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GERSHWIN

An American in Paris
Americans in Paris: before he wrote this piece, Gershwin had 
intended to study with Nadia Boulanger but she had rejected 
him, afraid that her teaching would compromise his already fully 
formed language. The music of An American in Paris is the best 
possible answer to her turning him down – and to Maurice 
Ravel, too, who also said ‘non’ to George. Nonetheless, the roll 
call of American composers who were taught by Boulanger in 
her uniquely influential classes in pre- and post-war Paris shows 
just how transformative her teaching was for the course of 
music in the USA. It’s a gloriously eclectic mix, showing that the 
principles of harmonic and contrapuntal rectitude she espoused 
could be interpreted and reinterpreted in many different 
contexts. She defined the approaches of avant-gardists such 
as Virgil Thomson and Elliott Carter, neo-Romantics such as 
Mary Howe and David Diamond, those creators of a definitively 
American classical sound Roy Harris and Aaron Copland, and 
those geniuses of pop culture Burt Bacharach and Quincy Jones. 
I still think she could have made room for George, you know.

MESS IAEN

Turangalîla Symphony
If there’s one other class that can approach Boulanger’s in its 
influence on the course of 20th-century music and beyond, it’s 
Olivier Messiaen’s at the Paris Conservatoire. Quincy Jones is 
an alumnus of the Messiaen class as well as Boulanger’s – a rare 
honour! But there was a schism between Nadia and Olivier in 
their relationship with Stravinsky’s music. Stravinsky quipped that 
all you need to write the gigantic Turangalîla Symphony is enough 
manuscript paper; for Boulanger, Stravinsky was the key figure 
in contemporary music. Mind you, the Turangalîla Symphony – as 
well as giving the name to the anti-heroine of Matt Groening’s 
Futurama series, the one-eyed siren of the universe Turanga 
Leela – isn’t the only piece to have been criticised for its 
excessive dimensions. Brahms dubbed Bruckner’s symphonies 
‘boa-constrictors’, while Mark Twain spent hours waiting in 
vain for Wagner to get to the verb: but, as any expert in 
Teutonic grammar knows, that verb may not come until the 

end of the sentence in German – or, in the case of The Ring, 
four operas and 16 hours later. Schubert’s ‘heavenly length’, as 
Schumann described it, is intolerable and inscrutable for some 
in his symphonies and sonatas, so one can only guess what 
these criticisers of epic dimensions would make of true musical 
behemoths of time, such as Morton Feldman’s five-and-a-half-
hour-long Second String Quartet or LaMonte Young’s similarly 
temporally prodigious The Well-Tuned Piano.

Radio 3’s Tom Service proposes onward sonic explorations inspired 
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