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CHAPTER V 
 

OVERALL SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

 
Peter Goodman wrote in Newsday that Mennin “was one of this nation’s most 

important postwar composer-academicians.”140 Mennin's prestigious musical positions 

and numerous commissions clearly prove his importance, as does his large output of 

high-quality concert music including, in particular, his Fifth Symphony. It is unfortunate, 

then, that Mennin's music is not as celebrated as that of his American contemporaries, 

such as David Diamond, Roy Harris, Walter Piston, and William Schuman.  

Although Mennin, as a composer, was no innovator and had no interest in current 

fads, he faithfully adhered to a traditional or "classical" technique within a twentieth-

century idiom. Of course, this fact is probably most responsible for the immediate neglect 

of his works, but it is also what make his works endure today, since classicism tends to 

foster longevity. Additionally, Mennin's avoidance of the less accessible techniques, such 

as serialism, indeterminacy, or avant-gardism, presently make his music inviting to those 

who may not have a high tolerance for dissonant or experimental sounds. In particular, 

Symphony No. 5, which is representative of Mennin's least dissonant, middle style, is an 

excellent model for a new composition intended for a community orchestra and its 

audience. Consequently, Shaw's Symphony No.1 follows Mennin's approach to 

Symphony No. 5 in many ways.  

                                                
140 Peter Goodman, "A Fitting End to the Season," Newsday, 27 May 1988. 
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First, the durations of both symphonies are similar, lasting slightly over twenty 

minutes each. These concise lengths contribute to their work's accessibility. Accordingly, 

both symphonies contain a limited number of movements—three instead of the usual 

four. This odd-numbered plan, though, allows for directly contrasting sections: a brisk 

first movement, a slow and lyric second movement, and a fast-paced final movement.  

Symphony No. 1 uses the same, fairly standard size orchestra as No. 5 and neither 

requires any special instrumentation, except for separate piccolo parts. To avoid 

potentially intimidating or alienating performers, there are no non-traditional elements in 

either work's notation, performance practices, or rhythms.  

Perhaps the greatest similarity of both works is in their strong implementation of 

and, in many ways, reliance on twentieth-century counterpoint. Both use chromatic and 

modal themes that evolve and interact together. Both symphonies also use and develop 

recurring structural material: a motive in the first movement, a progression in the second, 

and a rhythm or motive in the third. These meticulously constructed components tie the 

sections of the works together and provide the performers and listeners with a clear and 

logical musical path. Finally, both works incorporate techniques with a high potential for 

dissonance, such as tone clusters, polychords, quartal harmony, pandiatonicism, and 

pantriadicism, in a harmonious fashion that thoroughly avoids any discordance from 

serialism or avant-gardism.  

With the American compositional style having such a relatively brief history, 

older, perhaps overlooked, works need reevaluation and reintroduction into our 

repertoire; Mennin's Symphony No. 5 is one worthy example of this. Furthermore, new 

interest in and study of Mennin's music may also lead to new American works following 
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his symphonic tradition, such as Symphony No. 1 by David Shaw. In any event, Mennin's 

status as an American composer should be elevated to that of his contemporaries, 

particularly because of a steadfast adherence to both individuality and convention.  

In the words of Dr. Mennin: "I write music. If audiences do not understand me 

immediately they will later, maybe never, but first I must satisfy myself…With the 

passage of time, all that really counts is the final musical result. To the committed 

composer, all other matters are peripheral."141 

                                                
141 Peter Mennin, as quoted in Svejda, notes to Moby Dick; Symphonies Nos. 3 & 7  
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