad of Sweeney Todd”—I was hooked, despite the out-of-body experience of sitting immediately behind John Lennon.

			At the end of the performance, people went up to Lennon and tried to greet him, to say something, as he and Yoko quickly headed for an exit. I was able to catch his glance and say, “Your music is very important to me.” He muttered, “Thank you, thank you,” and slipped away.

			A year and a half later he was dead, shot at the entry to the Dakota by a deranged fan, having made himself vulnerable by attempting to live normally and mingle among his fellow New Yorkers.

			Maybe we are too obsessed with greatness in the arts. But, I’m sorry, Stephen Sondheim and John Lennon define it.

			There are other reasons that many of us, after hearing an exciting performance, find ourselves thinking, “That is the greatest opera,” the “greatest string quartet,” the “greatest twentieth-century composer.” To make these pronouncements in the flush of enthusiasm is a shorthand way of affirming the work’s mastery, yes, but even more its hold over us. Also, deciding that some piece or composer is the greatest prods me to want to know more, to grapple with the qualities of the music that make it great.

			Often a composer seems not at all to be striving for greatness in a work, as with those lovely Grieg piano pieces. A composer might simply think: I’m just practicing my craft, working out something that’s been kicking around within me. Now, if it’s considered great, well, wonderful.

			Actually, it’s hard to know if the giants in the arts consciously aimed for greatness. Did Shakespeare? From what we understand, he thought of himself as a professional, a man of the theater. Did he write those plays hoping they would endure? I doubt it, which may be why so many of the scripts were left in jumbled states, with missing pages and confusing rewrites.

			In a way, even Beethoven, who really did strive for greatness, conducted his day-to-day life as a professional musician. I love the story about Beethoven’s Quartet No. 13 in B-flat. This is one of the five late quartets that the deaf composer wrote in the mid-1820s, works that mystified even the finest musicians of that period. This six-movement quartet, which Beethoven finished in early 1826, the year before he died, originally ended with the Grosse Fuge, a gnarly, vehemently complex movement of nearly seventeen minutes: it sounds like some frenetic Promethean dance is swirling within a tangle of counterpoint. At the time, the skilled musicians who looked at the fugue considered it not just bewildering but almost unplayable.

			Well, after a first performance, Beethoven’s publishers, who had good reason to fear this hot-tempered, ornery man, gently suggested that he substitute something else for the sixth and final movement of the quartet. Did Beethoven protest furiously that the Grosse Fuge was the only music to end this work? Did he denounce the publishers for their timidity and denseness?

			No. He took their sensible advice and wrote instead a fairly agreeable, eight-minute finale that was vastly simpler than the fugue. With this finale the quartet was published as Op. 130; the Grosse Fuge was published separately as Op. 133.

			Only in recent decades have many string quartets, even student ensembles, chosen to perform the Quartet in B-flat with the Grosse Fuge as the finale. Though it remains technically and musically daunting, musicians have learned how to tame it. Audiences seem thrilled to hear this great quartet (yes, great!) as Beethoven conceived it.

			THE TOP TEN COMPOSERS PROJECT

			My most unabashed venture into grappling with greatness came with a two-week series of articles I wrote in 2011 for the New York Times, what I called my Top Ten Composers project. And the seeds of this series were probably planted in high school, when my mother bought me Harold C. Schonberg’s 1963 book The Great Pianists. I was a very serious piano student at the time and Schonberg, the respected chief music critic of the New York Times, was an informed admirer of great piano playing and great pianists. I loved the book, so full of colorful stories about historic figures I’d never heard of, along with whole chapters on legends like Liszt. I still have it.

			Back then, I never remotely imagined that I would someday have the same job Schonberg held. Of course, even in my student days, as I developed my own take on things, I sometimes disagreed with Schonberg, especially his rough treatment of Leonard Bernstein as a conductor and composer. Bernstein was a hero to me. Also, by the time I went to Yale to major in music, Schonberg’s lack of sympathy for challenging modern compositional styles bothered me. Still, I had to admit it was fun to read the august Times critic’s dismissals of contemporary music. “I thought the serial-dominated music after the war was a hideously misbegotten creature sired by Caliban out of Hecate,” Schonberg wrote in a valedictory essay on the occasion of his retirement in 1980.

			Throughout his career Schonberg made clear that part of his responsibility as the Times’s chief music critic was to inform readers about music, a big motivation for his writing general-interest books like The Great Pianists and, in subsequent years, The Great Conductors and The Lives of the Great Composers.

			Implicit in these titles was the assumption that music lovers cared deeply about “greatness” and that we all knew who the truly great composers and performers were. And if we were confused about who made the ranks, Schonberg, of course, would be a trustworthy guide.

			I too take the educational component of being a music critic seriously. Of course I have strong opinions and a personal vision of the ways the art form I revere can thrive. Yet in our current musical culture, with the practice of amateur music making nothing like it used to be in earlier eras, even many people who consider music central to their lives admit to knowing little about its inner workings. So there is a hunger for insight, I’ve found. I’ve thought through these matters, immersed myself in music, and written extensively about it for decades.

			And, here I am, to my surprise, doing something pretty close to a Harold Schonberg book on the “great” composers.

			In truth, my Top Ten Composers project, an intellectual game that turned into a surprising, if hotly debated, success, was the initial motivator.

			Over those two weeks I wrote a series of articles, supplemented by five videos and numerous blog posts, with the goal of determining a list of the top ten composers in history.

			As I admitted from the start, the very idea of a top ten list was absurd. Yet the process of determining it was fascinating. On what basis would someone make the cut or not? Do you somehow measure compositional skills? Or seriousness of purpose? How much does influence matter? Arnold Schoenberg was arguably the most influential composer of the twentieth century. Every composer in his wake had to grapple with his development of twelve-tone music, even if only to reject it. Does that make Schoenberg a top ten composer? In asking such questions, you force yourself to pinpoint what exactly it is in a composer’s music that makes it exceptional and timeless.

			Yes, the whole thing was an intellectual game. But the only way to play any game is seriously. So I did. I analyzed pieces and composers, I agonized in public over the winnowing process, and I invited readers to weigh in. Did they ever. The Times posted more than fifteen hundred comments on our website.

			There were wonderful comments and posts from musicians and music lovers who entered into the spirit. Many responders dismissed the whole exercise as pointless, even outrageous. On his blog the composer Nico Muhly called the project “a horror.” Somehow I took it as a kind of compliment that the project provoked such condemnation from a gifted young composer. That this game and the questions it raised really stirred people up came through in the scores of comments on the website from readers who strongly criticized the venture while also offering their own top ten lists, often with warnings to me, like “Don’t you dare leave off Mahler!”

			The range of responders was inspiring. I think my favorite comment came from the cellist Gwen Krosnick, then twenty-four, whose father was Joel Krosnick, the renowned cellist of the Juilliard String Quartet. (He retired from the ensemble in 2016, after forty-two years.) Though Gwen rarely reads about music, she explained, she had enjoyed my articles and videos. “I found myself wishing I could have taken my Music History 101 class with you,” she wrote, which was very flattering.

			After a day spent immersed in the series, Gwen had a long phone chat with her father, who was on tour with the Juilliard Quartet; they spoke at length about my “wonderful and impossible project,” she wrote. One issue that came up was whether a composer “who changes everything” is “necessarily great.” The Juilliard Quartet had long championed Schoenberg’s works. Gwen asked her dad if he would put Schoenberg in his top ten list.

			“Dad said, quite slowly and sounding a bit surprised, ‘You know, I don’t think I would.’ I was pretty surprised myself, hearing him say that,” Gwen wrote.

			The dilemma encountered by the two cello-playing Krosnicks over Schoenberg was exactly what I had hoped for with the project. This intellectual game forced Joel Krosnick to think hard about how he valued and accounted for Schoenberg’s indisputable achievements and many amazing works.

			Of course, there is no need to bump Schoenberg from the list because there is no need for the list. But trying to compile one sure is fascinating.

			Some of the most interesting responses, though, came from music lovers who found the game not innocent, but harmful. Take the reaction of the conductor Leon Botstein, the music director of the American Symphony Orchestra and longtime president of Bard College, who pronounced my Top Ten Composers project as “dangerous and despicable” when I interviewed him in 2014 as I began working on this book.

			Botstein has essentially dedicated his career to rectifying what he sees as oversights in classical music, a field long dominated by performances of a certified canon of works while deserving scores that captured the imagination of the public in their day remain all but unknown. Botstein makes an impassioned and astute case against classical music’s obsession with greatness.

			To approach an art form like music with the idea that you are only interested in the very best, he said, is like shopping for a handbag and deciding in advance that you “only want Vuitton and forget everything else.”

			Of course there is bad music, Botstein said, lots of it, and Beethoven’s Eroica is indisputably great. “It is astonishing, yes,” Botstein said. But, he added, “I’ve never understood why I’m being asked the question is it better or worse than whatever. I don’t get it.”

			The revitalization that results from exploring overlooked music of the past is crucial to the life of new music, Botstein believes. I completely agree. He is exhilarated by the lateral cross-fertilization that thrives today between classical, contemporary, pop, rock, folk, and film music. But, he asked, why not apply that approach vertically? Or chronologically? This has been his mission.

			The classical music repertory needs revitalization. Still, there are ways to keep these beloved pieces alive for musicians and audiences without consigning these staples to storage shelves.

			A masterpiece can be placed in programs that provide musical and historical context. Michael Tilson Thomas, among other adventurous conductors, is expert at this. He has said in interviews that performing a work like Tchaikovsky’s Fifth Symphony is one of the hardest challenges he and the players of his dynamic orchestra, the San Francisco Symphony, deal with. This is because it’s hard to perform such a staple in a way that conveys what a daring, wrenching, and modern piece it was when new, and, in a real way, remains. A conductor does not want to distort the piece by performing it in a manner that exaggerates its emotional and musical extremes or goes against the Russian Romantic style.

			But if the Tchaikovsky Fifth is presented on, say, an all-Russian program that opens with a recent work by a living Russian composer, followed by a lesser-heard Stravinsky piece—or something comparable by Prokofiev or Shostakovich—and ends with the Tchaikovsky, then the audience is going to hear the Fifth afresh, as part of a heritage of Russian musical styles and experimentation.

			Contextual programming has become increasingly common. Many performers push the idea even further by boldly juxtaposing the old and the new to tease out resonances between works written centuries apart.

			The thoughtful Israeli pianist David Greilsammer is another practitioner of juxtapositions. For those concertgoers who judge artists by their expertise in older repertory, Greilsammer has plenty of credentials. A lively Mozart interpreter, he has given marathon concerts of the composer’s complete piano sonatas, and during a single season played (and conducted from the keyboard) all twenty-seven of Mozart’s piano concertos with a chamber orchestra in Geneva. He has also gained notice for his programs that alternate the old and the new, including music by figures seemingly as far removed from each other as the Baroque composer Domenico Scarlatti and the American maverick John Cage.

			Scarlatti wrote some five hundred fifty wonderful, imaginative single-movement sonatas for keyboard. Yet when a pianist plays a group of these pieces in a recital, this segment of the program can seem just a nod to an earlier era, an offering of lighter Baroque fare before the artist tackles a mighty Beethoven sonata, the monumental Liszt sonata, or whatever.

			In the spring of 2014, Greilsammer played a group of Scarlatti sonatas at the inviting Greenwich Village music club Le Poisson Rouge, interspersed with selected sonatas from Cage’s pioneering work of the mid-1940s Sonatas and Interludes, a cycle of twenty pieces for prepared piano. (Greilsammer has taken this unlikely program on the road and recorded it as well.) Cage calls for the performer to “prepare” the piano by inserting screws, bolts, paper strips, rubber erasers, and other such items in between certain strings on the piano in specified places. Cage’s idea was to turn the piano into a de facto percussion orchestra. And the strange, plunking, thwacking allure of the sound world Cage creates with his prepared piano pieces still seems fresh and startling today.

			Hearing Greilsammer play a Scarlatti sonata on the standard piano and then, quickly swiveling on a rotating stool, play a Cage sonata on the prepared piano was transfixing and revelatory. The Cage works, for all their percussive energy, came across as delicate, textured, and fanciful. And hearing Scarlatti played in this context, and so vibrantly, I noticed more than even the willful, wild elements that churn beneath the surface sparkle and elegance. On this night, Scarlatti and Cage seemed kindred creators.

			THE INDISPENSABLE COMPOSERS

			During my Top Ten Composers project, quite a few readers wrote to me saying that, though engrossing, the series was frustrating, because they sensed I had much more to say about the composers I discussed.

			So I thought I would put the game aside, open up my exploration, and look again at the issue of greatness. Hence, The Indispensable Composers. Of course, to say that certain composers are indispensable is to suggest that certain others are not. In these pages I’m embracing that concept as I discuss what makes some extraordinary composers indispensable to me.

			This book is in no way a comprehensive historical survey. Whole periods and many significant figures are not discussed. This will be a series of essays on composers, seventeen in all, and their achievements, drawing upon elements of biography, historical background and influences, the composer’s relationships with colleagues, shifting attitudes toward a composer’s work over time—anything that strikes me as relevant. My goal is to keep it simple and try to explain what I find important and helpful to know. What’s the big deal about Mozart? About Verdi? That’s what I’ve attempted to explain.

			For all the intellectual sport of my Top Ten Composers project, deciding which composers made the cut forced me to ask tough questions and reexamine their achievements. In dropping the game here, I had to grapple more seriously with these big, elusive questions in choosing the subjects of these chapters. I made what might seem some arbitrary calls, for example, including Debussy but taking a pass on the slightly younger Frenchman with whom he is so often linked, Ravel. Why? The more I learn about music, the more I’ve come to see Debussy as an epoch-altering figure. Yet though there are works of Ravel I revere, in recent years I’ve found his most famous pieces, like the sumptuous, sensual ballet score Daphnis et Chloé, too slick and extravagant for comfort. Maybe I’ll change my mind in time. For now, I’m going with my gut.

			Also, now and then I take a moment to explain (in the most nontechnical ways I know) some essential theoretical concepts, like major and minor keys, recitative, and such. Most of all, I’ve tried to make these essays personal pieces about indispensable composers. Though I break no biographical ground whatsoever in relating the stories of these composers, I focus on known aspects of their lives that strike me as meaningful. In assessing their work, I bring in impressions from significant performances I have heard, sometimes performances I have given, and even personal anecdotes that seem revealing.

			I found that in coming to terms with these towering figures, I was freshly engaged by questions I’ve long pondered. For one, though I deal with my chosen composers in chronological order, I don’t view music history as linear. Music doesn’t necessarily advance as an art form. Not all giants are pathbreakers. Many composers achieved greatness by essentially working within the parameters of a tradition—Verdi, for example. Verdi’s mission for most of his career was to invigorate the heritage of nineteenth-century Italian opera, not cast it aside.

			Alas, this gallery of greats is an all-male club. Though most art forms have sorry legacies of misogyny, classical music during its formative centuries was especially uninviting to aspiring women composers.

			The good news is that institutions and audiences have been increasingly eager to hear the music of women composers, to the point of pressuring stodgier institutions to open up. In one encouraging indicator of overdue change, as I write this four of the last nine winners of the Pulitzer Prize for Music have been women, the most recent being the Chinese-born Du Yun. But it will take time and dedicated effort to right this historic imbalance.

			Also, after taking this guide into the early twentieth century by comparing three pioneering giants—Schoenberg, Stravinsky, and Bartók—I end with just an overview of what happened afterward, offering my own brief and personal take. To look in depth at the last one hundred years felt to me like another book with a different orientation.

			Every day in my work at the Times, I face the challenge of trying to say something insightful about music while avoiding insider jargon as much as possible and not making assumptions about general knowledge among my readers. If I review, say, a new production of a Wagner work at the Metropolitan Opera, I am writing both for conductors, singers, and historians who are steeped in Wagner and for music lovers who may never have seen a Wagner opera. I must try to say something of interest to everyone.

			This is even more the case when I’m reporting on the premiere of an ambitious piece at the New York Philharmonic. I have to describe music that no one has yet heard in language that makes it vivid, I hope, not only to other composers and music insiders, but especially to concertgoers with little background in music. What did the piece sound like? How did it come across as an entity? Who is this composer influenced by, or stealing from?

			To me, these same questions apply when describing a piece by Bach, Mozart, or Brahms. That’s what I’m up to in this book.
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			CREATOR OF MODERN MUSIC

			

			CLAUDIO MONTEVERDI (1567–1643)

			Monteverdi: Creator of Modern Music is the bold title the musicologist Leo Schrade gave to his important 1950 book on this towering Italian master. Schrade used “modern” in the same sense that traditional college surveys of Western civilization are divided into semester courses on ancient and modern history. The modern era of music, Schrade argues, dates roughly from 1600, with the coming of the Baroque period, following the age of the late Renaissance. And Monteverdi, who was born in Cremona in 1567 and died in Venice in 1643, was the seminal figure in this transition.

			At the time of its publication, Schrade’s book encountered pushback from musicologists who thought the author made Monteverdi seem almost single-handedly responsible for the coming of “modern” music. Still, by any measure Monteverdi was one of the most pioneering figures in music history, and his achievements shaped the art form for centuries to come. I essentially agree with Schrade’s historical take.

			The Renaissance, especially during its late decades, was the high age of polyphony, that is, counterpoint, music written in several distinct overlapping lines (or voices). During the late Renaissance composers pushed the techniques of counterpoint to new heights of complexity, especially in sacred and secular vocal works. A corrective of a kind was in order, and the Baroque period, which saw a growing fashion for simpler textures, including seventeenth-century equivalents of songs with supportive accompaniments, provided it.

			In a way, music went public during the Baroque era, and Monteverdi rode that wave; you could even say he churned it up. He began his career working in the elite court of a duke, but wound up playing a defining role in developing the new genre of opera and opening it to general audiences. In his final period, directing music at the Basilica of St. Mark in Venice, while keeping his hand in opera, Monteverdi composed lush, extravagantly beautiful sacred works that seem Baroque prototypes for current-day surround-sound spectaculars.

			Also, during the early decades of the seventeenth century the musical language of diatonic (major and minor) harmony was essentially codified. Monteverdi wrote exquisitely in the older language and mastered the new one. No composer was a more influential bridge during this period of change.

			In truth, starting this survey with Monteverdi may be somewhat arbitrary. Still, he strikes me as the first towering figure with whom we, composers and audiences alike, can identify today. Consider the breadth of his works.

			In his nine books of madrigals alone—vocal pieces he wrote throughout his long life that were collected and published over six decades, winning him fame while making him some money—you can trace Monteverdi’s restless growth. He consolidated the achievements of the Renaissance masters who practiced that high art of polyphony while exploring the new styles and aesthetics of the Baroque.

			When Monteverdi was born, the Italian madrigal was the most popular and important genre of secular vocal music: an unaccompanied piece written usually for three to six voices (five voices became the standard). Wrenching expression from the words of the text was the defining element of the genre. Many madrigals came close to being through-composed, that is, structured so that the music almost seemed to ebb and flow without internal repetitions. Monteverdi was a madrigal-writing prodigy; his first collection was published in 1587, before he turned twenty.

			The subsequent books are almost a catalogue of musical developments that brought about the Baroque age. Monteverdi steadily experiments with innovative harmony, spiked with daring dissonance; he thins out the dense layers of counterpoint that had been standard practice, instead writing lucid madrigals that emphasize the top and bottom lines (the soprano and bass). Before long, pieces that are essentially Baroque songs with instrumental accompaniments were included among Monteverdi’s madrigal books, culminating in the monumental Eighth Book, titled Madrigals of War and Love.

			An exhilarating highlight of that volume is the amazing eighteen-minute dramatic scene Il Combattimento di Tancredi e Clorinda, which tells the ill-fated love story of the Christian hero Tancredi who falls for the Saracen Clorinda, whom he then meets on a battlefield, both of them unrecognizable in combat gear. They fight furiously. Clorinda is mortally wounded; Tancredi realizes his horrible mistake. This piece—for two solo singers in the title roles and a third as narrator, with an elaborate instrumental ensemble—is almost a mini-opera, quite a leap from the old idea of a madrigal. Il Combattimento a madrigal? It’s like calling “Revolution 9” on The White Album a rock song.

			Monteverdi was not among the initial group of composers, singers, poets, and princes in Florence around 1600 who, inspired by the example of ancient Greek tragedy (or what they understood it to be), came up with the idea of writing continuous music dramas, experiments soon seen as the beginning of opera. Still, Monteverdi, who was working for the Duke of Mantua at the time, knew all about what was going on in Florence. In 1607 he took a crack at the new genre, working with the poet Alessandro Striggio to compose Orfeo, a stunning masterpiece generally considered to be the first music drama that really worked as both music and drama, a piece rightly seen as the first great opera.

			It is hard to see Monteverdi’s hometown and family background as conducive to the musical revolutionary he became. Claudio Monteverdi was the eldest son of a surgeon and apothecary. The household must have been musical, though, because both Claudio and his brother Giulio Cesare became musicians. If Cremona was no major music center, it was easy traveling distance from places that were, like Parma and Mantua. The main locus of music making in Cremona was, naturally, the cathedral, which had a choir and maintained an instrumental ensemble under the direction of a maestro di cappella, the most important musician in town, at the time Marc’Antonio Ingegneri. There is no definitive record of Monteverdi becoming a choir member. But he definitely studied with Ingegneri, a skilled composer who instructed his star pupil in singing, text setting, and the art of writing contrapuntal textures for multiple voices. Monteverdi also learned string playing.

			Monteverdi was a prodigiously talented, ambitious, and savvy careerist who managed, at just fifteen, to get a prominent house in Venice to publish his first collection of pieces—sacred motets for three voices suitable for domestic devotional singing. The first two books of madrigals already reveal Monteverdi as not only aware of the most innovative harmonic practices of the day, but exploring new realms of sophistication.

			To comprehend the innovations of the new Baroque approaches, you have to grasp this matter of counterpoint in music and what it means. So, with apologies to those who need no help, let me briefly try to describe what counterpoint is.

			

			—

			The word derives from the Latin phrase “punctus contra punctum,” which means “point against point,” and that is a pretty good description of what’s involved. Counterpoint refers to music written in two or more independent lines, or voices. The lines have to go together harmonically, of course. But linearly and rhythmically they must have independent natures for a passage to be considered contrapuntal.

			Think of a solo melodic line. Then add, say, a lower line, not just a part that buttresses the upper one, but something that has independence, yet goes together. A canon, the fancy word for a round (like “Row, Row, Row Your Boat”), is actually a strict form of counterpoint because the second voice is the same music as the first, just delayed in time, which creates dynamic interplay between the two. A fugue is the most elaborate genre of counterpoint because, in the hands of a Bach, a fugue can be a complex spinning-out of three, four, and even more independent voices that mingle yet make sense together.

			The challenge for audiences today, when we hear, say, a Renaissance motet or sacred work, is to orient our ears to try to hear complex contrapuntal music the way it was perceived at the time. Renaissance listeners found pleasure in trying to discern multiple lines unfolding simultaneously. The creative process was a little like what happens today in recording studios when extra tracks are laid atop (or below) already-recorded layers of a pop song.

			The madrigal was an ideal genre for the contrapuntal entwining of voices. But—to oversimplify things a bit—during the Renaissance composers and their audiences became increasingly fascinated by what was happening vertically in the music—that is, harmonically—at any one moment. More and more, people were entranced by the power of harmony to drive music rhythmically through the use of dissonant intervals that craved resolution. To emphasize an earlier point, the emergence of Baroque styles, especially the growing popularity of music where a clear single melody was backed by a rhythmic and harmonic continuo group of instruments (the precursor of a 1960s folk singer accompanying herself on a guitar), was something of a simplifying corrective to complex Renaissance counterpoint.

			Watch Tommasini discuss counterpoint at https://youtu.be/d1ZQK-o7qzI.

			

			—

			By 1591, if not earlier (the record is unclear), Monteverdi had moved to Mantua to work for Vincenzo I, Duke of Mantua, of the illustrious Gonzaga family. The duke’s father had been a cultivated champion of music and drama. Vincenzo maintained these passions, along with passions for women and gambling, when, at his father’s death, he became duke in 1587. The duke maintained a large roster of court musicians and singers, headed at the time by a distinguished composer, Giaches de Wert, and had access to string and wind bands and virtuoso soloists. Monteverdi was first employed as a rather lowly viol player in the house ensemble. Over the next decade he steadily worked his way up, while still publishing books of madrigals and other works. In 1599 he married Claudia Cattaneo, a court singer, the daughter of a player in the string ensemble. This was probably an arranged match, which suggests how intent Monteverdi was on advancing his career, though he seems to have been happy with his wife. By 1601 he had attained the top post, maestro della musica.

			The previous year, Monteverdi had been the subject of a critical attack from a conservative Bolognese theorist, Giovanni Maria Artusi, who wrote a book castigating the dissonant irregularities of modern music among a new generation of composers, focusing on some offending works by Monteverdi but refusing to name him. That Monteverdi was singled out indicates how influential he had become in Italy, though this young upstart might have been an easy target, as the musicologist Tim Carter suggests. One of the works Artusi seized on was a madrigal, “Cruda Amarilli,” a work that had already circulated, though it was not published until 1605.

			Listening today to this poignant madrigal, which sets a love lament, from Giovanni Battista Guarini’s play Il pastor fido, a pastoral tragicomedy, you find it difficult to understand Artusi’s indignation. Still, in previous approaches, the piercing harmonies were like fleeting bursts of musical intensity. Monteverdi’s dissonant chords, Artusi argued, were unprepared for—that is, the harmonies seemed to appear out of nowhere.

			Monteverdi, who had scant general education, responded with a manifesto: a composer’s written note in his Fifth Book of Madrigals. He argued that there were now two practices in the composition of vocal works. The first approached music as the mistress of the oration, that is, the text; in the second, which Monteverdi championed, the oration was mistress of the music, hence, justifying harmonic boldness and “contrapuntal license in the service of text expression,” as Carter puts it. The manifesto was a savvy tactical maneuver. Monteverdi basically said that there is the old way and there is the new way; let peace reign.

			Monteverdi’s most lasting contribution may have been the pivotal role he played in the development of opera. There had long been various kinds of music drama, including the liturgical dramas of the medieval period, spectacles and pastorals, interludes performed between the acts of spoken plays, even madrigal comedies that told a story in the equivalent of chapters. Still, those experiments to devise a new kind of music drama that began in Florence around 1600 proved momentous. It’s too simple to say that the members of the Florentine Camerata, as historians would later dub this group of poets, composers, and aristocrats, invented opera. But they came pretty close. At the time, they were excited by the potential in a new technique called stile rappresentativo (or stile recitativo). This was simply a dramatically charged form of recitative with vocal lines written in ways that closely mimicked the natural rhythms and flow of the words being set to music. It is worth taking a moment, though, to explain more about the overall concept of recitative.

			

			—

			Every drama involving music, from Greek tragedy to rock opera, has to come up with a way of delivering dialogue. In many genres the dialogue is simply spoken. In most forms of opera, though, dialogue is primarily delivered in recitative. The clearest kind is so-called secco (or “dry”) recitative, as in Mozart’s operas, when the music seems to stop—at least the arias and ensembles backed by the orchestra—and the characters exchange chunks of dialogue in sputtering bursts of sung Italian accompanied by a harpsichord.

			This is as close to sung speech as opera gets. On the other end of the spectrum is full-fledged melody: in Mozart, an aria; in a musical, a song. Conveying the words and the emotions of the text is still essential. But now music has the upper hand and the words emerge from the melodic lines.

			There is also an in-between style, called arioso. Here the vocal lines are still composed in a way that mimics the rhythm and flow of the words but with more attention paid to melodic shapes and character. Arioso is quasi-melody.

			To Stephen Sondheim, dialogue in a musical theater work should always be the province of the book writer and spoken by the cast. But, though he is no big opera fan, Sondheim embraces the concept of arioso. Whole stretches of his scores, Passion being a good example (the work that probably comes closest to being a Sondheim opera), unfold in what could be described as melodically charged vocal lines where words slightly rule. In other words, Sondheim-style arioso. I should say, though, that listeners often differ over whether a vocal line is recitative or arioso, or rises to the level of aria (or song) with a real melody.

			

			—

			The early days of Florentine opera is an instance in music history where a development that simplified things was seen as pathbreaking. The members of the Camerata believed that Greek dramas were more sung than spoken, probably in a style of music that relied essentially on monody, the musical term that describes just a single vocal line accompanied very minimally by instruments with maybe just hints of chords. The Camerata participants were making assumptions about Greek drama, since what they knew was sketchy. Still, they boldly set about to create a contemporary version of it, and their invention of stile rappresentativo was the means.

			In the first operas the vocal writing of stile rappresentativo was closer to what would later be called arioso than to recitative, certainly nothing like the chatty sputtering of Mozart recitative. But after an age of complex Renaissance contrapuntal music, the birth of a new art form that relied extensively on long stretches of monody was momentous.

			It’s significant, and rather charming, that the story of choice those Florentines seized on to announce this new style of vocal writing and bold new genre of music drama was the myth of Orpheus and Euridice. The attraction was obvious: the character of Orpheus, the singer and poet whose music could tame beasts and soothe the very gods, embodied the power of music. A poet in the group, Ottavio Rinuccini, wrote a libretto, L’Euridice, a telling of the myth that plays much more like a pastoral drama with some solemn overtones than the Greek tragedies that supposedly were firing the imaginations of the Camerata.

			For one thing, this version idealizes the tale: Orfeo and Euridice appear as a blissfully happy young couple when Euridice, as in the old myth, is bitten by a snake and dies. Orfeo’s grief so moves the gods that Venus herself leads Orfeo to the gates of Hades to plead with Pluto to release Euridice from the realm of the dead. But not wanting to write a downer of a libretto, Rinuccini softens the story. Instead of being charged to lead Euridice home without looking back at her, no conditions are placed on Orfeo at all. The lovers simply return in triumph.

			In 1600 two musical versions of L’Euridice emerged from Florence and were published by two composer/singers who by this point had their own followings and a brewing rivalry: Jacopo Peri and Giulio Caccini. These were not the first operas to be written, but they were the first ones for which we have adequate source materials. Also (and this is where the scholarly record is hard to fathom), each composer’s Euridice contains music by the other! The commingling suggests that these works were like contributions to an ongoing experiment by, arguably, the most important private club in music history.

			Peri’s Euridice was first performed on October 6, 1600, at the Pitti Palace in Florence as part of the festivities surrounding the wedding of Henri IV, of France, and Marie de’ Medici. It was soon published, though the ambitious, unpleasant Caccini, not wanting to miss out on such a high-visibility event, insisted that participating singers who had worked with him be allowed to perform excerpts of music he had composed. Peri, a more obliging sort, agreed. Peri’s original score, containing additions by Caccini, was later published. Caccini’s version was published around the same time, but not performed complete, it would appear, until 1602.

			Peri’s version is eloquent and refined. Emotional nuance, even tragic grandeur, inflect the vocal lines, which were accompanied, reports suggest, by lutes and a kind of early harpsichord. What these instruments actually played is hard to know, since the score just indicates bass notes with a few suggestions of chords or riffs. But today, with so many performers skilled in the art of improvising in historic styles, we can make pretty good guesses.

			Caccini’s Euridice is more varied and mellifluous. The vocal lines in stile rappresentativo are framed often with choral outbursts and instrumental ritornello, that is, refrains. Whole stretches of the vocal writing have a rhapsodic quality to me. In a good performance, it should seem as if the characters are almost improvising their parts.

			Though this new venture in musical drama generated much buzz within aristocratic circles, the main shortcoming of Florentine opera was immediately clear: all that recitative got boring after a while. A theorist at the time urged composers to incorporate other kinds of music—choruses, instrumental episodes, arias with real melodies—to alleviate the tedium of recitative.

			Other early opera composers acknowledged the problem. Monteverdi solved it.

			At the time, opera was a plaything of princes. Duke Vincenzo, Monteverdi’s boss, who had political and familial ties to Florence, kept abreast of artistic developments there. In 1607, anticipating the marriage of the duke’s son and heir, there was an especially active festival season in Mantua. Monteverdi was asked to write a festival work. He too turned to the Orpheus tale, but with a libretto written by Alessandro Striggio that hewed closer to the myth, though not quite.

			The triumph of Monteverdi’s Orfeo was due not just to the composer’s genius but to his astute analysis of the problems with the operas that had been written previously.

			First, he understood that recitative had a built-in dullness factor. So his opera, which he called a favola in musica (legend in music), has a score of wondrous variety. There are instrumental numbers and episodes of fleeting dance; there are chorus segments sometimes evocative of madrigal, and other times in a fresh declamatory idiom; Monteverdi’s arias, to call them that, are mostly structured in clear verses, usually with instrumental refrains.

			Moreover, his way of writing recitative—that is, the stile rappresentativo—while closely depicting the contours of speech, has subtle melodic allure. In the great Act III climax, when Orfeo sings a long, pleading arioso to Pluto, “Possente spirto,” begging for Euridice’s release, the vocal writing in each successive verse becomes more elaborately lyrical and elegantly embellished. Even so, Monteverdi, an instinctive theater man, anticipated that this extended solo might try the patience of his audience, so each verse has a different orchestral accompaniment, with certain instruments being given an importance almost equal to Orfeo’s vocal lines.

			Because this work was produced for a festive occasion at the behest of a duke who wanted to show off his court composer, Monteverdi was allowed to write for a large ensemble of instruments, about three dozen, including a dozen fundamenti—that is, keyboards, harps, organs, and lutes, which provided harmonic support. The score that we have does not always specify which instrument plays what. Still, this Baroque ensemble could be considered a harbinger of big, lush opera orchestras to come.

			Another crucial insight Monteverdi brought to this new genre involved the co-dependence, as he saw it, between form and drama. He intuitively realized that even though an opera presents a story in real time, it should also be a large-scaled piece with a musical structure. On a fundamental level, every great opera, even works like Verdi’s Otello and Berg’s Wozzeck, holds together like an elaborate composition. Monteverdi set that benchmark with Orfeo.

			For example, Act I of Orfeo opens with a rousing instrumental toccata. A prologue follows in the form of an arioso in several verses sung by the personification of music, La Musica, who welcomes the guests, compliments the royal family, hails the soothing powers of her art, introduces the protagonist, and bids the audience to be silent.

			Then the main body of the act begins. There is an introductory song for a shepherd, followed by a five-part chorus in praise of the gods; a transitional recitative for a nymph; a five-part balletic chorus of joy; an orchestral episode of dance; a repeat of the chorus and dance; and a short recitative for a shepherd that leads to the center of the musical structure, which is Orfeo’s solo aria of contentment and love, “Rosa del ciel,” followed by Euridice’s tender reply. Then, in a savvy musico-dramatic stroke, Monteverdi reverses the order and goes backward through the forms of the sections we just heard, writing musical equivalents to them, and arriving at (that is, ending with) a final beguiling recitative for a shepherd. It’s a butterflylike musical structure.

			Now, as a member of the audience you might not consciously follow this structure; more likely you would just get swept up in the drama, as Monteverdi wanted. But you follow it subliminally. Act I comes across not just as an involving, tender, joyous opening to the story, but as a piece of music that has its own coherence and shape.

			Monteverdi’s rhythmic invention is another wonder of this work. During the celebratory choruses he demonstrates how to invest music written in a seemingly routine meter, like 4/4, with fetching rhythmic vitality. This is a good place to briefly explain what the term “meter” means. Any description is bound to make the concept seem complicated. Yet meter is probably the most perceptible element of music. The way composers handled it will keep coming up in this book.

			

			—

			Meter simply refers to regularly recurring patterns of beats that are grouped into measures, or bars. It’s very similar to meter in poetry, in which words are grouped into symmetrical lines and verses with varying patterns of long and short, accented or unaccented syllables. Western music actually borrowed the term from poetry.

			The meter
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“Exuberant . . . he writes with the music under his fingers.”
—ALEX ROSS, author of The Rest Is Noise
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