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HiFi/Stereo Review presents the eleventh article in the series
THE GREAT AMERICAN COMPOSERS

WALLINGFORD RIEGGER
"I regard Mr. Riegger as one of the true 'originals' of our
musical culture and one of our most significant composers."
-Leonard Bernstein

By RICHARD FRANKO GOLDMAN
THE CASE of Wallingford Riegger, some seven years

after his death on April 2, 1961, shortly before
his seventy-sixth birthday, remains one of the most
puzzling in the annals of music in America. His music,
shamefully neglected during most of his lifetime, enjoyed a small critical and even public vogue during the
Fifties, but is now once again much underrated and generally overlooked. And yet this is the music of a man
highly esteemed by most of his professional colleagues
and rightly regarded by many as one of the most original and important composers America has produced.
Riegger was never very notably in the public eye. He
pursued his career quietly and independently, was never
associated with publicity -minded groups or institutions,
APRIL 1968

and was, as a person, unusually modest and unaggressive. Public recognition of a major sort did not come to
him until 1948, late in his career, when his Third Symphony unanimously won the New York Critics Circle
Award. And this symphony, composed when he was
sixty-two years old, was also the first major orchestral
commission he had ever received!

Nevertheless, Riegger was known, at least to musicians, as an important and striking composer as far back

as the Twenties. When I was a student in those years,
the name Riegger was one that was always mentioned
among the members of the American avant-garde. The
scandal produced by Stokowski's 1929 performance of
Riegger's Study in Sonority was vivid. And the noise
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generated by the group known as the Pan-American Association of Composers (including Ives, Varese, Cowell,
Riegger, Slonimsky, Ruggles, and Chavez) was not inconsiderable, though of brief duration.
One wonders what happened. Perhaps an accident of
timing, a chain of unavoidable circumstances. Riegger
was no longer a young man in the Twenties, when American music had its first explosive thrust to maturity. The
generation of Copland, Harris, and Gershwin (as well
as rising younger men) was in the center of the stage.
We know that both Varese and Ruggles suffered
eclipses similar to Riegger's over a period of years, and
that both of them, like Riegger, "reappeared" at a later
time, revalued and respected.
That they were too "radical" when their works were
first heard is unquestionably true. Almost no one in
America was ready for music of such dissonance, force,
and novelty. But this is not the entire story. The composer Elliott Carter, in the Bulletin of the American
Composers Alliance (1952), wrote:
Riegger has followed the dictates of his own personality
and musical instinct unobtrusively for years, without caring whether he was or was not in step with the fashions
of the time, or, apparently, whether he would become
known or his music performed.
. While Riegger has
been quietly writing music, a host of aggressive, younger
composers has appeared, most of them more impatient
than he to gain acclaim. . . So he was generally overlooked in favor of composers more determined and skillful about personal promotion. However, a number of
still younger musicians, feeling the need for a change
from points of view prevalent in the 1930's and 40's,
have recently found him out and begun to take his music
.

.

.

with the seriousness it deserves.

.

.

.

My own article on Riegger, published in The Musical Quarterly for January, 1950, was, rather belatedly,
the first large-scale critical appreciation of this composer

to appear in any periodical, here or abroad. Even at
that time, there was little critical material on which to
draw-melancholy evidence of a lack of appreciation
not only on the part of the public, but also on the part
of those critics and journalists who are supposed to lead
and enlighten the public. True, there had been honorable
exceptions, notably Paul Rosenfeld and Alfred Frankenstein, and fellow composers John J. Becker, Henry Cowell, and Otto Luening, who had all on occasion called

attention to the qualities of Riegger's work. But performances continued to be few and far between, and it
was not until after 1950 that Riegger's music was taken
up enthusiastically by many. But it is pleasant to record
that for at least a decade Riegger enjoyed the knowledge
that his music had made an impression.

Wallingford Riegger was a remarkable man, one for
whom I have great admiration and affection both as a
man and as a musician. He was, in the old-fashioned

sense of the phrase, a man of character. He bore up
under a life that was seldom easy with patience and
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with humor, regarded himself humbly and his art with
humility, and was honest with himself and with others.
He thought that "glamour" was rather funny. He had
too much humor and sense of balance ever to strike a pose

or to be impressed by a sense of his own importance. He had high principles and scruples, both morally
and musically, and he never abandoned them. And he
never looked for an easy way of doing things, an easy
avenue to success, or a compromise that might produce
some passing advantage.
It is one of the enduring peculiarities of American

musical life that so many of its manifestations are tied to
awards, festivals, anniversaries, dedications of buildings,
and other nonessential activities that produce a flurry of

promotional merchandising. And so Riegger enjoyed
brief fame when he received the award of the New York
Critics Circle, and basked in congratulatory messages on
the occasions of his seventieth and seventy-fifth birthdays,
when, having survived, he more or less officially became
a "grand old man" or even a "dean." His seventy-fifth
birthday, in fact, brought forth exhilarating messages
from people as diverse as William Schuman, Leopold
Stokowski, Henry Cowell, Douglas Moore, and Leonard
Bernstein. But there were, and are, still no recordings of
Dichotomy, the wonderful Piano Quintet, and Study in
Sonority, and a great deal of Riegger's other major work.
Riegger himself took all of the jollification with some

amusement, and wondered what he was supposed to
wear when being presented with a citation.
WLLINGFORD RIEGGER was born on April 29, 1885, in

Albany, Georgia, into a highly literate and musical family. His father, Constantin Riegger, owned a lumber mill,
but was a musician at heart, and played the violin well.
He was also active as a choir director. His mother, Ida

Wallingford, was an accomplished pianist. There was
always music, that of cultivated amateurs, in the home.
When Wallingford was three, the lumber mill burned
down, and his parents decided to return to Indianapolis,
where both had been born. There, a few years later,
Wallingford began to study the violin under the tutelage
of one Beisenherz, an elderly gentleman who claimed
to have been a pupil of Ludwig Spohr. Riegger said,
later in life, that he practiced as little as possible, but he
was obviously musical, and was amazed to learn, at the
age of ten or thereabouts, that not everyone has perfect
pitch. At this same time, he learned the rudiments of
harmony, and played the piano by ear, no doubt with
some instruction from his mother.

When the family moved to New York in 1900, it was
decreed that Wallingford should learn the cello, so that
the family could have its own string quartet. A younger
brother, Harold, played the viola, and an uncle the violin. The family, as Riegger acknowledged, "was loaded

with talent." In the course of time, Riegger recalled,
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"our volumes of Haydn, Mozart, and Beethoven became
well worn, and I can truly say that these Sunday afternoon quartet rehearsals were among my most enjoyable
musical experiences." Wallingford was supposed to go

into his father's business (at that time plumbing supplies) upon graduation from high school, but he won a
scholarship to Cornell University to study languages, and
thus, as he put it, "staved off the evil hour." Music, however, proved to be a stronger interest, and he left Cornell

after one year in order to enter the Institute of Musical
Art as a cello student. Riegger's teacher there was Alvin
Schroeder of the Kneisel Quartet. At the same time, he
began studies in composition with Percy Goetschius.
Riegger became a member of the Institute's first graduating class in 1907. He was then twenty-two years of age.
Of his studies with Goetschius, Riegger preserved a
grateful memory, which may seem strange to some, since
Goetschius was renowned as an arch -conservative even in

the first decade of the century. But Riegger was aware
of Goetschius' gifts as a teacher and disciplinarian, and
in a letter to me dated September 11, 1949, he wrote:
jective-was our greatest theoretician, and has not since been
.

.

A letter, amusing in retrospect, was sent to Riegger by

Goetschius in June, 1907, urging his former student
and recent graduate to become a composer and to think
of the cello as a means of livelihood. The letter concluded with the following exhortation:
And let me warn you, most earnestly, to avoid the teachings of the ultra -modern school. If you will build your
foundation on the principles of the classic ideals, you will
(if diligent) one day attain the master's rank.

Riegger wrote a charming and instructive autobio-

of the next few years of his life and studies. In his
own words:

In 1907, not long after graduating from the Institute, I
letter from Berlin from my old chum, Rudolph Reuter, who had enrolled at the Hochschule. In
New York our favorite resort had been an ice-cream
received a

parlor on St. Anne's Avenue in the Bronx, where we used
to annoy the proprietor's wife, a matter-of-fact woman
who had no ear for harmonic niceties, by whistling "Merrily We Roll Along" in parallel fifths.

To make a long story short:, the next Fall saw me on
the Kronprinzessin Ccicilie, leaving a Hoboken pier and
familiar faces in the distance, en route to Berlin, then the
Mecca of music students throughout the world.

Riegger goes on to describe his three years of study
in Germany as "intensive, extensive, and expensive." He
studied cello at first with Robert Hausmann, of the

Joachim Quartet, and later with the celebrated Anton
Hekking. In composition, he worked under Max Bruch
and the American Edgar Stillman Kelley, then residing
in Berlin. His daily schedule was

Goetschius, by the way-and this estimate, I think, is obequalled. This in spite of his stopping with Wagner. .

graphical sketch for the August, 1939, issue of The Magazine of Art, in which he recalled many of the incidents

. five hours' cello practice, two hours' piano and at least
one hour at counterpoint. Besides this, I played cello in
one orchestra, viola in another, belonged to smaller ensemble groups and attended one hundred and fifty orchestra concerts the first season alone, usually with small
scores in my pocket.
. Arthur Nikisch, who conducted
the Berlin Philharmonic, was my idol, and has not, in
my opinion, been equalled since. Richard Strauss conducted the Opera House orchestra, usually giving brilliant interpretations, but being at times indifferent and erratic (probably when a new opera was on his mind)....
As if this schedule were not enough, Riegger read the
German classics, dipped into philosophy and the natural
sciences, "did" the art galleries, museums, and cathedrals
. .

.

Riegger's early cornpositional
training was solidly traditional.
Among his teachers in Berlin were
the German romantic composer
Max Bruch (far left) and the
American Edgar Stillman Kelley.
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"with a vengeance, and got side-tracked on French poetry. . ." He realized, after a time, that in order to be.

come a composer, he would have to be more singleminded; but at the same time, he was much attracted to
the idea of conducting. He made his debut as a conductor
in 1910 with the Bliithner Orchestra, then the second ranking organization in Berlin, in a program consisting
of the Tchaikovsky Sixth, the Brahms Third, and the
Saint -Satins Cello Concerto, with Hekking as soloist. He
conducted from memory, a procedure not too common
at the time, and received a good press.
But funds from home were running out, and Riegger's

student days were ending. He returned to the United

States and took a position as cellist in the St. Paul
Symphony Orchestra. Riegger described this as "a pioneer existence in more ways than one." But by playing
hotel and movie -theater jobs on the side, he was able to
make enough money to marry his high-school sweetheart, Rose Schramm, during the first year in St. Paul.
Through the three years he remained in St. Paul, conducting became more and more his principal interest,
and in April, 1914, he managed to secure a post as as-

sistant conductor in the Stadttheater of Wiirzburg in
Bavaria. He spent the next several years in wartime Germany, conducting in Konigsberg as well as Wiirzburg,
and finally returning to Berlin to conduct the Bliithner
Orchestra during the season of 1916-1917.
The Rieggers returned once again to the United States

in March, 1917, and Wallingford attempted to find a
position as an orchestral conductor. As he wryly commented forty years later in an interview with Jay Harrison (New York Herald Tribune, April 7, 1957) :
I was perfectly willing to take over the New York Philharmonic or the Philadelphia. I was even willing to move
to Philadelphia if it was absolutely necessary. The orchestra managers, however, didn't see it my way, and so

I made a compromise-I accepted a job teaching cello
at Drake University in Des Moines. And it was at Drake
that I completed my first major composition.

This first major composition was a Trio in B Minor,
for violin, cello, and piano, completed in 1920. It is a
thoroughly conservative work, but written with obvious
skill. As Eric Salzman commented when the Trio was fin-

ally recorded in 1960 (the recording is now out of
print):
It is an enormously competent and professional work in

a thoroughly unoriginal style. There is a certain faded
elegance in the Faure-like contours, the old-fashioned
gestures, and the attractive instrumental writing. He

could prove that he knew how to draw.

The Trio won for Riegger the Paderewski Prize, and
was published as Opus 1 by the Society for the Publication of American Music. It was not an inauspicious debut,
and had Riegger continued to write in this traditional
and conservative style, he might have enjoyed a modest
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but continuing success. He would, however, today be
ranked with Edgar Stillman Kelley or Henry Holden
Huss or Daniel Gregory Mason, names that the younger
generation will recall with some difficulty.

Riegger's next few works were, in fact, quite respectable; they were successfully performed and generally ad-

mired. His setting of Keats' La Belle Dame sans Merci,

Opus 4, composed in 1923, for four solo voices and
chamber orchestra, received its first performance at the
Berkshire Festival in September, 1924, with the composer
conducting, and won the Elizabeth Sprague Coolidge

Prize for chamber music. It was the first work by an
American composer to be so honored. A review in the
Baltimore Evening Sun stated that "it proved a work of
real imagination and not a little strength and received a
reception so cordial as to amount to something akin to
an ovation."

In view of the decisive step Riegger was about to
take, this review is immensely significant. Few composers
can resist anything "akin to an ovation," but it is striking

evidence of Riegger's strength of character that that is
exactly what he did. He came to the conclusion, out of
inner conviction, and after three years of thought, that he
was on the wrong track as a composer. From 1923 until

1926 he wrote nothing at all, devoting the time to a
serious reconsideration of his musical position and beliefs. He had realized, even while in Berlin as a student,
that he "had not resolved the conflict between the old
and the new." Again, in his own words:
In my childhood experiments at the keyboard I had invented whole -tone chords (literally invented, not having
been exposed to any) and yet the home influence and all
my training had been along orthodox lines. The Hochschule had made me a confirmed Brahmsite; I revelled in
the works of the classic and for that matter the romantic
period, and falsely construed them in the light of norms

in my own creative undertakings-or to put it bluntly, I
blushingly admit to having upheld at that time the good
old academic tradition, so much so that at the first Berlin
performance of Scriabin's Poeme de l'Extase I hissed exactly in the same manner as did the Philadelphia box holders twenty years later when Stokowski gave my own
Study in Sonority.

TE Study in Sonority, a crucial work in Riegger's
career, was written in 1926-1927, and revealed the thor-

oughness with which Riegger had reconsidered. It

is,

even today, an "advanced" work, certainly one of powerful originality in idiom, texture, sonority, and logic. As
a first essay in a new style, it is absolutely realized; there

is nothing tentative or hesitant about it, and it remains
an extraordinary accomplishment. Shockingly, it has nev-

er been recorded. But Stokowski did have the courage
to present it to a Philadelphia subscription audience and,
as Riegger noted, the audience, not surprisingly, was
horrified and angry. Its strength was recognized, for
the most part, only by fellow musicians, although even
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Perhaps because of the retiring character of the man, early photographs of Riegger are scarce. These three date from (left) 1918, when
he returned from Europe; (center) 1925, when he received an honorary degree from the Cincinnati Conservatory; and 1928 at Ithaca.

Olin Downes, not noted for his receptivity to modern

less consistently in his later work. Dichotomy, composed

music, recognized that the work was mature and sophisticated, with "some beautiful effects in the atonal manner," and added that Riegger "is obviously a musician
with a keen ear for sonorous values, whose studies appear
to have been very thorough." Henry Cowell, as might
have been expected, hailed the work and also gave, in a
review in the San Francisco Argonaut (October 18,
1930), a brief technical description:

in 1931-1932, is based on two tone rows, the independence and opposition of which gives rise to the title.
The tone rows are not orthodox Schoenbergian ones of
twelve tones (Schoenberg's first avowedly twelve-tone
works date from 1923), nor are they used in a manner
reminiscent of Schoenberg. The rows in Dichotomy are
of eleven and ten notes, respectively. The astonishing

Wallingford Riegger's Sonorities for ten violins is a well
written composition which explores many new possibilities of sonorous combinations of violins. Riegger estab-

or theories at that time. And although in later works he
did use twelve-tone rows, and was, of course, an enthusiastic admirer of Schoenberg, Riegger's approach to
atonality or dodecaphony remained entirely his own,
and even his most strictly written twelve-tone works
can never be mistaken for those of any rigid adherent

lishes

a new and

self -invented dissonance as a tonic

chord, from which the music proceeds, and to which it
returns. He also establishes another dissonance as a
dominant chord, which always resolves to the tonic, In
this way he induces a logic which the ear can readily
follow, though the material is very complex. Emotionally, the work soars like the choiring of angels in the altissimo register of ten fiddles.

As the reader will have learned from Cowell's review, the Study in Sonority was not written for full
orchestra, but for ten violins (or any multiple of ten),
itself a novel and imaginative conception. And Riegger
did invent a sharply dissonant harmonic scheme that was
both bold and logical. Virgil Thomson, commenting on
a 1952 performance of the piece, stated that it "is dissonant in the grand way . . the work of a master craftsman with a rich fancy. Atonal in harmony, elaborate in
contrapuntal design, airy in texture, animated, atmospheric, and witty all at the same time.
."
The Study in Sonority announces, and almost completely reveals, the elements of Riegger's mature style.
But his next work of major importance carried some of
the characteristic elements somewhat further, and added
one other technical procedure that Riegger used more or
.

.
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fact is that Riegger knew very little of Schoenberg's work

of the Viennese school.

Both the Study in Sonority and Dichotomy reveal
Riegger's fondness for melodies of highly profiled, almost jagged, contour, his rhythmic inventiveness and
drive, his fondness for contrasting strains of pure unaccompanied melody with block harmonies of crushing dissonance. These harmonies are often built on seconds, and

can, in some instances, be described as "tone clusters."

But Riegger also retained a mastery of contrapuntal
styles-fugue, canon, fugato-and of such traditional
forms as the passacaglia, the sonata, and the theme and
variations. Both of these works also reveal Riegger's
wonderful sense of sonority and texture. Dichotomy,
which was first performed in Berlin by Nicolas Slonimsky in 1932, was composed for chamber orchestra, and
is utterly brilliant in sound. It retains, after thirty-five
years, an astonishing freshness. It has never been widely
performed in this country, and, like the Study in Sonority, is unfortunately not available in recorded form.
Aside from Stokowski's performance of the Study in
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Sonority, Riegger had only one other major orchestral
performance in the United States prior to 1948. That
was when Erich Kleiber performed the Rhapsody, Opus
5, with the New York Philharmonic on October 29,
1931. The Rhapsody, a work for large orchestra, was
written at about the same time as the Study in Sonority,
and Riegger considered it, even much later in life, to
be one of his best works. He described it as "atonal except for an impressionistic part in the middle . . not
twelve-tone." It was this piece that caused Paul Rosenfeld to write a brief article about Riegger, in The New
.

Republic, which began:

There would be little profit in leaving the field without
attempting to make amends, to the full extent of our
small powers, to an American composer stupidly neglected by the musical press. This composer is Wallingford
Riegger, and the poor treatment he received at the hands
of the professional critics incidental to the performance
of his Rhapsody for orchestra
was characteristic.
Some of the writers gave him space while others did
not, but none gave him any of the applause his piece
richly merited; and evidently for no better reason than
the one that, with the exception of an episode in the middle of the Rhapsody, which was chromatic in scheme,
the whole composition was atonal, or rather, free of diatonic tonality. Yet it was evidently the work of an excellent musician, magnificent in texture and consistent
.

.

.

in idea, grateful to the ear and lucid in form.

Riegger had returned East in 1922, and had taught
first at New York's Institute of Musical Art (later to
merge with thd Juilliard Foundation) and then at the
Ithaca Conservatory. Shortly after winning the Coolidge
Prize, he was awarded an honorary degree of Doctor of
Music by the Cincinnati Conservatory, almost the last
public recognition or award he received until 1948. In

the late Twenties he returned to New York, where he
enjoyed "Villaging" for a while, but also became acquainted with some of the pioneer figures in modern
music in America, including Varese, Ives, Cowell, and
Ruggles. Realizing that he was "spiritually akin to them,"
he aligned himself with them, and, as he wrote:

We had rejected the neo-classicism of a war -weary
Paris, and had struck out for ourselves, each in his own
way. We formed, of the remains of the International
Composers Guild and the Pro-Musica Society, a new organization, the Pan-American Association of Composers
(which included Latin-Americans) and gave numerous
concerts here and abroad.

It was undoubtedly the most anomalous chapter in
American music, or in music anywhere. Here was a group
of serious composers, literally making music history and

yet without the slightest show of interest on the part of
those newspaper pundits who are supposed to keep their
readers informed. We gave, at no end of effort and
sacrifice, concerts

of our own and of Latin-American

works, with a generous sprinkling of works by younger
composers. In justice I must say that once we did obtain
a review. It was of a program given at the New School
for Social Research, and appeared in the New York Post,
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but unfortunately the day before the concert, which had
been postponed at the last minute.

The review of the concert that did not take place is
matched in Riegger's experience by the publication of
his Study in Sonority. A major publisher undertook to
bring out the work, evidently feeling that a composer
who had won the Paderewski and Coolidge Prizes must
be fairly safe, and that a piece for ten violins might be
much used by violin teachers with large classes. The composer's royalty statement, the first year after publication,

showed, to Riegger's delight, that one copy had been
sold, and that he had earned ten cents. The following
year's statement indicated, however, that the one copy
had been returned, and the ten cents was deducted from
future earnings.
R'EGGER'S financial situation during most of these
years necessitated his finding a means of livelihood, as
composing was obviously not going to provide enough
to eat. Fortunately, his thorough German training and
his obviously meticulous craftsmanship in traditional me-

dia enabled him to find work in editing, arranging,
proofreading, and other necessary, if time-consuming,
professional chores. Riegger never minded hard work,
nor did he feel that society was obligated to support him.
Over the years, working for various publishers, he turned
out some seven hundred choral arrangements alone, rang-

ing in style from Palestrina motets to such evergreens

as Tea for Two and Shortnin' Bread, arranged for
almost every conceivable combination of voices. For
these potboilers, he used a variety of pen names, including William Richards, Gerald Wilfring Gore, John H.
McCurdy (a family name on his mother's side), George
Northrup, Robert Sedgwick, Leonard Gregg, Edwin Far-

rell, and Edgar Long, some of them doubtless better
known than Wallingford Riegger.

From 1933 through 1939, Riegger composed almost
exclusively for modern dancers and their companies. He

had written a score for Martha Graham in 1930, and
had become an ardent admirer of her work. Other dancers for whom he composed included Doris Humphrey,
Hanya Holm, Helen Tamiris, Charles Weidman, Anna
Sokolow, and Eric Hawkins, practically a Who's Who

of the American dance in those years. Most of these
works involved themes of what is generally known as
"social protest," a fundamental concern of the dance
world at that time, with which Riegger was completely
in sympathy. Despite his German background and training, Riegger was revolted by the Nazi regime, and ardently supported the Republicans in Spain. He became
known for his outspokenly liberal views and was, of
course, widely regarded as a dangerous Leftist, which obviously did not make things easier for him. He was, in
the course of time, accused of being a Communist, or at
least a sympathizer, and eventually, during the heyday
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of Joseph McCarthy, was called before the House Committee on Un-American Activities, which was investigating possible Communist influence at the Metropolitan
Music School, of which Riegger was president -emeritus.
Murray Kempton, in the New York Post of April 10,
1957, commented as follows:

Wallingford Riegger belongs among our few serious
composers of substance, somewhere by himself with Roger Sessions. . . He is a composer of monumental integri.

he went on

in his grain during the most savage
period of Soviet attacks on the bourgeois formalism of
music like his. He was not so much resistant as absolutely inattentive to the aesthetic theories of Andrei Zhadanov; and this is the man the Un-American Activities
Committee presents to us as submissive to Communist

ty;

dictation.

Wallingford Riegger, by the way, spit in the committee's eye with an elderly grace which would have
suited Bach better in his relations with the Margrave of
Brandenburg. "As an American," he said, "I fear the loss
of my self-respect if I answered you." Riegger was
standing on the First Amendment alone; the committee
told him that he wasn't "being very smart." This means
that he could expect to go to jail, and that is perhaps
not very smart. It is, however, in the lonely, noble tradition of this old man's life.

nent dancer came to him with a request for a new work"something slow and noble, in three-quarter time, you
know: one, two, THREE, urn; one, two, THREE, urn.

. .."

Riegger wrote, as requested, a slow and noble piece,
four quarters to the bar, and everyone was satisfied.
Riegger's last score for the dance was written in 1941,
and he never returned to this type of composition. Shortly before the end of what may be called his "dance period," he began working on his first String Quartet and on
an orchestral piece entitled Consummation (later re-

written as Music for Orchestra, Opus 50). At about
the same time, he produced several fine choral works and

the lovely Canon and Fugue for Strings, Opus 33, one
of his few works currently available on recordings. The
most productive period in his career was under way; for
the next twenty years, he continued to compose steadily,
and although he could never be called a prolific or facile
composer, he had reached the fairly impressive total of
seventy-five opus numbers by the time of his death.
Riegger as a rule composed slowly, revised extensively,
edited his works with disciplined responsibility, and felt
very strongly the need for absolute control and clarity of
his ideas. At no time did he ever rely on the doctrinaire
application of a system or method, nor was he ever at-

Riegger's music for the dance is perhaps the least
viable part of his work, though it served its purpose ad-

tracted to casual music -making. Riegger felt strongly that

mirably, and at least one of the scores he did, the Finale
of Nen, Dance, achieved a certain popularity. Riegger
arranged this Finale for a number of instrumental combinations. Two other dance scores, one composed for

and this responsibility he never shirked.
Throughout this final period of his creative life, Riegger's individuality of expression became, if anything,
more accentuated, which is made more remarkable by the

Doris Humphrey and the other for Martha Graham,

fact that he continued to write in several fairly well -

were later reworked and used as movements of his Third
and Fourth Symphonies, respectively. Riegger used to

differentiated styles. Riegger made a little catalog of his
works in about 1950, in which he grouped his compositions as: Non -dissonant (mostly), Impressionist, Partly
Dissonant, and Dissonant. The works labeled "Impres-

love to recount an anecdote connected with his composing for the dance. At one point, it appears, a promi-

the primary responsibility of the artist

is

to himself,

Wallingford and Rose Riegger
enjoying a blizzard in Chicago during the winter of 195152, while Riegger was a Visiting Professor at Northwestern
University. Riegger was fond
of the picture and sent it
to the author as a wry
Christmas card.
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Conductor Leopold Stokowski examines a complex orchestral score
with Riegger and fellow composers
Paul Creston and Alan Ilochaness.

sionist" are of course all early works, but Riegger never

disavowed them. Although most of the works of his
later years were atonal and dissonant, many being
written in strict or free twelve-tone technique, others
were more or less tonal and traditional. Thus, while the
First String Quartet represents one of Riegger's most
strict applications of the twelve -note idiom, the Canon
and Fugue for Strings of about the same time is clearly
tonal and neo-Baroque in character. Yet each piece bears
the unmistakable Riegger stamp.

Riegger's achievement as a musical architect was that
of combining, especially in his later works, an advanced
harmonic and rhythmic idiom with traditional structures.
He did this in a way unlike that of any other composer
of this century. Basically, despite its wealth of invention
and the depth of its technical vocabulary, Riegger's music
is uncomplicated, almost always direct, and as concise
as possible. Riegger strove for clarity and logic and never
padded a work by so much as a single measure. He felt

that the enlargement of the tonal vocabulary in the
twentieth century was not a license to greater freedom
for the composer, but on the contrary imposed on him
an even greater need for discipline. In this sense his use
of set forms acted as an integrating factor binding his
work to a tradition from which, at first hearing, it may
appear remote.

to represent him most typically. The symphony demonstrates Riegger's application of twelve-tone techniques
as well as his independence in their use. It is not written
in a strict style, following the methods of Schoenberg

or Webern, but uses a row as a basis of melodic and
harmonic structure in three of the four movements,

while modifying it or departing from it more or less
at will. The reader interested in detailed technical analyses will be able to find several in various periodicals,
but such analysis is less important for the layman than
the general impression of power, order, and expressiveness that the symphony can hardly fail to convey. The
melodic contours are full of contrast, the rhythmic vigor
is extraordinary, and the scoring is full of imagination.
Alfred Frankenstein described the symphony as "a work
of great energy and impact
. there is a grand, abrasive
brutality about it
its orchestration rings clear and
.

.

.

.

.

hard as hammer blows on steel, and at heart it

is as

romantic as anything of Mahler's." Henry Cowell (who,
incidentally, was one of our finest music critics) also
felt the strong Romantic impulse in this symphony and
in other music of Riegger's, and noted that
His real allegiance to music as a language of expression,
rather than to "pure" music alone, is betrayed by his
amused disregard of the idea, common among musicians,

that any form must be followed slavishly to the bitter
end. The enormous success of his Third Symphony was
not due to its good construction, but to the fact that this

Riegger discarded two symphonies he wrote during
the Forties (a measure of his self-criticism), and so
did not actually write a symphony until 1946-1947,
when he completed his Third on commission from the

well -constructed work had wide emotional appeal.

Alice M. Ditson Fund of Columbia University. As noted

success. It was Riegger's first such success with the public,

earlier, he was then past sixty years of age, outdoing
even Brahms in waiting to be sure that he was "ready

and, in fact, with many musicians who had previously
had little opportunity to become familiar with Riegger's
music. Its first performance at Columbia University's
Fourth Annual Festival of Contemporary Music (May
16, 1948) was followed by several others in this country
and a considerably larger number abroad. In 1951 it

for a symphony." He was indeed ready; the Third Symphony is one of the finest works in the whole body of
American music, and is still probably the single work of
Riegger's that one would choose (if one were limited)
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.
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Cowell mentions that the symphony was an enormous
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was recorded as a result of a Naumburg Award. This
was, of course, also Riegger's first major recording.

A succession of stunning works followed the symphony, many of them commissioned as the result of
Riegger's sudden celebrity. Among the most remarkable
in the entire catalog of his works is the Music for Brass

Choir, Opus 45, begun in 1948 and first performed
under my direction on April 8, 1949. Like the Study in
Sonority, which it in some ways resembles, it is a dazzlingly original conception not only in sonority and texture, but in musical content as well. The score calls for
ten trumpets, eight horns, ten trombones, two tubas, and
timpani. Such a massing of brass instruments had not
been undertaken since the days of Giovanni Gabrieli,
but needless to say, Riegger's music is rather different in
style. There are twenty-six independent voices, only the

horns being two to a part. The work opens with an
unaccompanied melodic motif on the horn, followed by
a six -note tone cluster on trombones, and the eight -minute work is built almost entirely on these elements. The
tone clusters grow larger and thicker as the work progresses, climaxing in a twenty -six -note cluster that is one
of the most remarkable sounds in all music. By a curious
acoustical effect, this unheard-of dissonance is extreme-

ly gentle and mysterious to the ear. It is not only, as
Henry Cowell pointed out, "a sound unprecedented in
music

.

.

. but an intensely exciting musical experience...

And as Virgil Thomson put it, the whole work is "as
impressive to the mind as it is invigorating to the ear."
THE year 1948 also marked the completion of Riegger's Second String Quartet, Opus 43. This, unlike the
first Quartet, does not use the twelve-tone idiom at all,
but is freely atonal. It has the poise of an absolutely ma-

ber of commissions for works and invitations to hold
visiting professorships. The variety of work is interesting: aside from his Fourth Symphony (1957), two major
symphonic works commissioned by the Louisville Orchestra, and several other orchestral works in various
forms, Riegger wrote a number of fine songs, an assortment of chamber music, and even (on commission) a
piece for solo accordion. Among the chamber works are
several for winds and brass, and Riegger thus helped to
provide some additional ensemble literature in this com-

paratively neglected area. Among these pieces are a
Nonet for Brass, Opus 49 (1951) ; a Woodwind Quintet,
Opus 51 (1952); a Concerto for Piano and Woodwind

Quintet. Opus 53 (1952) ; and a Movement for Two
Trumpets, Trombone and Piano, Opus 66 (1957). The
Concerto for Piano and Woodwind Quintet is available
on recordings-two of them, in fact. It is an excellent and
representative example of Riegger's music, and for those
unfamiliar with this composer, a good one with which
to begin. The fact that it has been twice recorded does
not mean, however, that it is better than other Riegger
works; it indicates only how grateful woodwind players
still must be to have anything really good to perform.
Music for Orchestra, Opus 50, was a revision, done in
1951, of a work entitled Consummation, Opus 31, completed in 1939 but never performed. At some point in
the Forties Riegger told me that he did not consider it
as successful as Dichotomy, adding, "It has never been
done, so let sleeping dogs lie.
." The work, however,
when revised, proved eminently successful. It is another
of Riegger's freely atonal works, only seven minutes in
length, and it too is available on records. George Szell
gave brilliant performances of the work with the Cleve.

.

land Orchestra in Cleveland and elsewhere in 1956,

ture work, and is one of the most immediately accessible
of Riegger's major compositions. From 1948 on, Riegger
was able to compose more steadily, as he received a num-

prompting Herbert Elwell to write:
I was pleasantly surprised at the warm reception of his
work here. Even persons who said they did not "under-

Seated next to a seemingly too -concerned Ernst Kienek. Riegger
takes a moment to raise his glass in a toast to the photographer.

Riegger always found the time to confer with younger composers.
as here with Swedish composer Karl-Birger Blomdahl (b. 1916).
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RIEGGER
RECORDED
By James Goodfriend
.HE available Riegger discography

is,

as Mr.

Goldman intimates, a far from complete or even
representative one. There is no recording of the
Rhapsody, Study in Sonority, or the Piano Quintet,
and many of the once available recordings have been
discontinued: the Third Symphony, the Quartet No.
2, the Trio for Piano, Violin and Cello on Columbia;
the Dance Rhythms on Epic; and the New Dance on
Mercury. Although it is no longer listed, intensive

search may turn up a copy of the MGM recording
of the Sonatina for Violin and Piano with Anahid
and Maro Ajemian. Nevertheless, a fair amount of
Riegger's music is currently available and well worth
investigating. Since there is only a single duplication,
all in -print commercial recordings of his music are
listed below.

pieces by Luening and McPhee). COMPOSERS RECORDINGS INC.

CRI 219 USD. (Recording reviewed in

this issue.)

Music for Brass Choir, Op. 45; Nonet for Brass, Op.
49; Movement for Two Trumpets, Trombone, and
Piano, Op. 66. Members of the Alumni of the National
Orchestral Association, John Barnett cond. (with pieces
by Etler). COMPOSERS RECORDINGS INC. ®® CRI 229
USD.

Music for Orchestra, Op. 50; Dance Rhythms, Op. 58.
Oslo Philharmonic Orchestra, Alfredo Antonini cond.
Romanza, Op. 56a. Orchestra of L'Accademia di Santa
Cecilia, Rome, Alfredo Antonini cond. (with pieces by
Avshalomov and Cazden). COMPOSERS RECORDINGS

INC. g CRI 117.
Suite for Flute Solo, Op. 8. Samuel Baron (flute) ; (with
pieces by Hovhaness, Kupferman, Wigglesworth, Mamlok, Martino, and Perle). COMPOSERS RECORDINGS INC.

Canon and Fugue in D Minor (1941). Members of the
Oslo Philharmonic Orchestra, William Strickland cond.
(with pieces by Ives and Becker). COMPOSERS RECORDINGS INC. C) CRI 177.

Whitney cond. (with a piece by Gerhard). LOUISVILLE

Concerto for Piano and Woodwind Quintet, Op. 53

Variations for Piano and Orchestra, Op. 54. Benjamin
Owen (piano) ; Louisville Orchestra, Robert Whitney

(1953). Frank Glazer (piano) ; New York Woodwind
Quintet (with a piece by Poulenc). CONCERT DISC ®

® LS -646.

CS -221. Harriet Wingreen (piano) ; New Art Wind

cond. (with pieces by Mennin and Toch). LOUISVILLE
® LOU-545-3.

Quintet (with a piece by Ezra Laderman). COMPOSERS

Variations for Violin and Orchestra, Op. 71. Sidney

RECORDINGS INC. ® CRI 130.

Fantasy and Fugue for Orchestra and Organ, Op. 10.
Polish National Radio Orchestra, Jan Krenz cond. (with

stand" his music admitted that they intuitively sensed in
it integrity and authenticity.

I am coming more and more to the conclusion that it
is Riegger who has been the real leader and pathfinder in
contemporary American music and I was pleased that
Cleveland at long last could make the acquaintance of
this charming, unpretentious septuagenarian who is not
only a master of his craft but in some ways a prophet
and a seer. As one prominent Cleveland composer put it
when listening to his work, "Here is the real thing."

Three major works of Riegger's last years are also,
fortunately, recorded. These are his Fourth Symphony,
Opus 63 (1957) ; his Variations for Piano and Orchestra, Opus 54 (1953); and the Variations for Violin and
Orchestra, Opus 71 (completed in 1959). The two latter
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® CRI 212.
Symphony No. 4, Op. 63. Louisville Orchestra, Robert

Harth (violin); Louisville Orchestra, Robert Whitney
cond. (with a piece by Ben -Haim). LOUISVILLE g LOU601.

were commissioned by the Louisville Orchestra, the Sym-

phony by the Fromm Foundation. One can regret that
commissions such as these did not come Riegger's way
earlier in his career, but one must be grateful that they
came finally. Other commissions came from the Stanley
Quartet (Quintet for Piano and Strings, Opus 47, of
1951, a fine, strong work), from the University of Iowa
(Quintuple Jazz, Opus 72, of 1959), from the Juilliard
Musical Foundation (a setting, for voice and piano, of

Dylan Thomas' poem "The Dying of the Light," of
1955), from conductor Thor Johnson (Dance Rhythms,
Opus 58, of 1955), from the Koussevitzky Music Foundation (the Concerto for Piano and Woodwinds), and
from the Conference on the Creative Arts sponsored by
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Boston University (Festival Overture, Opus 68, of 1957).
These commissions gave Riegger, for the first time in his
life, some leisure in which to compose, and enabled him
to do less of the time-consuming hack -work he had been
accustomed to performing.
No Riegger work had ever been done by the Boston
Symphony until 1959, when both the Study in Sonority
and the Fourth Symphony were presented. Riegger was
among those American composers who apparently did
not make an impression on Koussevitzky, and one wonders why. In any event, Boston was apparently ready for

Riegger by 1959, for Cyrus Durgin and other critics
made up for lost time by going all out with enthusiastic
praise. Of the Study in Sonority, Harold Rogers wrote in
the Christian Science Monitor that "It is always a cause
for rejoicing when an inventive mind goes exploring in
the orchestra and pulls out something undreamed of."
Durgin wrote of the Fourth Symphony:
It is, upon first acquaintance, a work of much technical and orchestral stature, and of a great deal of expressive power. This is a Symphony which has both head
and heart appeal, and whose texture ranges from free flowing melody to grinding disconance, with a good
amount of mild and tonal harmony in between.
Unless one is a qualified and licensed Prophet, prediction is but one man's guess. Yet I venture to think that
this Symphony will wear well, and will emerge as a major score of American composition in the second half of
the 20th Century... .

while walking near his home on a side street near Colum-

bia University, and died after brain surgery a few days
later at Columbia -Presbyterian Hospital. At his funeral,
Carl Haverlin, President of Broadcast Music, Inc., spoke
briefly and warmly:
.
Wallingford Riegger, for those who knew him, will
continue to be what he was to them-father or delightful
companion or friend or teacher or composer.
His
music, his bubbling good humor, his interest in puns and
words, his playing of little jokes upon his friends, his
passion for all that seemed right to him, his thoughtfulness and generosity to others, many of them far more
.

.

.

.

.

fortunate than he was-all these are still with us, impressed on printed page, on manuscript, on recordings
or in the hearts and minds of those of us who were fortunate enough to know him. .

.

.

My own obituary for Wallingford Riegger appeared
in The Musical Ouarterl) for July, 1961. As I can phrase
it no better today, I will conclude this appreciation by
quoting from it:
Riegger was a remarkable teacher,

whose

abilities

should have attracted a far greater number of pupils
than ever found their way to him. He loved and understood the music of the past as well as that of the present
and, like Schoenberg, was able to convey penetrating insights into music of all periods through reference to the
classics that he knew so well. He believed in discipline
rather than in inspiration or experiment without rationale, and his criticisms were invariably apt and illuminating. He was too honest and too devoted to a high ideal

of music and of craftsmanship to be free with praise.
His encouragement was therefore the more meaningful
AFTER Boston, one wonders what worlds are left to
conquer. As far as I am aware, no Riegger work has yet
been performed in Lincoln Center, either by resident or
visiting organizations. Shortly after the premiere of his
Third Symphony, Riegger observed to me, with his usual
perfectly straight face, that he thought he was about to
become the American composer most performed in Scandinavia. He estimated, however, that there were some
1,100 orchestras that had still never heard of him.
He was heard of, certainly, in Louisville. The two sets
of Variations commissioned by the Louisville Orchestra are among the finest of Riegger's late works. Of the
Variations for Piano and Orchestra, Theodore Strongin
wrote (New York Herald Tribune, February 18, 1954) :
The Variations, twelve of them plus a theme and coda,
its job perfectly.
Some dance, others throb with sentiment, still others are
broad and noble in carriage. In none is the ear allowed to
grow tired; the scoring is full of quick surprises and the
rhythm makes every moment buoyant and free. . . Every-

are assorted in mood, but each does

.

thing is witty and neat, cool on the surface, warm and

and valuable. He was broadminded enough to look with
interest and sympathy on all of the idioms of the

twentieth century, but all forms of expression were, in
his view, the continuation of traditional forms and values.

Riegger's qualities of honesty, kindness, and humor
will not be forgotten by those who knew him. He was
a serious and devoted person, humble towards his art

and unassuming in his relations with his colleagues. Like

all serious people, he was able to laugh at himself. He
viewed life with passion and accepted its difficulties with

patience. He had conviction and faith, and at heart an
unquenchable optimism about art and about people. . . .
In any history of American music, Riegger's name
must have an honored place. . . . Riegger produced a
body of work that for originality, craftsmanship, vigor,
and sheer musical quality is not surpassed by any native
composer of his generation. Neither musicians nor the
public have yet done his music full justice.
Riegger's
music is still not as often performed as it should be . . .
and there are still too few recordings available. . . These
gaps in the recorded repertory should be repaired. Performances, live or recorded, are the best memorials to a
composer, the best reminder of his work and his importance, and Wallingford Riegger surely deserves our most
.

.

.

.

eloquent beneath. Because the work does not try too hard
to be great, it becomes exactly that.

affectionate and admiring remembrance.

Riegger died as the result of a trivial accident, just
a few days after the announcement of his selection as
winner of the Brandeis Award for 1961. He tripped

Richard Franko Goldman, composer, conductor, author, and
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musicologist, will be remembered by readers of this magazine for
his essay on John Philip Sousa, published in the July 1967 issue.
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