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Where Americans Can Become More So

By ANTHONY TOMMASIND

lina-bomn composer staying at the

American Academy in Rome, got

swepl up in intense work on a dark,
broeding plano sonata. He had won a year-
long residency at the academy, then a5 now
a leading center for Independent study and
research in the arts and humanities. There
he was, In that ancient, cultured clry, living
and working in the academy's 11-acre com-
plex of studias and villas atop the Janicu-
lum, the highest hill within the walls of
Home, with its spectacular views, Yet all
Johnson, 20 ag the time, could think about
was his native land.

Amid the “rotting splendor of Rome,™ he
wrole in & letter, he was “teeming deflant-
Iy with America'™ The sonata was “an
intense expression of the South,” with its
“Irentied gaiety, high rhetoric and brutal
realism.”

Johnson's reactbons were not atypical,
Ome tenetl of the academy, which was es-
tabllshed in 16854 by the noted architect
Charles Follen McBEim, was that if pro-
vided an ideal working environment in a
splendid European clty, American artists
might grow Individually, learn from one
anather and gain a clearer sense of their
artistie and national identity.

That's what happened to the New York-
based pianist Donald Herman, now 40,

IN 1935, Hunter Johnson, a North Caro-

The American Academy

visitors a new sense of

musical identity as well

asa chance to study.

when he spent four months as o special
guest of the academy in 1838, (Performers
are infrequently nvited) He delighted in
the company of the fellows and residents —
artists, architects, writers and schalars as
well a5 compesers — and ook full advan-
tage of Rome. He alsa spent hoars |:|5t|:r|_|,r|g
to recordings and studying scores by
American composers that he found in the
academy’s extensive reszarch library, Mr.
Berman has championed American com-
posers, with Ives as a special interesi,
{"The Unknown Ives." his invaluable 1859
CRI reloase, offered premiers recordings
af unpuhlished works and important pieces
in new critical editlons.) And he has been
extensively involved with music by com-
pasers al his acquaintance,

But he felt there was a gap in his knowl-
edpe of Tth-century American musle, My
research ar the academy healped o (il in
the blanks," Mr. Berman sald recently. "'T
wondered what had happened to all these
peaple [ had never heard of.” Pecole like
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Lo rmeny -'-rl-on‘fu Academy b Bomme
Above, the composer Lukns Foss af,
the academy in Rome in 1952, Lefl,
the main building, designed by
MeHim, Mead & White in 1914,

sadly, Spalding"s atticede was part of the
problem. But he was right that being in
Rane, an artistic wellspring far two mil-
lennis, would help Americans develop. Be-
ing away from home yel ogether in a
communily helped even more.

One reason composers have bren so pro-
ductlve ot the academy is simply that the
plisce, with its 18 buildings, s so wanderful
The restored 17th-century Villa Aurella has
lovely spaces for concerts and lecturcs,
The 13kroom MeKim Bullding has studlos,
a library, galleries and residential units,
Every year as many as 10 American art-
tsts and scholars, selected by a national
Jury, are awarded the gcademy's Fom
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Walter Helfer, who taught at Hunter Col-
lege in New York for more than 20 years,
and Alexander Lang Steinert, who becama
the music director of the Arrmy Air Forces"
motion picture unit during World War I1,

Eager to share what he had diseovered,
Mr. Berman persuaded the academy to
help him set up & series of concerts in New
“fork presenting works written either at
the academy or by composers who had
been there, He formed & commliles, raiged
funds and put cut a call for additional
scores from past fellows. Within four
weeks the committee received more than
200 scores from 41 composers.

With Mr, Berman serving as artistic
director, it selected Tour programs of solo
plane works, soags and chamber pieces for
the series, " Americans In Rome: Music by
Fellows of the American Academy in
Rome,” which beging on Wednesday at
Merkin Concert Hall. (The other dates are
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with a good piano."

He recalls competitive
games of pool and Ping-
Pong. Almost every night
he and a fellow composer,
Leo Smit, played four-
hand renditions of
Schubert, Mozart and
Beethoven symphonies in
the common room,
making a din and
attracting crowds of
fellow artists. One day,
Ingrid Bergman, who was
then involved with the
director Roberto
Rosselini, showed up. She
was so excited by the
four-hand music that she
invited the duo to her
place for a private
concert. "Rosselini was
quite mad that she'd asked
us over," Mr. Shapero
said. "But she was a
charmer. Very flirty."

Best of all were the
friendships formed with
artists from other fields,
like the painter Mitchell
Siporin, who later became
Mr. Shapero's faculty
colleague at Brandeis
University. The composer
Lee Hyla, who spent a

year, 1990-1991, at the
academy,
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Oct 16 and Nov. § and 13.) There are warks
by ginnts like Roger Sesssons and Elbiott
Carter; by excellen! composers who wore
recent fellows, like Stephen Harthe and
Ecott Lindroth; and by neglected compas-
ers, including Johnson,

Besides presenting nearly 40 works they
believe in, Mr. Bermin and the commitice,
Including the composers John Harbisen,
Robert Beaser, Kathryn Alexandor and
Paul Moraves, hope that the series will
shed light on what it means o be an
American composer.

If living abroad praves belpful o Amerk
can eompasers, iU's partly becouse Amers
lca has long had trouble shaking off is
eulieral inferiority camplex with regard to
Europe. Tod many Amserican artisls and
inariterions see themselves in o bosing
game of calch-up with Europe, The come

was similarly inspired by
its stimulating
atmosphere.

"Almost every morning
there was an event of
some kind," Mr. Hyla said
recently from Boston.
"An art scholar might
take us on a lecture tour
to some part of Rome.
You could go or not.
Some talks were terrific.
Some were pretty boring.
But that's O K. It was
always interesting. Then
after lunch, I'd work all
day."

Mr. Hylla, whose
chamber work "In Double
Light" will be performed
on Nov. 6, greatly valued
being in touch with his
native language and
culture in the context of a
foreign country. While
there, he wrote a piece
called "Ciao, Manhattan,"
and a piano concerto.

"Rome influenced my
music and altered my
language," he said. "It's a
somewhat chaotic city.
You are continually
blasted with things

from different time
periods:
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Music by Fellows of the American
Academy in Rome

Merkin Concert Hall.

Wodnesday.

plex was at jts height in the 1920's, when
the American Academy added composers
o its roster of fellows.

One supporter was Walter B, Spalding, a
professor of music al Harvard, who be-

came a trustee of the academy, Spalding”

asserted that the new program would ofler
urgently needed help o American mosic,
Althoupgh American schoels had long been
producing Tirst-rank perlormers, ke wrote
in & 1020 essay celebrating the academy's
Fith apniversary, “they never have and, in
the nature of things, they cann produce

CXIEApHISErs."”

something from last year
and something from 800.
It affected the way I think
about musical structure."
Yet the concerto is still
"very much an American
piece," he added. "I used a
bunch of punk riffs in it."

For the concert series,
Mr. Berman tried to select
works that reflect the
influence of Rome yet
affirm qualities that could
be deemed "American."
What might those be?

Among the common
traits, Mr. Berman
suggested, are "freshness,
inventiveness, rhythmic
vigor, an eclectic point of
view." He finds it
interesting that some of
the new works being
performed seem
traditional. Mr. Beaser's
songs on Emily Dickinson
texts are "in the lyric vein
of the 20th-century
American pioneers," Mr.
Berman said. Yet some
older works seem
startlingly fresh, like Billy
Jim Layton's "Three
Studies for Piano" (1957).
"If they'd been sent by
David Rakowski," Mr.
Berman added, referring
to a
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two years. Thoere are also residents: senlor
artisis and researchers. The academy typi-
cally supports a community af aboul 75,
Sinee it founding, some 8500 fellows m'ld
320 residents have lived there,

The compaser Harald Shapera [irst nr.
tended in 1850, at 31 “1f 1 had lots of
maaey, i'd give it all to them,' Mr. Shapero
said recently from his home in Natick,
Mass, He thrived at the acdemy, even
though at the dme the facility, which hd
besn closed during the war years, was in
bad shape. ' It was freezing in the buildings
most the time,” he added. “The food was
not the greatest. The elecoricicy falled ev-
ery night,” )

He amended with bis wife, Esther .B.
Geller, nn artist. "They gave Esther a
studie,” he said. " There were servants o
make the beds. 1 had a studio in the cellar
that wad big encugh for five composers,
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technically adroit young
American, "I'd believe he
had written them." The
program on Wednesday
involves 11 players and a
string quintet, and offers
works by Barber,
Sessions, Mr. Carter,
Lukas Foss, Tamar
Diesendruck and Mr.
Hartke (the largest work,
an exciting piano quartet,
"King of the Sun"). On
Oct. 16, Mr. Berman
plays a solo recital with
those fresh-sounding
Layton studies, works by
Kamran Ince, George
Rochberg and Helfer, and
a brilliant seven-minute
Neo-classical sonata by
Mr. Shapero that almost
never turns up on recitals.

"It drives me crazy that
nobody is hearing this
stuff," Mr. Berman said.

He will also play, aptly,
that dark brooding
Johnson sonata composed
at the academy.
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