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FREDERIC RZEWSKI (1938-2021)



THE PEOPLE UNITED WILL NEVER BE DEFEATED

▸ Salvadore Allende - Chilean leader of the Popular Unidad movement 

▸ Sergio Ortega - Chilean composer of “El pueblo unido…”
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COMING TOGETHER
▸ Attica Prison riots 

▸ Attica, NY, 1971 

▸ 43 killed 

▸ Sam Melville (1934-1971) 

▸ Anarchist 

▸ Prisoner 
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FREDERIC RZEWSKI (1938-2021)
▸ Coming Together (1971) 

▸ 10 players - open instrumentation 

▸ Indeterminate music 

▸ The People United                                                                                              Will 
Never Be Defeated (1976) 

▸ Piano solo - fixed instrumentation 

▸ Determinate music
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FREDERIC RZEWSKI (1938-2021)

▸ Commonalities:  

▸ formal design 

▸ modernist and tonal materials 

▸ extra-musical elements

▸ Coming Together (1971) 

▸ 10 players - open instrumentation 

▸ Indeterminate music 

▸ The People United                                                                                              Will 
Never Be Defeated (1976) 

▸ Piano solo - fixed instrumentation 

▸ Determinate music
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COMING TOGETHER

▸ Rzewki on the response to the Attica Prison riots: 

▸ “An atrocity that demanded of every responsible person 
that had any power to cry out, that he cry out.”
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COMING TOGETHER

▸ Sam Melville (1934-1971) 

▸ Anarchist 

▸ Prisoner 
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▸ William Kunstler (1919-1995) 

▸ Attorney 

▸ Civil rights activist



COMING TOGETHER

▸ Musicians Action Collective (MAC) 

▸ New York City, 1970s 

▸ Benefit concerts for  

▸ United Farm Workers 

▸ Attica Defense 

▸ Chilean solidarity movement
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▸ Musica Elettronica Viva (MEV) 

▸ Rome, Italy, 1966-2017 

▸ Use of synthesizers 

▸ Audience participation 

▸ Inciting demonstrations



COMING TOGETHER 
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▸ Part I: Coming Together                             Part II: Attica
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▸ additive and subtractive process of text in Coming Together 
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▸ Sam Melville’s text:  

▸ I think / the combination / of age / and a greater coming together                        
/ is responsible / for the speed / of the passing of time 

▸ additive and subtractive process of text in Coming Together 

▸ 1 12 123 1234 12345 123456 1234567  

▸ 12345678 2345678 345678 45678 5678 678 78 8
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▸ Rzewski’s instruction:  

▸ “...the musicians should try to interpolate freely improvised passages 
that depart from this rule, with the condition that they do not get lost. It 
is hard not to get lost, so that to be free... [it] requires a struggle.”
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Augusto Pinochet (1915 - 2006) 

Chilean Dictator (1973 - 1990)

Inti-illumani (Historico) 

(1967 - 2004)

Inti-illumani (Nuevo) 

(2004 - )
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Ursula Oppens (b. 1944) 
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Quilapayún (1965-) Sergio Ortega (1938-2003)  
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▸ Theme and 36 Variations 

▸ (1) 1 2 3 4 5 6              

▸ (2) 1 2 3 4 5 6          

▸ (3) 1 2 3 4 5 6            

▸ (4) 1 2 3 4 5 6            

▸ (5) 1 2 3 4 5 6            

▸ (6) 1 2 3 4 5 6         
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▸ Theme and 36 Variations 

▸ (1) 1 2 3 4 5 6            simple events        

▸ (2) 1 2 3 4 5 6            rhythm 

▸ (3) 1 2 3 4 5 6            melodies 

▸ (4) 1 2 3 4 5 6            counterpoints 

▸ (5) 1 2 3 4 5 6            harmonies 

▸ (6) 1 2 3 4 5 6           all of these 

▸
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▸ Theme and 36 Variations 

▸ (1) 1 2 3 4 5 6            simple events        

▸ (2) 1 2 3 4 5 6            rhythm 

▸ (3) 1 2 3 4 5 6            melodies 

▸ (4) 1 2 3 4 5 6            counterpoints 

▸ (5) 1 2 3 4 5 6            harmonies 

▸ (6) 1 2 3 4 5 6           all of these 

▸

12-bar phrasing 

3 X 12  

2 X 12 

2 X 12 

2 X 12 

Free 

2 X 12
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▸ Ascending circle of 5ths progression 

▸ Dm - Am - Em … 

▸ Theme is tonal



THE PEOPLE UNITED - ANALYSIS - KEY CENTERS AND SEQUENCES

RZEWSKI AND THE MUSIC OF CHANGE



THE PEOPLE UNITED - ANALYSIS - KEY CENTERS AND SEQUENCES

RZEWSKI AND THE MUSIC OF CHANGE

▸ Measures 5-7                                               
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▸ Measures 17-18                                        
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▸ Measures 28-31                                               
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▸ Measures 37-40                                          

     

▸ Measure 60                                                                                                 
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▸ Measures 303-306                        

            

▸ Var. 36, 3 measures before the return of the Theme  
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▸ Academic Period  (1953-1963) 

▸ 100% of 24 pieces use fixed instrumentation/traditional notation 

▸ Italian-New York Period (1964-1972) 

▸ 18/28 pieces (64%) improvisational elements and variable ensembles 

▸ Of the others : 6 are for tape, and 4 are traditional 

▸ Belgian Period (1973-2021) 

▸ 17/130 (13%) works used open instrumentation and/or improvisation



THE PEOPLE UNITED - RZEWSKI’S EXPLANATION FOR STYLISTIC SHIFT
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▸ Rzewski: 

▸ “MEV’s audience at this time consisted mainly of students, and 
under the influence of the European student movement, the group 
unavoidably participated in some of its infantile ideological errors.  
The politicization of the group had both creative and destructive 
consequences.  On the one hand, the exhilarating discovery of new 
environments: performances in occupied universities and factories; 
on the other, the confusion and conflicts which arose from the 
absence of a guiding theory.”
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▸ Occupy Wall Street (Sept. 15 - Nov. 17, 2011) 

▸ Zuccotti Park, Financial District, NYC 

▸ “We Are the 99%”
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▸ Nonsequiturs

Dieter Schnebel: 

“For Frederic Rzewski, music and 
politics always belonged together.”



THE PEOPLE UNITED - POLITICS THROUGHOUT
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▸ Nonsequiturs 

▸ Rzewski:  

▸ “Art and politics are not the same thing. There are points where 
they converge and points where they diverge. One cannot easily 
be put into the service of the other without weakening it, depriving 
it, of some of its inherent force as a vehicle of communication. The 
politics of the art world tends to be fairly irrelevant to politics in 
general, whereas the kinds of art which satisfies the political world 
is often pretty feeble as art. An effective combination of the two, in 
nonetheless, theoretically possible.” 

▸
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▸ Familiar formal constructions 

▸ Folk songs, hymns, tonal associations 

▸ Subversion of concert hall conventions 

▸ Common goal: communication with the People
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