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On June 19, 1926 at the Théatre des Champs-
Elysées, young American composer George Antheil
(1900-1959) astonished the Parisian public in a way
not seen since the riot prompted by Stravinsky’s Rite
of Spring. Antheil’s Ballet mécanique—scored for an
unlikely ensemble of pianos, player piano, drums,
xylophones, electric bells, siren and two propellers—
captured the excitement, danger and spiritual
exhaustion of life in the machine age. Antheil’s debut
piano recital at the same theatre in 1923 had already
established him as a member of the Parisian
moderns. His supporters in the audience included
such luminaries as James Joyce, Erik Satie, Ezra
Pound, Jean Cocteau and Darius Milhaud. Yet the
uproar caused by this early notoriety and the
subsequent disastrous New York premiere of Ballet
mécanique eventually overshadowed the composer’s
entire career.

Although Antheil wrote four operas, ballets,
chamber music, numerous symphonies, and over a
dozen film scores, it is only now that these works are
beginning to gain recognition. Due to difficulties in
obtaining and deciphering the manuscripts, there
have been only scattered performances of his
chamber music and even fewer opportunities to hear
his piano compositions. This is unfortunate, because
one discovers Antheil immediately through his piano
music. Unlike his contemporaries Virgil Thomson
and Aaron Copland, Antheil was a tull-fledged
concert pianist. He composed for the piano
throughout his life, often for his own performance,
and his piano works far outnumber his compositions
for other instruments.

The pieces collected in this volume are of
intermediate difficulty, and they display the verve
and wit that typify all of Antheil’s piano music. They
span the period from the 1920s, when he was in Paris
and Berlin, to the 1940s in New York and Hollywood.
With the exception of Toccata No. 2 (first published
by G. Schirmer in 1951), all the works in this
collection are published here for the first time.

Death of the Machines, with its rhythmically
charged construction, lasts only about a minute but
conveys the style of the composer’s earliest machine-
inspired sonatas. The selections from La Femme 100
Tétes (45 preludes inspired by Max Ernst’s collage-
novel of the same name) are brief gesture pieces that
iuxtapose a varietv of moods: <lichtlv menacine and

and XL); or violently energetic (XLII, XLIV and
XLV.) They capture the spirit of absurdity and
naughtiness of the artist’s work. The title is a pun on
the French words cent and sans; it can be understood
as “The Hundred-Headed Woman” or, as Ernst
himself preferred, “The Headless Woman.” These
preludes represent a compendium of Antheil’s
compositional techniques up to 1933.

The more mellow style of Antheil’s Hollywood
years is sampled in the Valentine Waltzes, a set of
eleven short pieces written in 1949 as a Valentine’s
Day gift for a friend. Antheil himself recorded the
entire set in 1951. The harmonic and textual
differences in his reading have been documented by
ear and are shown in the footnotes. (A selection of
contrasting waltzes would make an attractive
program entry in the way one might choose a group of
waltzes by Chopin.) Toccata No. 2 is a display piece
that exploits the full range of the keyboard. Brittle,
rhythmically bouncy and dissonant, it is an effective
contrast to the neo-romanticism of the Valentine
Waltzes. Written in the same year (1948) as the
virtuosic toccata movement of his Piano Sonata No. 4,
it is a more accessible alternative to that style.

Antheil knew everyone in the artistic milieu of
Paris, Berlin, New York and Hollywood. Some of the
pieces collected here were written for those friends
and acquaintances. For example, Musical Picture of a
Friend is most likely an homage to the great Polish
pianist Jan Smeterlin, who was a gifted interpreter of
his countrymen Szymanowski and Chopin. Antheil’s
piece is reminiscent of Szymanowski’s B-flat minor
Etude, Op. 4 no. 3, which is in turn reminiscent of
Chopin’s C-sharp minor Etude, Op. 25 no. 7. The Ben
Hecht Valses was written for the newspaperman-
turned-moviemaker who hired Antheil to head the
music division of his film company.

The audacity, humor and charm reflected in this
collection of piano pieces gives some idea of the feisty
personality and talent of this little-known composer.
Even among all the musical frenzy of the twentieth
century, this self-styled “bad boy of music” still seems
a fresh wind.

—MARTHANNE VERBIT

Pianist Marthanne Verbit has premiered many works of George
Antheil and other Americans. Her all-Antheil compact disc, Bad
Boy of Music (Albany Records: Troy 146), includes the Airplane
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MUSICAL PICTURE OF A FRIEND

George Antheil
1946
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SONATINA

(Death of the Machines)
I
Moderato , (1922)
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THE BEN HECHT VALSES

(1943)
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BERCEUSE FOR

THOMAS MONTGOMERY NEWMAN
(in antique Spanish style)

d =ca. 112 (or slower)

(1955)
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@ CAN-CAN

from Dreams*

Vivace molto (193 4-35)
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* Written for George Balanchine’s American Ballet Company;
first performed March 5, 1935 in New York.
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VALENTINE WALTZES

I

(1949)
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to Aaron Copland
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* Antheil wrote on the title page of his manuscript, “This sonatina may be played by either a single
piano, or the combination of violin and cello; but in either case, cold and rather dry.” — Ed.
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but they are good musical phrasings for piano. — Ed.
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