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 Samuel Osborn Barber II (1910-1981) has endured as one of America‟s most performed 

and esteemed composers of the 20
th

 century. Born into a financially secure, art-loving home, 

Barber showed much musical promise at a young age. He was so early convinced of his destined 

path that he wrote a letter to his mother when he was nine years old, stating: “I was not meant to 

be an athlete. I was meant to be a composer, and will be I‟m sure. Don‟t ask et to try and forget 

this unpleasant thing and go and play football”
1
 With support from his family, Barber pursued 

his passion for music. A few years later, Barber, age 14, enrolled in the first class of the newly 

formed Curtis School of Music. He studied piano, singing and composition. Barber was soon 

winning awards for his compositions and gained international fame for works such as Overture 

to the “School for Scandal” (1931) and Essay for Orchestra (1938). This fame led to many more 

commissions and successes, solidifying Barber as an important American composer. 

 The following is an overview of some of Barber‟s most influential symphonic works. It is 

important to add, however, that Barber wrote many famous and influential vocal works as well, 

including “Dover Beach” (1931), “Knoxville: Summer of 1915” (1947) and the Hermit Songs 

(1952-53). Finally, I provide a more in-depth look at Barber‟s ballet suite, Medea’s Meditation 

and Dance of Vengeance. 
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Overview of Major Symphonic Works 

Overture to the “School for Scandal” 

Barber was a talented singer, and his talent for singing and songwriting gave him a lyricism that 

influenced his symphonic works. Among his early symphonic success were Overture to “The 

School for Scandal” (1931) and the first Essay for Orchestra (1938). Literature was a great 

influence for both of these works. Indeed, “an overview of his total oeuvre shows that virtually 

all of his large-scale orchestral works, with the exception of the two symphonies, carry literary 

allusions.”
2
 Barber was well read and had taken numerous courses in English literature and 

language while at Curtis.
3
 Barber‟s combination of the lyrical with the literary made his music 

not only more accessible to the public but also more sophisticated in its ideas and musical 

meanings. 

 Overture to “The School for Scandal” was written while Barber was finishing his studies 

at Curtis and was his first piece for full orchestra. Heyman notes that “although the title refers to 

the eighteenth-century drawing-room comedy of manners by Richard Brinsley Sheridan, the 

composer avowed it was not intended as a prelude to the play.”
4
 Barber instead meant the 

Overture to represent the spirit of the play. Heyman describes this spirit as one of “merriment 

and wily intrigue.”
5
 This combination of joy and intrigue is apparent in the beginning of the 

piece, with rhythmic lines from the strings that seem to not know where they are going and do 

not care to know. The listener is happy to go along for the ride as the lines are joined by 
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woodwind and brass color. The Overture is a delightful piece, and it won Barber a second Joseph 

H. Bearns Prize (first he was awarded went to his Violin sonata which has since been lost).
6
 

Essay for Orchestra 

Barber had experimented with the notion of a musical essay in earlier piano pieces, but 

the realization of this idea came in his first Essay for Orchestra. “Barber had for some time felt 

the necessity for a short orchestrated form, abstract rather than descriptive in character, a form 

that would correspond in length and organization to the literary essay.”
7
 Barber wanted a short, 

one movement orchestra work, but he did not want to write a strictly programmatic tone poem. 

Barber wanted the musical equivalent of an essay that did not depend on any text outside of the 

music, and Essay for Orchestra does just that. Like a literary essay, Essay for Orchestra is brief 

and presents its main theme from the outset. This theme is elaborated on, but not for too long. 

Barber sent the score to famed conductor Toscanini who decided to present Essay for Orchestra, 

marking a huge triumph for Barber. 

Adagio for Strings 

 Along with Essay for Orchestra, Barber sent Toscanini what is now decidedly his most 

famous and enduring work, Adagio for Strings (1936). Adagio for Strings was originally the 

second movement of a string quartet. Barber liked it so much that he arranged it for the entire 

string section of an orchestra. The inspiration for this piece was a poem by Virgil from the 

Georgics.
8
 Adagio for Strings is shaped like a long wave that takes the listener‟s emotions up and 

down with it; as Danile Felsenfel describes it, “The opening melody, played in the violins, 

climbs quietly, almost inaudibly, over an even quieter pedal bass, desperately reaching and 
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falling off, then repeating.”
9
 The subtle, intense emotion of Adagio for Strings has made it a 

perfect choice for numerous movie scores. Its melancholy tone has also turned the Adagio into a 

kind of dirge, and it is often performed at funerals for prominent figures, including Franklin 

Delano Roosevelt and Prince Rainer of Monaco. In fact, “Because the Adagio for Strings has 

been associated so often with the death of a prominent person, it has been called our „national 

funeral music.‟”
10

 

 What makes such seemingly simple music like the Adagio so effective at eliciting 

emotion? Many critics I have noticed appreciate its apparent authenticity, noting its lack of 

phoniness. But what do we mean by authenticity? William Schuman declared that the Adagio‟s 

success “lies in the fact that you are not aware of any technique at all. . . . It seems quite 

effortless and quite natural.”
11

 Perhaps Barber‟s nearly life-long partner, Gian Carlo Menotti, 

best explained the Adagio‟s immediate success, noting: “It is time for some one to make a 

reaction against a school of composition that has bored concert audiences for twenty years.”
12

 

The school of composition he is referring to is serialism and atonal music, which had eclipsed 

much of the musical landscape in the early 20
th

 century. Barber‟s lyricism and functional 

harmony must decidedly have been a relief to audiences‟ ears. 

 Indeed, what may have made Barber a rebel was his unwillingness to join the rebellion. 

While composers such as Schoenberg, Webern and their disciples were rebelling against the 

tonality of the Romantics, Barber held fast to them. Barber explained, “I myself wrote always as 

I wished, and without a tremendous desire to find the latest thing possible . . . I wrote as I wanted 
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to for myself.”
13

 By not going along with the latest trends, Barber unknowingly secured a 

timelessness for his music that is still effective today. 

Capricorn Concerto 

 Though Barber was a champion of Romantic sensibilities and tonality, this does not mean 

he never delved into dissonance or was never influenced by the likes of Stravinsky. In fact, 

Stravinsky is a palpable influence on Barber‟s Capricorn Concerto (1944). Stravinsky‟s 

influence can be felt “with regard to the timbres and textures, the rhythmic freedom, and the 

treatment of the solo woodwinds.”
14

 Barber, of course, had great reservations about Stravinsky, 

writing in a letter that “with all Stravinsky‟s talent and imagination, his lack of lyricism and utter 

inability to work in more than small periods weigh heavily against him.”
15

 This suggests that 

Barber saw some value and talent in Stravinsky‟s music, but he would not go so far as to praise 

him. Nevertheless, Barber incorporates some of Stravinsky‟s neo-classical timbres and 

harmonies into the Capricorn Concerto. The piece is written for flute, oboe, trumpet and strings 

and is named after Barber‟s home, Capricorn. It is suspected that certain residents of Capricorn 

were represented in the concerto; however, this is a claim that Barber stubbornly never admitted 

to.
16 

Antony and Cleopatra 

 Barber‟s career seems to be one success after another except for one glaring failure: his 

last opera, Antony and Cleopatra (1966). Barber‟s first opera, Vanessa, had been a success. 

Therefore, Barber seemed a reliable choice to write another for the inauguration of the new 

Metropolitan Opera House at Lincoln Center. Berber decided that his favorite Shakespeare play 
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would make a great opera. This choice, however, was not wise. As Heyman explains, “of all the 

opera librettos using Shakespeare word for word, only one had ever been successful…[and] none 

of the Roman tragedies had been successful at all.”
17

 The odds were against Barber. 

Compounding the odds was the difficulty between Barber and his librettist, Zeffrelli, to agree on 

a theme. Though the opera contains some gorgeous moments and wonderful music, the 

production as a whole tanked. This disaster disheartened Barber. Convinced that “in spite of the 

vitriolic reviews, the opera contained some of his best work, Barber directed his energies 

intermittently over the next decade toward salvaging the opera.”
18

 Though improvements were 

made, Antony and Cleopatra has yet to make a full recovery. 

Analysis 

Medea’s Meditation and Dance of Vengeance 

Barber‟s uncanny ability to match music to language is what makes his Medea’s 

Meditation and Dance of Vengeance so powerful.  It was also Martha Graham‟s uncanny ability 

to commission the best composer for the job that allowed this piece to be born.  Graham is the 

driving force behind such well known ballets as Aaron Copland‟s Appalachian Spring and Anton 

Webern‟s Episodes.  The ballet production of Medea was commissioned by the Diston Fund of 

Columbia University for Martha Graham and her dance company.  It was premiered at the 

Macmillan Theater of Columbia University in May 1946.  Graham called the production Cave of 

the Heart, but Barber retained Medea in the title, writing “the composer has preferred to use the 

original source of the idea as the title for the suite for full orchestra.”
19
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 Medea tells the story of a woman scorned.  In Greek mythology, Medea is a sorceress 

who falls madly in love with Jason and helps him steal the Golden Fleece.  Medea helps Jason 

with his adventures and bears him two children.  Jason, however, plans to leave Medea to marry 

a princess.  Enraged, Medea enacts the ultimate revenge by killing the princess and her two 

children.   

Though the ancient tale is full of magic and myth, Barber and Graham were more 

interested in the underlying truths of human existence.  Jealousy and revenge-these emotions 

have governed behavior for millennia.  Barber writes: 

Neither Miss Graham nor the composer wished to use the Medea-Jason legend 

literally in the ballet.  These mythical figures served rather to project psychological states 

of jealousy and vengeance which are timeless.  The choreography and music were 

conceived, as it were, on two time levels, the ancient mythical and the contemporary . . . 

As the tension and conflict between them increases, they step out of their legendary roles 

from time to time and become the modern man and woman, caught in the nets of jealousy 

and destructive love.
20

 

Barber‟s music is so true to the themes of jealousy and revenge that the music is able to tell the 

story even without the corresponding ballet.  The piece starts with quiet strings and a xylophone 

entrance that is awkward, the musical equivalent of stumbling.  Instantly we can picture Medea 

in her anguished mental state, but this anguish is cut off by a hopeful woodwind entrance of lush 

chords.  For ten minutes we hear and picture the back and forth of Medea‟s meditation-at times 

peaceful, at times hurt.  The last five minutes are where the real action is.  The piano enters with 

a driving ostinato figure that demands action.  Drums and brass occasionally interrupt with 

abrasive hits.  The xylophone is still stumbling, however, as the piece heads towards a dramatic 
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climax.  The orchestra eventually combines all the themes and ideas we have heard, all of 

Medea‟s thoughts and moods are colliding in a tumultuous climax.  This climax comes as two 

cracks of the slapstick.  Slapstick hardly seems like a dramatic choice unless you know the story, 

and know that this is the sound of two young necks breaking. 

Conclusion 

Though the failed opera may have put a mar towards the end of his career, Samuel Barber was a 

great composer who successfully wrote in nearly every musical genre. Barber‟s music is one of 

the most performed of any American composer, and his influence has affected generations of 

musicians and composers. Who could have guess that when a nine year old wrote to his mother 

that he would one day be a composer that he would become one of the most beloved composers 

of the 20
th

 century? 
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