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Short Symphony (No. 4)
Henry Cowell

World Premiere—Boston Symphony Orchestra
October 24, 1947

The intensity of tone and dignified simplicity of manner of Henry Cowell’s
SHORT SYMPHONY mark its folk music heritage. Since 1941 Cowell has
been engaged in the composition of a series of works which are a modern develop-
ment from the style of certain American ‘‘Primitive’’ composers at the end of the
Eighteenth Century. This music did many things forbidden to Nineteenth-
Century harmeny, but sounds superbly for voice or orchestra.

The First Movement of the SHORT SYMPHONY presents without pre-
liminary the melodic material on which the entire composition is based. The
movement consists of three contrasting hymn-like tunes. The first is in chorale
or psalm-tune style, with variations; next comes a flowing Andante melody, and
last an energetic Modal melody more strictly in the shaped-note hymn tradition
than the first two. Each of these is repeated, with extended melodic develop-
ment.

Adhering to symphonic convention, the next two movements are in song
form and in dance form. The Second Movement is built on a melody of the un-
accompanied narrative ballad character, set in a tonal atmosphere suggestive
of a backwoods landscape rather than a literal instrumental accompaniment.
The Dance Movement, an elaborately developed jig melody, has a strong Irish
flavor which gives a striking family resemblance to the tunes playved for square
dancing or for solo jig competitions among loggers from Maine to Washington,
across the Northern United States. Thisisa type of tune that turns up frequently
in the compositions of Henry Cowell; due perhaps to his Irish parentage, it is a
kind of lively music that appeals to him particularly.

The last movement consists of an introduction, a fuguing tune and coda.
The fullest development of the thematic material has been reserved for this
movement. The fuguing tune is a development from the famous William Billings
style, with the addition of occasional dissonant notes, retaining, however, the
plainness of form and the polyphonic vigor of the style.
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4. Introduction and Fuguing Tune

Allegro con brio (J.144 10 152)
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Fyguing Tune

@ Moderato con moto(=io4)
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