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Twelve-Tone Music in America is a splendid 
example of how a book can both be valuable 
for its scholarly qualities and still remain eas-
ily understood by a large number of interested 
readers. Joseph Straus combines a deep know-
ledge of his subject with an accessible and clear 
language. The topic of twelve-tone music in 
America may perhaps seem to be somewhat 
singular for a monograph in the Cambridge 
University series Music in the Twentieth Centu-
ry, but already in his preface, Straus convinces 
the reader that there is a lot to discover in the 
extended range of twelve-tone compositions 
that he covers.
In order to do justice to such a diverse and mul-
tifaceted repertoire, Straus provides analyses of 
no fewer than thirty-seven compositions, rang-
ing from 1927 to 2008, by thirty-seven differ-
ent	 composers,	 born	 between	 1874	 and	 1961.	
In addition to this huge undertaking, Straus 
broadens the theoretical and historical context 
of the presented analyses by formulating nine-
teen ‘myths’ about twelve-tone music that he 
then dispels. This approach divides the book 
into two parts that can be read separately.
Crucial to understanding Straus’s book are the 
distinctions the author makes between ‘twelve-
tone music’, ‘serial music’ and ‘twelve-tone seri-
al music’. Especially for European readers, a ter-
minological clarification is essential, as twelve-
tone music and serialism (in particular integral 
serialism) relate to each other differently on ei-
ther side of the Atlantic. For Straus, twelve-tone 
music is ‘aggregate-based’, while serial music is 
‘series-based’ (p. xviii). Thus, we could imagine 
music based on aggregates of twelve tones that 
are not distributed or organized using serial 
procedures. Despite this clear definition in the 
preface, the terms become blurred again near 
the end of the book. The first subtitle of the 
conclusion is ‘Composing serially’, although it 

refers to what Straus himself defines as twelve-
tone music, which is not necessarily serially or-
dered.
The preface also gives some insight in the ap-
proach to twelve-tone music by American com-
posers. Inspired by the dodecaphonic writing of 
European immigrant Arnold Schoenberg, they 
all have their own specific view on twelve-tone 
music and often make very personal choices in 
the use of what Schoenberg called ‘Twelve Tones 
Which are Related Only with One Another’ (p. 
xix). Consequently, Straus approaches twelve-
tone composition not as a rigid orthodoxy, but 
rather as a loosely knit cultural practice.
Focusing on the first part of the book – ‘Thir-
ty-seven ways to write a twelve-tone piece’ – it 
is worth mentioning that Straus divides the 
composers into seven categories: ‘Ultramod-
ern	 composers’,	 ‘European	 immigrants’,	 ‘Post-
war pioneers, ‘An older generation’, ‘Some se-
rial neoclassicists’, ‘A middle generation’ and ‘A 
younger generation’. As the categories of Euro-
pean immigrants and serial neoclassicists sug-
gest, this division is not strictly chronological. 
Straus defends this strategy as follows: ‘In keep-
ing with the nature of twelve-tone serial music, 
I seek to create a rich network of associations 
rather than a rigid hierarchy’ (p. xxiv). The in-
tention of the author is to show correlations be-
tween different composers who have developed 
their personal variant of Schoenberg’s twelve-
tone technique. This non-hierarchical and not 
strictly chronological narrative is not only in 
accordance with some of the specific features 
of twelve-tone or serial music, as Straus him-
self mentions, but also relates to a more general 
contemporary understanding of knowledge 
and communication, in which hierarchic tree-
structures have made room for multiplicity and 
complex networks of meaning. In this sense, 
the methodology of this book is certainly one 
of its best qualities, and an example for future 
books on twentieth century music.
The division of composers into categories is, of 
course, arbitrary, and Straus would be the first to 
admit that adopting a different ordering princi-
ple could be equally valuable. For this reason, it 
is perfectly defendable to include Elliott Carter 
in the category of postwar pioneers instead of 
the more obvious category of ‘An older genera-
tion’ (composers born before 1920). A strange 
choice, however, is to discuss in the postwar cat-
egory compositions from years as far apart  as 
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1967 (Copland’s Inscape),	1984	(Perle’s	Six New 
Etudes), 1996 (Babbit’s Danci) and 2006 (Cart-
er’s Caténaires).	 Perhaps	 it	 would	 have	 made	
more sense to discuss an earlier composition 
by Elliott Carter, especially since he is treated 
amongst pioneers of the post-war generation. 
Even in the category of younger composers, 
there is only one composition that is more re-
cent than Carter’s Caténaires. Although Straus 
convincingly defends this non-chronological 
approach, some of the choices of compositions 
can be considered unusual. In the case of Elliott 
Carter, choosing a composition written in 2006 
to discuss a post-war composer could seem to 
suggest that Carter’s music did not evolve at all 
in the last half century.
The thirty-seven analyses in the book are quite 
short but nevertheless contain a wealth of in-
formation. Each analysis carries a title that 
summarizes the most important feature of the 
twelve-tone technique as applied in the com-
position under consideration. Some examples 
are ‘Carl Ruggles and dissonant counterpoint’, 
‘Aaron Copland and freely interpreted tonal-
ism’, ‘Louise Talma and a twelve-tone style 
more and more simple’, and ‘Ursula Mamlok 
and pathways through the magic square’.
Straus keeps his focus on the composition proc-
ess and pitch organization, but at the same time 
he succeeds in providing a more general con-
text for each composition and each composer. 
This offers readers at least two possible read-
ing strategies. They can easily read one or two 
analyses separately without missing necessary 
information to understand the music. On the 
other hand, it is also possible to read the intro-
ductory passages to each of the seven categories 
or to each of the thirty-seven compositions and 
skip the more technical parts. By doing this, the 
reader would get a more or less complete image 
of the entirety of America’s twelve-tone music 
repertoire. Of course, the book deserves to be 
read fully, but with its specific format it pro-
vides fairly easy access to a content that ranges 
from basic knowledge to specialized analytical 
insights. Although the book could have benefit-
ed from more detailed analyses, particularly for 
those who are reading it at a scholarly level, this 
would probably stand in the way of the quali-
ties mentioned above.
Throughout the first part of the book, analy-
ses are all presented very clearly. The 79 illus-
trations, including musical examples, graphs 

and tables, contribute considerably to this clar-
ity and support Straus’s meticulous analytical 
work. 
In the second part of the book – ‘American 
twelve-tone music in context’ – the principle of 
demystifying myth after myth works extremely 
well in the same way as the compact analyses 
did in the first part. To be sure, some of these 
myths are probably no longer believed in (at 
least from a European perspective, but prob-
ably the same is true for American musicolo-
gists and musicians). For instance, the ‘Myth 
of non-repetition’ (p. 183) is so far removed 
from even the first examples of twelve-tone 
music, that it is hard to believe anyone would 
think of the non-repetition rule as a law that is 
strictly followed without exceptions. Taken as 
a whole, however, the myths are a very useful 
way to reveal the true and multiple identity of 
twelve-tone music in America and Europe, as 
they give a response to ever-lasting clichés and 
criticisms of modernist music in general and 
(serial) twelve-tone music in particular.
Apart from the qualities mentioned above, 
perhaps one of the most important merits of 
this book is its broad perspective. Although 
few readers will be acquainted with all thirty-
seven composers, Straus succeeds in bringing 
the essence of each work to the surface. With-
out being too repetitive, but at the same time 
not constrained by a non-repetition rule, the 
book can deepen our understanding of almost 
a century of music writing in the United States. 
With a great eye for detail and balance, Straus 
shows that besides Schoenberg, Stravinsky and 
Babbitt, a large number of active composers 
contributed to the evolution of the ‘Method of 
Composing with Twelve Tones Which are Re-
lated Only with One Another’ in America.
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