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As a piano student and friend the author
was closely associated for many years with
John Powell, who requested in his will that
the author assist in the disposition of his
musical estate. Mr. Mead currently is Associate
Professor of Music and Chairman of the
McIntire Department of Music at the
University of Virginia.

'''The ocean is in the drop as the drop
is in the ocean." Th is autograph
inscription, found at the beginning of
John Powell's unpublished sonata for
piano, the "Sonata Teutonica," sums up
the composer's lifelong concern with the
interdependence of the individual and
society and, more particularly, with the
relation of the individual artist to his
cultural heritage and milieu.' This
concern motivated and permeated the
many aspects and significant
achievements of his life and is reflected
in the John Powell Collection. When he
died in 1963 Powell bequeathed to the
University of Virginia "all of my original
music manuscripts, my library pertaining
to music, the signed picture of Joseph
Conrad, the signed photograph of Sir
Donald Tovey and Lady Tovey, the
enlarged photograph of Johannes
Brahms, which was given to me by an
intimate personal friend of Brahms, and
the oil painting of myself." To this
valuable bequest two of the composer's
niec-es, Elizabeth and Rebecca
Brockenbrough of Richmond, generously
added from his estate much
correspondence that extends the

1. The titles of manuscript compositions
are placed in quotation marks, while those of
published works are italicized.

importance of the Collection by
documenting Powell's influential
participation during the first part of this
century in cultural and political affairs
in Europe and this country, particularly
in his native state, Virginia.

A member of a distinguished Virginia
family, John Powell was born in
Richmond in 1882. He was educated at
McGuire's school and received his early
musical training first from his sister,
Elizabeth Powell Brockenbrough, and
then from F. C. Hahr. He attended the
University of Virginia where he was
honored with membership in the Raven
Society and Phi Beta Kappa and, after a
residence of two years, received a B. A.
degree. At the age of nineteen he went
to Vienna and there studied piano with
Theodore Leschetizky, the renowned
teacher of such memorable pianists as
Paderewski, Gabrilovitch, Moiseivitch,
and Horszowski, and composition with
Navratil. During the years in Vienna he
established close friendships with leading

artists and writers of the day including
the critic, Richard Specht, and the poet,
Karl Burger. An ardent member of one
of the Viennese Turnvereine, he was
largely responsible for opening the
membership to individuals of Jewish
extraction. In 1906 he made his Vienna
debut as piano soloist with the
Tonkunstler Orchestra and, in 1907,
challenged North German musical life
with a triumphant debut recital in
Berlin. This was followed by highly
acclaimed concerts in Paris, Vienna,
London, and, finally, his New York
debut in 1913. Before returning to this

cou ntry permanently at the outbreak of
World War I he made his headquarters in
London where the variety of his
associations with prominent figure such
as Joseph Conrad, Warrington Dawson,
Lord Balfour, Sir Donald Tovey, and his
fellow Virginian, Lady Nancy Astor,
bore witness to the variety of his
interests and activities.2 I t was here in
London, in 1914, that Moiseivitch gave
the world premiere of his epic
composition for piano, the "Sonata
Teutonica."

After returning to the United States
and reestablishing his residence in
Ric hmond John Powell concertized
extensively in this country. The remark
made to the author by the late Friz
Kreisler, "Ah! ... John Powell ... such
a great, great artist!" was indicative of
the esteem in which his artistry was held
by his peers in the concert worid. In
1920 Powell accompanied Waiter
Damrosch and the New York Symphony
Society on their European tour in which
he was featured as piano ,oloist in one
of h is best compositions, tl e Rhapsodie
Negre, for piano and orCI.estra. This
work, dedicated to Joseph Conrad "I n
appreciation of and gratitute for 'Heart
of Darkness'," and, according to the
composer, praised by Donald Tovey as
"a deeply tragic piece in classic style,"
reflected two of the composer's abiding
interests, the thorny pol itical problems
of race relations, and the artistic value

2. Conrad later told Powell that he had
named the principal character in his novel,
Chance, after him.
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of an indigenous musical culture. These
interests were to occupy his attention
increasingly in the ensuing years at the
cost, it may be surmised, of frequent
public performances as pianist. The
Rhapsodie also bears witness to his
enduring love for the University of
Virginia in that its stirring finale uses a
ragtime tune sung to him by a classmate
on th e steps of th e Rotu nda, back in
college days, the words of wh ich the
composer would never divulge to the
author because, as he opined, IIthey
were too dirty." Powell's Overture for
Orchestra, In Old Virginia, was

___.-:dedicated II ~oivers~ty' n her
Hundreth Birthday." The autograph
manuscript of th is work, a gift from the
publisher, G. Schirmer, is now a valuable
it emin the U n i v er si ty' s Powell
Collection.

During the 1920s Powell paid
frequent and extended visits to the
University where he helped coach the
wrestl ing team, fraternized with fellow
members of St. Elmo, and occasionally
played for students in Cabell Hall

.Auditorium until the early hours of the
morning. Dr. George C. Saunders, an
alumnus of the class of 1923, comments
in a recent letter on lithe alumnus John
Powell the great pianist with special
rapport with Chopin. Not only did he
give formal concerts but often he played
informally for small groups in the Music
Department. Occasionally I worked out
at the Gym with the wrestling squad.
One afternoon I was challenged by th is
same John_Powell. , was horrified at the
thought of hurting the hands of th is old
man (he must have been about forty,
wh ich seems very old to one of twenty).
I should have saved my concern for I
found myself hopelessly pinned in the
first few moments of the bout. I then
learned that he had been the champion
wrestler of the entire University."

In 1936 Mr. and Mrs. Powell
purchased "Longways" in Albemarle
County which became the scene of
many memorable afternoons of music
for his friends in the University and
Charlottesville communities and for
visits from illustrious friends from this
country and abroad who could make it
up the mountainside, a formidable task
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in bad weather. At this time the
composer's friends and admirers formed
the John Powell Foundation for the
pu rpose of fosteri ng interest in, and
performances of, Powell's compositions.
Although allied interests intruded on the
pianist's time for public recitals he
continued to play occasionally. In 1938,
the twenty-fifth anniversary of his New
York debut, Powell gave a Carnegie Hall
recital to raise funds for the University.
Olin Downes, then the music critic for
the New York Times, concluded his
review with the following tribute:
IIWithout hurry, frantic protestation or
superficial effect~, Mr. Povvell~discour-sed

greatly, great music."

I ncreasingly Powell's attention
centered on the development of what he
considered an idiomatic American art
music. To this end he collected and
preserved traditional folk music with an
indefatigable and perceptive scholarship
that rivalled Bartok's interest in
traditional music, giving unstintingly of
his time in encouraging and advising
other collectors and in promoting folk
festivals. But, also like Bartok, he
confronted head-on the challenging task
of incorporating the idioms of

The Portrait of John Powell in the

University Collection

traditional music in his composition, a
task infinitely more difficult than a
potpourri setting of tunes. Full fruition
of this struggle is the composer's
IISymphony in A," commissioned in
1932 by the National Federation of
Music Clubs and completed in 1947, a
monumental work in which he scans the
gamut of the Anglo-American folk music
tradition that interested him, the dance
tune, the lyrical song, the ballad, and
the ritual dance with its derivative, the
folk hymn. That the significance of the
folk tradition transcends, in Powell's
o pinion, its importance as musical
sou-r-c m-a-terial er s societegisal
document is attested by the concluding
paragraph of his introduction, dated
IILongways, Virginia, January 25,
1942," to a scholarly ed ition of folk
melodies made by Winston Wilkinson:

But if the connotations of this
book can inspire and fortify us
and our kin for our current ordeal,
its wider implications can be no
less constructive in preparing a
state of mind favorable to the
evolvement of plans of world
reconstruction when the present
Golgotha has been victoriously
surmounted. For Mr. Wilkinson
gives us much matter which shows
that under the widest
divergencies-physical and
intellectual-, the bitterest
animosities-politica\ and
spiritual- there are basic analogies,
~-ffiila-ritieg, i-dentities which sho'w

that we are all the sons of one
earth. Th is fact may not be
disregarded, even when the
necessary severities of strictest
justice are meted out, if our
rebuilding is to be lasting, is to be
free of those poison germs that
w ill inevitably bring about a
recurrence of the whole ghastly
c y c Ie. V er i I y , a to u c h of
folk-tradition makes the whole
world kin.3

3. John Powell, Introduction, typescript, to
a manuscript by Winston Wilkinson,"
Traditional Songs of Virginia Gentlefolk."



In 1951 John S. Battle, Governor of
Virginia, declared November 5 IIJohn
Powell Day." This act was a fitting
recognition not only of Powell's notable
achievements as a pianist and composer
but also of his distinguished and creative
service to the cultural heritage of his
State. The occasion culminated in a
performance in Richmond by the
National Symphony Orchestra of his
Overture In Old Virginia and his
"Symphony in A." Following his death
in August of 1963 Virginius Dabney
closed his editorial tribute in the
Richmond Times-Dispatch: "Mr.
Powe\\'s pass\ng at 80 removes one of
the )genuinely great Virginians of modern
times. In personality and character he
was truly exceptional, and as a pianist
and composer he was unique in the
annals of the Old Dominion."

Central to the John Powell Collection
is the music, both manuscript and
printed, by the composer. 4

Supplementing th is is a rather extensive
assortment of printed music not by
Powell that includes, in addition to solo
and ensemble works of the standard
repertory, interesting compositions by
lesser know n com posers of the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
as well as collections of traditional
melodies. Equally noteworthy in the
Powell material is the correspondence.
In many letters over the period 1902-22
Powell describes to his mother and
sisters his musical studies in Vienna and
his European performances, thereby
g\v\ng not on\y an insight into his
development as an artist but also an
insight into the musical life of the time.
Scrapbooks, programs, and newspaper
clippings record many of the events in
Powell's career. The correspondence also
includes letters from such notable
artistic and pol itical personages as James
Branch Cabell, Mrs. Joseph Conrad,
Warrington Dawson, Nancy Astor,
Randall Thompson, Vaughan Williams,

4. See Philip Lynn Williams, "Music by
John Powell in the John Powell Music
Collection at the University of Virginia: A
Descriptive Bibliography" (M.A. thesis,
University of Virginia, 1968).
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Efrem Zimbalist, William M. Tuck, the
former Governor of Virginia, and Edith
Wilson. There is also a large group of
materials that show Powell's interest in
race relations. Finally, there are
phonorecords and tape recordings of
Powell's music that include
performances and lecture recitals by the
pianist himself. The tape recordings were
prepared by Professor Robert W.
Kirkpatrick of the Audio-Visual Center,
Union Theological Seminary, Richmond,
and presented to the University by the
John Powell Foundation.

The manuscript and printed music by
John Powell is highly important not
only for its intrinsic musical value but
also because it illustrates the musical
and aesthetic quandaries that beset
composition in the early twentieth
century, the fin de siecle of the great
nineteenth century tradition. It further
exemplifies the groping for new paths so
characteristic of this period, a groping
that in this case led to an emphasis on
an American, or more specifically, an
Anglo-American, style rather than an
international style. The early songs, for
voice and piano, on texts by h is fellow
Richmonder, Lelia Stiles, John B. Tabb,
the German romantic poets, Heine and
Lenau, and Powell's Viennese associate,
Karl Burger, are in the tradition of the
nineteenth century German Lied. The
early piano works adhere to another
nineteenth century genre, the character
piece, but flavored with a
"Virginianesque" color. The high point
of this first phase of Powell's
composition is reached in the expressive
bravura and epic scale of the manuscript
piano sonatas, the "Sonate
Psychologique," Op. 15, dedicated to
Warrington Dawson and bearing the
subtitle, lion the text of St. Paul 'The
wages of sin is death'," and the IISonata
Teutonica," Op. 24. The latter work, as
Barbara Smith aptly states, lIis very
complex in its treatment, using cyclic
form. It is highly chromatic and
modulatory and in parts very dissonant.
The work was in the process of
composition throughout a period of four
years and is an apogee of the ideals and
methods of the late romantics. When the
work was completed in 1913, Powell

felt that he had nothing more to say in
th is sty le."5

While this complex, expressive style
persists in what is perhaps his finest
chamber composition, the later Sonata
For Violin and Piano, Op. 26,
completed in 1918 and dedicated to
David and Clara Mannes, a disarm ing
simplicity is found in the Sonate Noble,
Op. 21, for piano, which, although
written in 1907, was not published until
1921. Inscribed with a quotation from
the poet, Sidney Lanier, IIVainly might
Plato's head revolve it, Plainlv the heart
of a child cou\d solve it," and showing a
so phisticated contrapuntal technique,
this work owes its direct appeal in no
small part to the conscious suggestion of
folk idioms. Equally direct in its power
but on a larger scale is the Rhapsodie
Negre, published by G. Schirmer in
1921. Here several Negro spirituals, a bit
of ragtime, and a street vendor cry, "I
got fresh Hanover watermelons," are
incorporated into a sweeping and, as
Tovey put it, "deeply tragic" musical
characterization. The juxtaposition of
intense tenderness and almost barbaric
d y n ami sm, and an unconventional
harmonic design are in contrast to the
frequently lush sonorities of his earlier
works, wh ile the very large and varied
orchestral resources required by the
Rhapsodie continue the romantic ideal.

The interest in folk idioms that had
colored the earlier compositions now
became germinal in the composer's
development. Influenced by the work of
Cecil Sharp, the English pioneer in the
serious study of Anglo-American
traditional music, Powell analysed with
penetrating insight the melodic and
modal characteristics of the folk tunes
and then proceeded to base his
composition on the folk idioms in such
a way that they motivated the musical
action rather than just functioning as
color or decoration. Many items in the
University Collection, both manuscript
and printed, document his brilliant work
in this field. First, there is the large

5. Barbara Barnard Smith, "John Powell's
Sonate Noble and His Use of Fol k Music" (M.
M. thesis, Eastman School of Music, 1943), p.
8.



collection of traditional melodies
preserved in his manuscript notebooks.
Then there are the manuscript settings
of folk songs and dances for piano solo
and the settings for four part chorus of
traditional hymn tunes. Other items
include the popular Natchez On the
Hill: Three Virginian Country-Dances,
for Orchestra, published by Schirmer in
1932, the Twelve Folk Hymns From the
Old Shape Note Hymnbooks and from
Oral Tradition, published by J. Fischer
in 1934, which includes settings by
Hi Iton Rufty and Annabel Morris
Buchanan in addition to those by
Powell, and the Five Virginian Folk
Songs, Gp. 34, for voice and piano,
pu . i e . Fi cbe' 9 8.

A particu'arly notable product of this
period was the unpublished composition
for orchestra in three movements
entitled "A Set of Three." The first
movement is based on three traditional
American dance tunes, two of which the
composer collected from the very fine
folk fiddler, JfUncle Jim" Chisholm of
Albemarle County. The sweeping second
movement uses only one melody,
"Green Willow," an intensely expressive
folk song, while the third movement
incorporates both a rollicking country
dance melody, "Haste to the Wedding,"
and a contrasting sustained lyrical song.
Th is work for orchestra constituted a
final apprenticeship, as the composer
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told the author, before the completion
of his "Symphony in A."

The Collection contains a tape of a
radio interview with Powell, conducted
by Charles Freeman of WINA radio,
Charlottesville, Virginia. In the interview
the composer speaks of the Symphony:

I wanted the Symphony to be
at the same time a cross-section
and a synthesis of our folk
tradition. Naturally, the first
con sideration had to be the
general plan of the work. The folk
music tradition naturally falls into
two main categories, songs and
dance tunes. The songs again fall
into two main divi i nSc the folk
songs and the ballads. The folk
song is lyrical and personal 
highly subjective; on the other
hand, the ballad is impersonal and
objective with an epic rather than
a lyrical quality. The dances also
fall into two main subdivisions,
the social dances and the ritual
dances .... I used this
classification as the basic blueprint
of the work as a whole. Following
the classic symphony plan, the
Symphony consists of four
movements, the first and last in
vigorous, brisk tempi; the second
and third, more melodic and
contrasting in mood and tempo. In

accordance with th is design
p Iannedt0 h aveth e first
movement, in general, present the
spirit of the country dance; the
second movement, the spirit of the
folk song; the third movement, the
ballad; and the fourth, the ritual
dance.

The Symphony was indeed the
realization of John Powell's musical
ideals and represented the culmination
of h is creative life as had the "Sonata
Teutonica" the first phase of his creative
ach ievement. The sketches for the
Symphony, as well as the complete
holograph score, are a priceless part of
the Co"ection.6

The John Powell Corre~tion has
already attracted the attention of many
scholars, but because of its wealth and
variety its significance has only been
touched. To those interested in John
Powell's music, to those interested in
American and European musical life, or
its sociological and aesthetic aspects,

-during the first half of this century, and
ab ov e aII to those interested in
traditional music and its possible value
to th e com poser, the Collection
beckons.

6. See Sally Twedell Bagley, "John Powell:
Fol k Musician" (M.A. thesis, University of
Virginia, 1970), for a fuller discussion of
Powell's use of fol k melodies.
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