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Danish Music of the 1950’s and 60’s - The Transition from Tradition to Modernism.

Erik Christensen

For almost ten years after World War II, musical tradition remained uninterrupted in Danish music, characterized by tonality and diatonic modality inherited from the Nordic symphonists Carl Nielsen (1865-1931) and Jean Sibelius (1865-1957), traditional form and the influence of Bartok, Hindemith and Stravinsky. Predominant composers of the post-war years were Vagn Holmboe (1909-96) and Herman D. Koppel (1908-98), who established themselves as composers in the 1930’s, and Niels Viggo Bentzon (1919-), who made his composer’s debut in 1939.


In his large production, Vagn Holmboe remains true to the ideals of musical tradition, unity, coherence and balance. Studies of folk music strengthens his conviction that modal-diatonic melos is the basis of music, and he dissociates himself from expressionism and dodecaphony. He develops a personal metamorphosis technique, in which the musical material is continually being transformed from one state to another, heard in the piano suite ”Suono da Bardo” (1949) and Symphony no. 8, ”Sinfonia Boreale” (1952).


Herman D. Koppel received strong impressions of Carl Nielsen’s music, studying piano at The Royal Danish Academy when Nielsen was Director. Also influenced by Bartok, Stravinsky and jazz, Koppel’s music is characterized by rhythmic vitality, strong melodic lines and clear-cut form. Born of Jewish parents, Koppel had to flee from Denmark during the German occupation, and, in memory of the victims of the Holocaust, he set music to Biblical texts in ”Three Psalms of David” for chorus, tenor solo and orchestra (1949).

Niels Viggo Bentzon (1919-2000) is a multi-talented, restless figure in Danish music life, active as a pianist, writer, pictorial artist, and incessantly productive as a composer. He is a talented improviser and composes impulsive music, most often with roots in tonality and traditional forms such as sonata, partita, toccata, symphony, concerto. In his constant search for new ideas, he performs the piano works of Arnold Schönberg and publishes an introduction to twelve-tone music in 1953. This is an indication of a budding interest in dodecaphony, which had for 30 years been largely neglected in Danish music life and music education due to a prevailing anti-romantic and anti-expressionist attitude.

The young composer and musicologist Jan Maegaard (1926-) discovers Schönberg’s music in 1952. This is a revelation for him, and after a period of self-study he presents his first dodecaphonic works in 1955, a Piano sonata and ”Equinox Elegy” for voice, cello and organ. In 1956, Maegaard is elected president of DUT, the Danish ISCM section, and takes advantage of this position to present works by Schönberg, Berg, Webern, Boulez and Stockhausen in concert. A violent debate for and against musical modernism arises in newspapers and periodicals, growing to a clash when Stockhausen visits Danmark in 1958.


A few Danish composers go abroad in search of new impulses. Gunnar Berg (1909-89) studies in Paris with Honegger and Messiaen. After participating in the Darmstadt summer course in 1952, he applies serial principles to pitch, rhythm and dynamics in ”Cosmogonie” for two pianos (1953).This piece remains unperformed until 1967, but Berg’s large piano work ”Gaffky’s” (1958-59), based on a personal version of serialism, arouses attention in Denmark and the Nordic countries.


Poul Rovsing Olsen (1922-82) introduces oriental influence in Danish music. In Paris, he studies with Boulanger and Messiaen, and discovers the large collection of ethnic music at the ”Musée de l’homme”. As a music anthropologist, he collects music of  Arabia and Greenland, and he employs elements of oriental rhythm, melody and ornamentation in his own music, notably in the raga-inspired ”Alapa-Tarana” for mezzosoprano and percussion (1959).

     
Axel Borup-Jørgensen (1924-) is born in Danmark, but grows up in Sweden. Inspired by the concise concentration of Swedish poetry, he departs from musical tradition in the 1950’s, developing a personal lyrical-expressionist style characterized by the predominance of timbre, movement and harmonic colour.  Experience of Nordic landscape, light, mood and temperature is rendered in ”Somma Suite” for orchestra (1957) and ”Winter Pieces” for piano (1959).

At the end of the 1950’s, the ground was prepared for a breakthrough of musical modernism in Denmark. This was late in comparison with developments in Central Europe and Sweden, but Danish music benefited from an undogmatic and rapid introduction of a variety of modernist trends and techniques in the 1960’s; serialism, sound experiments, fluxus and happening, pluralism, collage, concretism, minimalism. The radio programme series ”Music of Our Time”, initiated in 1959, was an important source of information. 

A new generation of composers was now ready to step forward. Ib Nørholm (1931-), Per Nørgård (1932-), and Pelle Gudmundsen-Holmgreen (1932-) were educated in the musical tradition, but they gradually realized that new orientation is necessary and inevitable. 

In 1959, Nørholm composes a Piano trio employing a serial ordering of  pitch, duration and timbre,  Gudmundsen-Holmgreen writes a Webern-influenced String Quartet, and Nørgård introduces his ”infinity series” technique in ”Fragments I-IV” for piano. A joint journey to the ISCM festival 1960 in Cologne is rewarding for these composers, exposing their ears and minds to an abundance of contemporary masterworks, including Kagel’s ”Anagrama”, Ligeti’s ”Apparitions”, Stockhausen’s ”Kontakte” and Boulez’ ”Pli selon Pli”.  

They respond with serial works and exploration of sound. Nørholm’s ”Fluctuations” for strings and plucked instruments (1961) is based on systematic interval permutation, and ”Relief I-II” for chamber orchestra (1963) employs a large variety of untraditional instrumental effects. 

Gudmundsen-Holmgreen explores time proportions in ”Chronos” for 24 instruments (1962), and Nørgård employs the infinity series to create hierarchic structures in ”Fragment VI” for 6 orchestral groups (1961). A newcomer, Bent Lorentzen (1935-) makes his composer’s debut with a serialist opera, ”Stalten Mettelil” (1963), and investigates new sounds in ”Zyklus I-IV” for strings (1966) 

The introduction of serialism in Danish music has an immediate kathartic effect, but serialism soon gives way to other trends. A provocative performance by the Korean anti-artist Nam June Paik in 1961 and a Fluxus Festival of unpredictable happenings in Copenhagen 1962 present a negation of conventional artistic values which releases a renewed infuriated public debate on the meaning of art.


Nørholm revolts against the idea of the autonomous work of art in his violin piece ”Direction: Inconnue” (1964), which includes spoken quotations of music critics and the activation of mechanical toys, and he revolts against orthodox modernism by the introduction of stylistic pluralism, integrating serial procedures and noise effects with traditional melody and harmony  in his String Quartet no. 3, ”From my Green Herbarium” (1966)  and the piano piece ”Strophes and Fields” (1965)  


Henning Christiansen (1932-), active as promotor and performer in the 
Fluxus festival, introduces musical concretism in his ”Perceptive Constructions” (1964), in which 10-second columns of motionless sound alternates with 10-second intervals of silence. Here, sound is treated as an object deprived of subjective significance. 

A similar reduction of material is displayed in Pelle Gudmundsen-Holmgreen’s ”Tricolore IV” (1969), where a string chord, a unison brass tone and a woodwind chord are superimposed in different combinations, focusing the attention on sound as a concrete material. Collocation of object-like sounds and incoherent musical fragments is heard in Gudmundsen-Homgreen’s ”Frère Jacques” for chamber orchestra (1964). ”Je ne me tairai jamais. Jamais” for voices and instruments (1966), is an absurdist piece which repeats a Samuel Beckett sentence over and over, accompanied by scratching and rattling sounds, a police whistle and a car horn. 

Stylistic pluralism is prominent in Per Nørgård’s music of the mid-60’s. The ballet ”The Young Man Must Marry” (1964, based on a Ionesco play) is filled with grotesque quotations and allusions to wedding music and love songs. The stage work ”Babel” (1966) for amateur musicians and performers mixes a variety of serious and popular styles, displaying an image of the babylonic confusion of modern music life. In his subsequent orchestral works ”Iris” and ”Luna” (both 1967), Nørgård is again in search of coherence and unity, exploring new sonorities of chromatic textures and interference. Voyage Into the Golden Screen (1968) presents the full unfolding of the infinity series which becomes the organizing principle of Nørgård’s works in the 70’s, a technique which permits a synthesis of systematic structure, melodic flow, harmonic color and organic growth in a hierarchy of simultaneous tempo layers.

For the following generation of composers, born in the 1940’s, a wide range of possibilities is now opened. Systematic construction and organic growth; coherence and unity versus collage and pluralism; music as objective material versus music as emotional expression; investigation of sound and exploration of time.

For Ole Buck (1945-), the simple, clearly perceptible processess of concretism form a basis for a personal lyricism in his ”Summer Trio” (1968), and repetitive structures related to American minimalism are heard in ”Punctuations” for orchestra (1968)

In the light of musical pluralism, Karl Aage Rasmussen (1947-) pursues the idea of ”music on music”. ”Symphony for Young Lovers” (1967) interweaves quotations from European music, jazz and popular melodies. ”Symphonie classique” (1969) assembles klichés from Vienna classicism with ironic distance to musical tradition as well as to system-oriented modernism. 

As a teenager, Poul Ruders (1949-) is struck by the powerful and direct musical expression experienced when hearing a recording of Penderecki’s Threnos. His composer’s debut is the piano piece ”Three Letters from the Unknown Soldier” (1967), pervaded by violent contrasts and emotional effects. Strong expression remains the chief concern of his music.

Ole Buck, Karl Aage Rasmussen, Poul Ruders and the sligthly younger Hans Abrahamsen (1952-) become prominent figures in the 1970’s, leading Danish music in new directions.   

