Marc Blitzstein was a major figure in American (US) music in the mid-twentieth century, especially in the ‘musico-dramatic’ field. He mostly wrote his own books and lyrics. He also wrote concert works, ballets, film scores, radio pieces, cabaret songs, and incidental music for theatre.

He was known in his time for his pioneering ability to set vernacular US English to music convincingly and for being an innovator as regards form and musical language in opera/musical theatre. His musical-dramatic works defy categorisation. They often didn’t run or make money, despite being much admired and respected. Aaron Copland, Leonard Bernstein and others held that he made a unique and indispensable contribution to the development of US musical drama. 

Blitzstein was uncompromising in his commitment to fundamental social change. He was a member of the Communist Party of the USA for over a decade, and took public stands, particularly concerning workers’ rights and racism. After beginning as a modernist, he found his musical voice through developing his understanding of the role of the artist in society. “I have come to feel more and more that the only kind of stage-work I want to do now is one of social and political import…”

“I have three strikes against me, three things the world detests. Number one, I’m a Jew. Number two, I’m a Communist. Number three, I’m a homo composer.” Notably, he didn’t find much explicit expression in his work or political activity for his homosexual or Jewish identities, but it’s there.

Marc’s parents each came to Philadelphia as children, from Ukraine and Russia. The Blitzstein grandparents had built a quickly successful banking business, so the family was affluent in his early years, but not for long. It was a secular, socialist household, more Russian than Yiddish, filled with vibrant left-wing political debate, and with family members on both sides in the theatre – vaudeville and Yiddish theatre.

He was a child prodigy pianist, but despite rave reviews as a teenager, he decided on composition, which he studied with Nadia Boulanger in Paris and Arnold Schoenberg in Berlin.

Just short of his 59th birthday he was brutally murdered in a gay-bashing.
Art for Art’s Sake from The Cradle Will Rock (1935-36)
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I Wish It So from Juno (1957-59)
(based on Seán O’Casey’s Juno and the Paycock)
The Cradle Will Rock from The Cradle Will Rock

“I think my style gelled and crystallized with [The Cradle Will Rock]. It is a style which has something to do with popular material; and I don’t mean popular in the sense of the fashion or fad of this year or next, but what we have come to call popular music – it’s a misnomer – as against another misnomer – serious music. I think I use popular material for my actual nexus and I build around it as thoroughly serious a technical complex as I can.”

“Don’t write pieces which have ‘beauty’ and ‘line’ and ‘superb craftsmanship’ as their reason for existence. They are all indispensable to a good work, and yet communication with your listener is the real thing. You are talking, saying something; say it then, content.”
								Marc Blitzstein
