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n the summer of 1983, the composer 
Jacob Druckman triggered something 
of a mild shockwave in the musical 

world by programming a festival inter-
rogatively titled “Music Since 1968: A 
New Romanticism?” This would be the 
first of two annual new-music festivals 
that Druckman curated around the 
rubric of “New Romanticism.” Both were 
given by the New York Philharmonic 
during his tenure as the orchestra’s 
composer-in-residence. Druckman 
taught at the Aspen Music Festival 
and School (AMFS) for eleven summers 
between 1976 and his death in 1995. 

The profound impact of this charismatic 
teacher and musical icon on several gen-
erations of students (as well as fellow 
faculty members) helped turn Aspen 
into a major incubator for the emer-
gence of New Romanticism—whether 
outright or in its subtler manifesta-
tions—as seen in the work of composers 
from George Tsontakis and Augusta Read 
Thomas to this year’s own Druckman 
Prize winner, Luke Carlson. Druckman’s 
manifesto-like essay introducing the pro-
gram declared that “the tide began to 
change” among composers during the 
mid-1960s, and that amid the profusion 
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of recent new works could be discerned 
“a gradual change of focus, or spiritual-
ity, and of goals.” He adapted Friedrich 
Nietzsche’s famous dichotomy of the 
logical, rational “Apollonian” versus the 
ecstatic “Dionysian” as representatives 
of the polar impulses driving creativity. 
The recent tidal shift, argued Druckman, 
was toward the “Dionysian qualities” of 
“sensuality, mystery, nostalgia, ecstasy, 
transcendency. Whether this new music 
will be called ‘Neo-Romanticism’ or some 
other term is yet to be seen. . . .”

Robert Spano, Music Director of the 
AMFS, explains that it can be enlight-
ening to step back from the historical 
context of Romanticism as it is normally 
presented—as a wave in music history 
that eventually waned—but instead to 
recognize its ongoing presence across 
eras. “There are artifacts that represent 
Romantic expression from many peri-
ods and even from composers who don’t 
seem to share a common thread.” Take 
the Finnish composer Kaija Saariaho, 
whose Graal théâtre is featured on the 
August 2 chamber program. Typically 
categorized as a “spectralist” com-
poser (i.e., part of a Paris-based wave 
of composers who focus on the grad-
ual transformation of sonic textures), 
Saariaho rethinks the genre of the 
violin concerto by invoking a twelfth-
century troubadour—and the medieval 

milieu that preoccupied some of the most 
prominent Romantics. Another example 
of this “ahistorical” Romanticism is the 
song cycle Der Cornet by the Swiss com-
poser Frank Martin, which appears on 
one of this summer’s recital programs 
(to be conducted by Robert Spano and 
featuring the mezzo-soprano Monica 
Groop on July 22). The rarely performed 
Der Cornet sets an early prose-poem 
by Rainer Maria Rilke (1875–1926) as 
a doom-ridden monodrama about a 
young soldier. 

“This is a great case of Romanticism 
from a composer whom we don’t nor-
mally think of as Romantic but as more 
neoclassical. But here Martin engages 

with Rilke’s poetry through music that 
is equally Romantic, though it’s not char-
acteristic of his entire output.” Ironically, 
Martin composed Der Cornet in the 
middle of the First World War—the very 
cataclysm that, for a time, had seemed 
to deal a death blow to Romanticism as 
a valid aesthetic choice. With the emer-
gence of a fortified European avant-garde 
after the war, the focus for any composer 
who hoped to be regarded as “progres-
sive” was on their brand of Modernism 
(generally the particular brand of atonal 
music known as serialism) and other 
radical experiments such as the chance 
music of John Cage. 

A NEW 
STyLISTIC OPENNESS 

Yet these self-styled “progressives” 
were only the temporary victors—and 
thus only temporarily in a position to 
rewrite history to confirm their triumph. 

All along, parallel to them, were com-
posers continuing the thread of late 
Romanticism and its concerns. They, in 
turn, pointed the way toward the recep-
tivity to styles that has flourished since 
the millennium.

“Concurrent with those dominant 
trends,” explains Spano. “there was 
always a thread of composers pursuing 
a totally different line—composers like 
Benjamin Britten and Leonard Bernstein 
and Samuel Barber.” So it makes sense 
that recent years have witnessed a tip-
ping point toward a new understanding, 
one that recognizes the valid co-exis-
tence of “multiple strands of expression.” 
The result, Spano adds, is that “in the last 
couple of decades there has been no one 
political clout for a particular aesthetic. 
Nowadays if you use the phrase ‘new 
music,’ it tells us nothing about what we 
can expect to hear. There’s a tremendous 
aesthetic diversity going on. I person-
ally welcome that and love that among 
younger living composers there is no one 
right way to write music.”

The prolific composer Augusta Read 
Thomas, an AMFS alumna and herself 
a former student of Jacob Druckman, 
emphasizes the importance of encourag-
ing this stylistic openness for a thriving 
creative environment. “I believe in all 
kinds of music—of every stripe and 
color—and I’ve tried to put my money 
where my mouth is by being a good 
musical citizen and teaching at places 
like Aspen to help people write the kinds 
of sounds they want to write. The works 
that over time matter to us are the ones 
by composers who look for their own 
inner voice, their musical soul, their 
unique vision.” 

A diversity of sound worlds and inspi-
rations, like an artfully tended garden, 
makes for a whole that’s not only 
greater than, but beyond the imagina-
tion of, the sum of its parts. The charge 
that has been leveled at neo-Roman-
tic tendencies—that they merely want 
to set the clock back and relive the 
past—misconstrues the nature of our 
musical appetites, according to Thomas. 
“Musically, we are what we eat. We’re 
all assimilators. There’s a spectrum on 
which some are able to assimilate and 
come out with something fresh, while 
others are more overtly derivative.” The 
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istic of his entire output.”

–Robert Spano

Robert Spano and composer-in-residence 
George Tsontakis during a rehearsal.
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dialectic is the thing: “I feel strongly that 
new music needs old music, and that old 
music needs new music.”

In other words, such appreciation of 
the past must be tempered by the com-
poser’s present-day perspective, which 
precludes pale imitation, mere epicen-
ism. Indeed, Thomas reveres J. S. Bach 
above all else in her private pantheon, 
yet her music in no way “sounds like” 
Bach, though astute listeners will admire 
the contrapuntal density and richness of 
thought they share.

AMFS composer-in-residence Steven 
Stucky observes that the emergence of 
New Romanticism doesn’t represent an 
“either-or” victory in the battle of aesthetic 
politics between tradition and Modernism. 
“At first it was a big event when com-
posers began to realize it was not only 
acceptable but desirable to make this 
connection with music from across the 
centuries in a way that seems healthy. 
But a new Romanticism has not become 
the dominant language. That fact is one 
of the hallmarks of our era and it may be 
that way indefinitely: the fact that there is 
no longer a converging in one single style.” 

Romanticism had emerged among 

John Adams speaking with then Artistic  
Administrator Ara Guzelimian at the Aspen Institute  
in 1998, photo by Robert Biddlecome
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contemporary composers in such myriad 
ways that the notion of reducing this 
development to a “movement” loses trac-
tion. If the “historical” Romantics like 
Berlioz set up as their credo Victor Hugo’s 
call to follow Shakespeare and mix the 
sublime and grotesque, composers of 
today’s Romantic persuasion are posi-
tively promiscuous in their willingness 
to blend and recombine stylistic sources 
to achieve their expressive goals.

THE ROMANTIC  
IMPULSE

From today’s vantage point it can be 
difficult to picture what a plucky move 
Druckman’s “New Romantics” festivals 
seemed back then for a high-profile 
classical institution—a move per-
ceived to be bracing by some and, by 
others, a reactionary rejection of the 
legacy of Modernism. One indication of 
the controversy generated by the first 
festival is the booing that greeted the 
premiere of Grand Pianola Music by a 
young composer named John Adams. 
The new piece “must doubtless have 
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seemed like a smirking truant with a 
dirty face, in need of a severe spank-
ing,” writes Adams, whose thrilling 
fanfare Short Ride in a Fast Machine 
is part of this summer’s Aspen Festival 
Orchestra programming (August 6). “I 
meant it neither as a joke nor a nose-
thumbing at the tradition of earnest, 
serious contemporary music nor as 
an intended provocation of any kind. 
It was rather, in its loudest and most 
hyperventilated moments, a kind of 

Whitmanesque yawp, an exhilaration 
of good humor, certainly a parody and 
therefore ironic.” 

Stucky points out that the desire 
revealed by the so-called New Romantics 
“to reconnect with past modes of expres-
sion and with the emotional life which 
had been—at least officially—excluded 
from the musical discourse still seemed 
radical and dangerous and new thirty 
years ago.” That we take it for granted 
now underscores the prescience of 

Composer Luciano Berio in rehearsal during his 1988 Aspen residency, photo by Charles Abbott
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Druckman’s instinct about a deep-lying, 
trans-historical pattern then beginning 
to emerge. 

To be sure, there had been significant 
precedents. Luciano Berio’s Sinfonia 
from 1968 (a New York Philharmonic 
commission, dedicated to Leonard 
Bernstein) wove an unprecedented tap-
estry from its omnivorous “sampling” 
of a wide gamut of music history. For 
Stucky (still a student at the time), 
Sinfonia represented an epiphany by 

virtue of Berio’s manner of engaging 
with society and with the public by rein-
vigorating a genre assumed by many to 
be dead. Moreover, George Rochberg’s 

astonishing return to tonality in the 
string quartets he composed for the 
Concord Quartet in the 1970s had been 
attacked and even denounced as fraudu-
lent by peers who continued to maintain 
that serial music was the “inevitable” 
direction in which any respectable com-
poser had to progress. For Rochberg, the 
personal experience of grief over his 
son’s early death from a brain tumor 
triggered this conversion.

“We spent a lot of the twentieth 
century trying not to be so personal,” 
explains Stucky. “In Europe this was 
an understandable reaction to the pas-
sions and emotions that had shocked 
European civilization through revolu-
tions and two world wars.” Even the 
title of Stucky’s 2008 composition 
Rhapsodies, which shares a program 
with Grieg and Nielsen this summer, 
“wouldn’t have been allowed in the 
1950s,” he says, let alone the “exuber-
ant expression and color” of its content. 
“All that would have been considered 
too extravagantly Romantic.”

In any case, the cultural skirmishes 
toward the end of the last century, 
which had rendered Druckman’s origi-
nal idea for the New Romantics festivals 
so controversial, now seem quaint to the 
extent that they’re even recognized by 
the emerging crop of composers. Stucky, 
who has also been an influential teacher, 
remarks that “nowadays I see in my stu-
dents a broad range of relationships to 
one’s own work: from the Modernismist, 
alienated aesthetic all the way to the 
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“We spent a lot of the twen-
tieth century trying not to 
be so personal. In Europe 
this was an understand-

able reaction to the passions 
and emotions that had 

shocked European civiliza-
tion through revolutions 

and two world wars.”
–Steven Stucky
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breast-beating, chest-baring [Romantic 
stance of] ‘Look at me! See how happy 
or sad I am! Let’s share this together!’”

Luke Carlson, winner of this year’s 
(aptly named) Druckman Prize and 
a composition fellow at AMFS last 
summer, even admits a hint of pass-
ing envy for the old days of dominant 
movements and “forbidden” stylistic 
choices: “On the one hand it’s liberat-
ing to have all these styles available 
to you, and I should be thankful for 
that, but sometimes I’m reminded of 

Stravinsky’s call for boundaries and limi-
tations to get started on a piece.” Coming 
of age in Eugene, Oregon, Carlson says 
he started piano at an early age but fell 
seriously in love with music “relatively 
late for a musician”—at fifteen, when 
Chopin began to speak to him on a pro-
found level.

“Romantic composers like Chopin 
really understand the importance of 
harmonic progression" as a source of 
emotional meaning, explains Carlson. “I 
think a lot of composers in modernity 

became more interested in the ges-
ture” as opposed to the tonal cues that 
composers had traditionally used for 
centuries to signify a meaning to which 
audiences could immediately respond. 
At the same time, he emphasizes that 
his music has a “strong connection” to 

Romanticism, “but that’s not the whole 
story. There needs to be a balance 
between familiarity and something new.” 

Carlson says that his new piece, The 
Burnished Tide, which was commis-
sioned by AMFS in conjunction with 
the Druckman Prize and which will be 
conducted by Spano (July 23), in a sense 
actually stages the conflict between tra-
dition and Modernism in musical terms. 
“As the piece progresses, I strip away the 
complexity of the chord it’s based on,” 
reconstructing it in ways “that sound 
quite tonal.” Carlson also brings to mind 
the playful spirit previously mentioned 
with regard to Adams’s Grand Pianola 
Music—playfulness in the face of art, 
whether of a Modernist or Romantic 
persuasion, that can take itself too seri-
ously: “My new piece is lighthearted and 
buoyant and scherzo-like. Sometimes we 
composers think we have to write some-
thing serious and profound and forget to 
have fun.”

BALANCING 
DIONySUS AND  
APOLLO

The issue of discipline and form is 
perhaps the most misunderstood 
aspect of the Apollonian/Dionysian 

“you create this perfect 
little object and then some-

body can approach it on 
their own terms. People 

tend to think that the com-
poser is almost showing 

you how to feel something 
in Romanticism, but I don’t 

write these things because I 
feel them firsthand.” 
–Christopher Theofanidis
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dualism—misunderstood owing to the 
widespread notion that Romanticism 
(neo or otherwise) is all about reject-
ing formal discipline. Christopher 
Theofanidis, who serves on the AMFS 
visiting faculty this summer, describes 
the evolution of a complex musical 
structure from a “germinal idea” as a 
concept central to Romantic composers 
and to his own thinking. “The aspect 
of Romanticism I respond to quite a 
bit is how music can unfold from a 
starting emotional impulse or some-
times a narrative.” But he points to the 
critical role played by craftsmanship, 
comparing the process of composing to 
creating a Fabergé egg. “You create this 
perfect little object and then somebody 
can approach it on their own terms. 
People tend to think that the com-
poser is almost showing you how to 
feel something in Romanticism, but I 
don’t write these things because I feel 
them firsthand.”

Stucky expresses a similar attitude 
regarding the overemphasis on the 
confessional which is often linked with 
Romantic composers of the past: “My 

job [as a composer] is to communicate 
an emotional world to other people. In 
my case, it’s not so much about what 
I’m feeling as the proposition that here 
is a space where we can feel things 
together. I’m not comfortable making 
specific narratives and dictating them 
to other people. But what I want to do 
is to invite the listener to participate 
and make valid their own experience, 
to decide for themselves.”

In the face of the resurgence of 
values typically associated with 
Romanticism—subjectivity, emotional 
directness, sensuous soundscapes—
Stucky cautions against any smug 
tendency to reject the achievements 
of Modernism wholesale. After all, the 
stage that was set for the rebirth of 
the Romantic impulse owes a great 
deal to such Modernist composers as 
Witold Lutosławski and György Ligeti, 
both masters of intriguing and color-
ful sound worlds. “They were no less 
fervently communicating an inner 
emotional life in their immaculately 
well-made pieces,” Stucky points out. 
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As for Pierre Boulez—at eighty-nine 
is still periodically castigated as the 
European Modernist bogeyman who 
lured generations of composers down 
a creative cul-de-sac by declaring 
that “the old ways” of tradition were 
off limits, no longer “useful” —Stucky 
notes that there was always something 
“colorful and pleasing” in Boulez’s large-
scale orchestrations. “It’s impossible not 
to fall in love with this big Romantic 
orchestral sound. What seemed dry in 
his music has come to sound not so dry 
over the years.” 

Stucky draws attention to “the very 
powerful experiences to be had in 
Modernist music” in its two great eras 
of flourishing: before the First World 
War and in its 1950s phase, which is to 
say when Schoenberg and Stockhausen, 
respectively, were its gurus. “I still 
teach that music and still love to hear 
it. I’m hoping that we don’t take the 
lazy road and decide not to pay atten-
tion to music which might give up its 
secrets more slowly to us as listeners.” 
The danger, Stucky adds, would be to 
ignore all this as an aberration. Indeed, 
the temptation to do just that likely 
helps explain some of the sense of 
embarrassment and resistance that the 
concept of New Romanticism initially 
generated. “There probably was a kind 
of shakedown period in which people 
may have overreacted in the direction 
of easy listening and sentimental-
ity,” according to Stucky. “But none of 
the great music we revere the most 
is about easy listening.” Beethoven’s 
Eroica, arguably one of the foun-
tainheads of Romanticism in music, 
“should be thrilling you and not lull-
ing you. That’s the nature of all great 
art, whether Romantic or Modernist.” 

—© Thomas May

Thomas May is a writer, educator, and 
translator whose essays appear regularly 
in the publications of such leading insti-
tutions as the Metropolitan Opera, Lyric 
Opera of Chicago, and San Francisco 
Symphony and Opera. May’s books 
include Decoding Wagner and The John 
Adams Reader, and he blogs about the 
arts at www.memeteria.com.
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