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ABSTRACT 

 American composer Miriam Gideon (1906-1996) is highly recognized for her vocal 

chamber music and her contribution to the Jewish Synagogue service.  Her musical style has 

been described as both lyrical and expressionistic, highly engaging, with strong prevalence of 

dissonance and chromaticism.   

 This study examines Miriam Gideon’s cantata The Habitable Earth from a 

conductor’s point of view.  Its purpose is to increase familiarity with the work among choral 

musicians. The study offers detailed analysis and suggestions for performance procedures, 

which may also be used for understanding other twentieth century choral works. 

 Chapter One provides biographical information with concentration on Gideon’s 

musical education and a discussion of her compositional output with a demonstration of 

important stylistic features.  Chapter Two examines the text and its sources as well as the 

formal structure of the cantata.  Chapter Three introduces the terms ffree atonality, 

emancipation of the dissonance, cell motives and cell intervals, pitch-class sets and tertian 

chords with split members, which are used in the detailed analysis of Part I, Part II and Part 

III of the cantata.  Chapter Four presents additional stylistic observations about the melodic 

and harmonic formations, the writing for choir, soloists and instruments, tempo, articulation 

and dynamics.  In addition, it offers suggestions for rehearsal procedures. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CHAPTER 1 

BIOGRAPHY AND COMPOSITIONAL OUTPUT 

Considered a pioneer among the contemporary American composers, Miriam Gideon 

(1906-1996) has been recognized as a distinguished artist, one whose popularity is based 

solely on the high quality of her works. A composer, teacher, and advocate of contemporary 

music, she wrote in variety of genres: chamber music, vocal, instrumental and choral works.  

Gideon is well known among the Jewish music society and throughout her career she 

received numerous commissions associated with the Synagogue Service. 

This study examines Miriam Gideon’s cantata The Habitable Earth for SATB choir, 

SATB soli, oboe and piano, from a conductor’s point of view.  Its purpose is to increase 

familiarity among choral musicians with the work and offer a detailed analysis and 

suggestions for performance procedures, which may be used for understanding other 

twentieth century choral works. 

Chapter One presents biographical information and a discussion of Gideon’s 

compositional output.  Chapter Two examines the text, its sources and the formal structure of 

the cantata.  Chapter Three provides detailed analysis of each movement.  Chapter Four 

discusses some additional observations about the work and offers suggestions for rehearsal 

procedures. 

Biography 

Miriam Gideon was born in Greeley, Colorado on October 23, 1906, to a family of 

German-Jewish descendants.  Her father, Abram Gideon, a Harvard graduate, was a 

professor of philosophy and modern languages at the Colorado State Teacher’s College and 

her mother, Henrietta Shoninger, an elementary school teacher. Gideon’s first exposure to 
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music was through the regular music classes at the public school.  She remembers being 

taught “solfege” and “movable do”, a great help in her future career.1 

The family moved briefly to California and then to Chicago.  In 1915, while in 

Chicago, Miriam began piano lessons with a cousin.2  The next year the family moved to 

Yonkers, New York and established a permanent residence there.  Gideon enrolled at the 

Yonkers Conservatory of Music where she studied with the well-known pianist and teacher 

Hans Barth.   Barth was quite impressed by Gideon’s skills to move freely around the keys as 

well as her sight-reading and transposing abilities.  She recalls, “He asked me to read 

something at sight.  He gave me a Chopin piece that I didn’t know and I transposed it at sight 

before reading through in the original key.  I thought that was what he wanted.  Of course he 

was doubly surprised and said he will take me as a student and so he did.”3  As for her early 

musical ambitions, she writes,  

When I was very young, I wanted to be a pianist, and had childhood fantasies 
of playing at Carnegie Hall.  And then-I wanted to compose.  And I did but my first 
attempts, mostly for piano, were completely uninteresting to me.  In my late teens I 
began writing songs, setting poems that really moved me. The first one I wrote meant 
more to me that I had done before.  From then on I’ve been obsessed with 
composing.4 
 
Gideon’s musical development was carried further thanks to her uncle Henri Gideon, 

the music director of Temple Israel, the largest reform synagogue in Boston.  He discovered 

her talent and allowed young Miriam to spend her high school and college years with him.  

While in Boston, she took active part as an organist and a singer in the community choral and 

                                                 
1 Jane W. Le Page, Women Composers, Conductors and Musicians of the Twentieth Century  

(Metuchen, NJ: The Scarecrow Press Inc., 1983), 118. 
2 David Ewen, American Composers: A Biographical Dictionary (New York: G.P. Putnam, 1928), 

258. 
3 Linda Ardito, ‘Miriam Gideon: A Memorial Tribute,” Perspectives of New Music 34/2 (Summer 

1996): 205. 
4 Deena Rosenberg, “Interview with Miriam Gideon” in The Music Makers, ed. Deena Rosenberg and 

Bernard Rosenberg (New York: Columbia University Press, 1979), 62. 
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chamber concerts presented by her uncle.  This involvement with Jewish sacred music 

continued throughout her career and resulted in many commissioned works.  Miriam was 

constantly nourished by the presence of many “fine musicians” and “lots of music around the 

house.”5  

In 1922, Gideon enrolled at the College of Liberal Arts of Boston University, where 

she studied piano with Felix Fox.  In 1926, after graduating with a Bachelor’s degree in piano 

performance, she returned to New York City.  The same year, she enrolled for graduate 

studies at New York University.  Here she met Lazare Saminsky, a Russian born composer, 

conductor and scholar, who also held the position of music director at one of the biggest 

Jewish synagogues, Temple Emanu-El. Gideon remembers her first interview with him,   

He asked me to do a four-part harmony exercise and he looked at it and said, ‘my 
dear child, you don’t know the first thing about harmony.’  This was not true, I can 
tell you that. Lazare Saminsky was a first-rate musician and he studied with Prokofiev 
and all kinds of very distinguished people in the class no less than Rimsky-Korsakov.  
I have Rimsky-Korsakov’s book on harmony and based upon contents in that book I 
do know what exactly he meant when he said that I don’t know anything about 
harmony.  At any rate we got along fine.6  
 
Saminsky had a deep interest in both ethnic and contemporary music.  As a 

distinguished scholar on Hebrew music, he conducted ethnological expeditions to seek out 

the religious chants of Georgian and Persian Jews.  He traveled through Syria and Palestine 

giving both lectures and recitals on Hebrew music.7   

Saminsky was also a vigorous advocate of new American music.  His appearances as 

a lecturer and conductor throughout the United States and Europe contributed greatly to the 

popularization of modern music.  In 1923, shortly after immigrating to the United States, he 

                                                 
5 Ardito, “Memorial Tribute,” 205.  
6 Ibid., 206. 
7 Stanley Sadie, ed. The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians Second Edition (New York:  

Grove’s Dictionaries, 2001), s.v. “Saminsky, Lazare” by Nathan Broder and Barbara Rendon, vol. 22, 208.  

 3



was appointed musical director of Temple Emanu-El in New York, a post he held for thirty-

four years.8  Upon his commission Gideon wrote The Hound of Heaven (1945) in celebration 

of the century of the founding of the temple.  She recalls:  “Some of my most interesting 

commissions have been associated with the houses of worship.  This one was particularly 

gratifying to me.”9 

Saminsky coordinated Gideon’s study in all music disciplines.  He allowed and 

encouraged her to develop a strong individuality as a composer.  He also recommended that 

Miriam study with one of the two most prominent teachers residing in the United States at 

the time, Arnold Schoenberg and Roger Sessions.  Gideon recalls, 

This was a very generous gesture on his part because he really wasn’t trying to get rid 
of me.  He thought it would be better for me.  I said, ‘Well you are the better judge 
than I am about which one I should choose.’  He said that he thought that Sessions 
would be better because he would be more likely to stay in the East and Schonberg 
would probably move to California which is exactly what happened.  So sure enough 
Sessions became my next and final teacher.10   
 
Gideon’s studies with Sessions were from 1935 to 1939 when she left for Europe to 

study composition.  However the political events and the upcoming war interrupted her plans 

and she returned home.  As a student of Roger Sessions, Gideon became a part of a circle of 

young composers, which included Milton Babbit, Leon Kirchner, Hugo Weisgall, Vivian 

Fine and Edward Cone.  Sessions rarely taught privately, instead he worked with small group 

of students, which met daily at the Dalcroze School.  The lessons consisted of playing one 

another’s compositions, followed by rigorous discussions.11  

 When asked about Sessions influence and contribution to her development as a 

composer, Gideon replied, 

                                                 
8 Ibid. 
9 Le Page, Women Composers, 123.  
10 Ardito, “Memorial Tribute,” 206. 
11 Rosenberg, “Interview with Miriam Gideon,” 63. 
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…it was a great experience.  There was a lot of give and take between teacher and 
pupils and among the students themselves.  Sessions put most of us through a pretty 
rigorous study in strict counterpoint.  He had studied with Ernest Bloch, who as a 
sixteenth-century specialist felt that that discipline was most important.  I got 
tremendous amount from Sessions approach, which combined the study of the basic 
music theory with assessment of our latest compositions.12    
 

In another interview she adds,  “If you ask me specifically what I learned, it’s so much it isn’t 

possible to say, but it had a great deal to do with proportion in composition.”13 

In 1942, after ten fruitful years of studying composition, Gideon returned to the 

academic environment to pursue a graduate degree in musicology.  In 1946, she received a 

Master of Arts degree from the Columbia University.  Her studies with the renowned 

musicologist, Paul Henry Lang, were very beneficial.  She honestly admits, “I really was 

almost know-nothing.  These days, somebody who is at the age I was (at the time I was 

‘thirty-ish’), who is seriously interested in music, knows a lot about music which I didn’t 

know. Anyway, that was a good way to learn it.  I went through four years with great 

pleasure and interest.”14 

In 1946, Gideon was appointed to the music faculty of Brooklyn College in New 

York, where she served until 1954.  In 1947, she joined concurrently the faculty of the City 

College of New York.  When asked what subject she taught, Gideon answered, “Put simply, I 

have taught music.  That’s fairly obvious.  I have taught sight-singing and ear-training and, of 

course harmony.  Through it all, it was a heavy load of free composition because I believe 

that that’s a wonderful way of learning.”15  

                                                 
12 Ibid. 
13 Ardito, “Memorial Tribute,” 207. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Ardito, “Memorial Tribute,” 210. 
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Gideon also believed that originality and talent exist in everyone and a composer 

should rely on his/hers own voice despite all the advanced skills and techniques they may 

possess.16  The following words are strong expression of her teaching credo, 

I feel that many young composers have been taught the wrong musical values.  
Often they’ve been well schooled in sophisticated compositional devices-so well 
schooled that they’ve sacrificed spontaneity.  I may sound a bit stuffy about this, but 
I’ve come to believe that it’s very important at a certain stage in a young composer’s 
development for him to write the way he really feels.  Otherwise he’s likely to 
flounder in a see of persuasive techniques and never know who he is.17   
 
While teaching at the Brooklyn College, Gideon met Frederic Ewen, a noted scholar 

and writer.  Ewen was born in Austria in 1899, and came to the United States at the age of 

thirteen.  His literary interests included eighteenth-century European literature, the poetry 

and the prose of Heinrich Heine, the works of Schiller and the life and the works of Bertold 

Brecht.18   

Gideon and Ewen married in 1949 and throughout the years they established a warm 

and loving partnership.  Leo Kraft, a close friend of Gideon, comments that both were 

“…very, very close. Fred listened to her music very intently and always had something to say 

about it.  She read all of his prose works as he was writing them, and they collaborated in that 

kind of spiritual sense.”19 

In 1954, Gideon and Ewen were expelled from the faculty of the Brooklyn College 

for their strong political views.  At the time of the Cold War, when McCarthyism as an anti-

Communist movement was invading not only the political and the economical spheres, but 

                                                 
16 Ibid. 
17 Rosenberg, “Interview with Miriam Gideon,” 67. 
18 Frances Locher, ed., Contemporary Authors. A Bio-Bibliographical Guide to Current Writers in 

Fiction, Nonfiction, Poetry, Journalism, Drama, Motion Pictures, Television and Other Fields, Vol.73-76 
(Michigan, Detroit: Gale Research Company, 1978), 191.  

19 Leo Kraft, Interview, quoted in Ellie Hissama, Gendering Musical Modernism (Cambridge 
University Press, 2001), 165. 
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also academe, many professors were subjected to political tests, screening and interrogating.  

Ellen Schrecker writes,  

The academe did not fight McCarthyism.  It contributed to it.  The dismissals, the 
blacklists, and above all the most universal acceptance of the legitimacy of what the 
congressional committees and other official investigators were doing conferred 
respectability upon the most repressive elements of the anti-Communist crusade.  
Here, if anywhere, dissent should have found a sanctuary.20  
 
Gideon and Ewen were strong opponents of McCarthyism, and they refused to testify 

before a government committee against fellow colleagues.  In 1955, rather than being fired 

for her action, Gideon voluntarily terminated her other teaching contract, with the City 

College of New York.21       

The same year, Hugo Weisgall, a dear friend, and a fellow composer, offered Gideon 

a teaching position at the Cantors Institute of the Jewish Theological Seminary.  This helped 

Gideon not only financially but also opened new possibilities for commissions.  In 1967, 

Gideon also joined the faculty of the Manhattan School of Music.  

In 1970, at the age of sixty-four, Gideon was awarded the degree of Doctorate of 

Sacred Music from the Jewish Theological Seminary of America.22  She admitted that this 

final degree came to her as a surprise, “…nobody was more surprised than myself…I was 

asked to write these services [Sacred Service for Sabbath Morning and Shirat Miriam 

L’Shabbat].  They were both commissioned and I felt that was fine and they involved a great 

deal of study and, lo and behold, I got a little prize at the end of it, namely the degree.”23   

In 1971, Gideon returned to the City College of New York, where she remained until 

1976.  In 1981, she received an Elizabeth Sprague Coolidge commission from the Library of 

                                                 
20 Ellen W. Schrecker, No Ivory Tower: McCarthyism and the Universities (Oxford University Press, 

1986), 341. 
21 Ellie Hisama, Gendering Musical Modernism (Cambridge University Press, 2001), 167. 
22 Ibid., 209. 
23 Ibid. 
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Congress for Spirit Above the Dust, a work commemorating the fiftieth anniversary of the 

founding of the Music Library Association.24   

Gideon resigned from the Jewish Theological Seminary and the Manhattan School of 

Music in 1991.25  Her long and distinguished music career ended with her death on June 18, 

1996, after a long battle with illness.  Ardito writes, “…close friends and the contemporary 

music community, of which she [Gideon] had been such a vital member, were left to reflect 

upon the loss of this extraordinary individual.”26 

Compositional Output 

For Gideon every composition fulfills an emotional need, a subjective experience, 

which comes from her passion for composing:  “What I write has to mean something to me.  

It has to surprise me – otherwise I can’t get excited about it.  Most of my works seem to me 

to be fresh, original statements.”27 Although she did not earn her living as a composer alone, 

Gideon wrote all the time.  Most of her works were commissioned and this made her choice 

of text and performing forces very particular.  With specific sound in mind she chose the 

voicing, the instrumentation, and the difficulty of the piece.  She was always open to 

changes, even after the premiere of the work.28    

For every composer a performance of his/her own work is very desirable, a recording, 

quite an achievement.  Gideon was especially pleased and satisfied with the fact that most of 

her works have been recorded.  She commented,   

I am especially gratified by the response made by people who have listened to my 
recordings, since they have had the opportunity of hearing my music more than one 

                                                 
24 Le Page, Women Composers, 136. 
25 Ardito, “Memorial Tribute,” 203.  
26 Ibid., 202. 
27 Rosenberg, “Interview with Miriam Gideon,” 65. 
28 Judith Fertig Pinnolis, “An Analysis of Selected Works of the American Composer Miriam Gideon 

(1906- ) in the Light of Contemporary Jewish Musical Trends” (MA thesis, University of Cincinnati, 1978), 
151. 
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time a live performance provides.  One performance, even though it may generate a 
warm reaction in the listener, does not really provide a key to what the composer is 
saying.  Only repeated hearings can do that.  I am fortunate in having had excellent 
performers for my recordings - the finest soloists and chamber players a composer 
could wish for. 29 
 
Gideon was asked quite often about being a woman composer and her opinion on the 

role of women in music.  She strongly believed that “…a woman composer can have 

something special to say, in that there is a very particular woman’s way of responding to the 

world.”30  She did not approve of the isolation of women composers as such,  “I feel it is a 

mistake to isolate women on concert programs or broadcasts or recordings.  Integrate women 

composers on equal footing with men but don’t segregate them.”31  

Gideon’s involvement with Jewish music held a special place in her career.  She 

became involved with the synagogue service while residing in Boston with her uncle Henry 

Gideon.  Later as a student of Saminsky and Sessions she became familiar with the music of 

other Jewish composers such as Darius Milhaud, Ernest Bloch, Joseph Achron, and Hugo 

Weisgall.32  As a professor at the Jewish Theological Seminary she became more proficient 

with the details of the service as well as other liturgical works.    

Highly respected in the Jewish musical society, she is the first woman ever 

commissioned to compose two full services for the synagogue.  For her, being labeled 

“Jewish composer,” could be viewed as a “a form of symbolic reference.”33  In the interview 

with Albert Weisser, Gideon shared her excitement of being selected for such an honorable 

task,   

                                                 
29 Le Page, Women Composres, 125. 
30 Albert Wisser, “An Interview with Miriam Gideon,” Dimensions in American Judaism  

(Spring 1970): 39. 
31 Rosenberg, “Interview with Miriam Gideon,” 69. 
32 Albert Wisser, “An Interview,” 39. 
33 Ibid. 
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Well, first of all, I am very exited.  I had never let myself think of such a possibility 
before-it just seemed so unrealistic.  The few works I had done with so-called Jewish 
content were commissions of a sort, and though I spent a great deal of time and 
thought on them-as I usually do-they were quite short works.34     
 
The earlier works she referred to are Psalm 84 (“How Goodly Are Thy Tents” 1947) 

for unaccompanied mixed voices, Adon Olam (1954) for soloists, mixed chorus and chamber 

orchestra, commissioned and performed by Hugo Weisgall at Temple Chizuk Amuno in 

Baltimore.  She also composed an instrumental piece Three Masques (1958) for organ, based 

on cantillatory motives from Book of Esther.  

Gideon’s compositional output includes more than fifty-five works, most of which are 

published and recorded.  Her works are mainly chamber, for solo or ensemble of instruments, 

voice and instruments, song cycles and choral music.  Her few orchestra works are also 

created with an intimate sound in mind.  The three opuses in this category, Lyric Piece for 

String Orchestra (1941), Symphonia Brevis (1953), and Songs of Youth and Madness (for 

voice and orchestra, 1977), do not exceed the scope of a chamber piece.  Her dramatic works 

Fortunato (opera in three scenes, 1958) and The Adorable Mouse (folk tale for voice and 

chamber group, 1960), are also quite economical in terms of performance forces.35  

An important aspect of Gideon’s musical profile is the use of words. She stated, “ I 

am moved by poetry and great prose as much as by music.”36  Her texts include ancient 

Greek and Hebrew, English, French, German, Spanish, Latin and Japanese.  Although not 

                                                 
34 Ibid. 
35 The score of  Fortunato calls for ten singers, one French horn, one trumpet, timpani, percussion and 

strings.  The Adorable Mouse is for narrator and chamber orchestra. 
36 Barbara Petersen, “The Vocal Chamber Music of Miriam Gideon,” in Judith Zaimont, Catherine 

Overhauser and Jane Gottlieb, eds. The Musical Woman. An International Perspective, Vol II (New York: 
Greenwood Press, 1987), 321. 
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fluent in all chosen languages, she familiarized herself with the sounds, the rhythm and the 

meaning of the individual words.37 

Her fascination with poetry and prose extended as far as using words as a literary 

background for instrumental compositions. Of Shadows Numberless  (1966) is a mood piece 

suggested by the poem “Ode to a Nightingale” by John Keats.  In Sonata for Piano (1977) 

each  movement is named after a phrase from the play “Atlanta of Calydon” by Charles 

Algernon Swinburne.  Movement one is titled “Veiled Destinies, ” movement two, “Night in 

the Shadow of Light,” movement three, “Rapid and the Footless Herds.”  A piece for organ 

solo, Three Biblical Masks (1958, rewritten for violin and piano in 1960), depicts the main 

Biblical characters in the Purim story, Haman, Esther and Mordesai.38  

Of particular interest are some bilingual settings in which within the same work 

Gideon sets both the original language and its English translation.  Although such a device is 

especially challenging to the composer, due to the specific phonetic rules of each language, 

Gideon enjoyed finding the most appropriate musical setting for the text.  She commented,  

One aspect of my music that has aroused interest and at times controversy is my dual 
setting within the same work of poems in the original language and in English 
translation.  I can explain my attraction for this way of composing by my fascination 
with language as such, and by the challenge of finding an appropriate musical garb 
for the same poetic idea in different language, at the same time resolving this 
diversity into an integrated whole.39   
 
When setting different languages within the same work, Gideon sometimes alternated 

verse of original language with a verse in English (or translated verse first, followed by the 

one in the original language), or she presented all verses in the original language first and 

then their translation.  In Mixco (1957) for voice and piano, the English translation is first, 

                                                 
37 Ibid.  
38 Ibid. 
39 Petersen, op. cit., 231. 
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followed by the original verses in Spanish.  In Songs of Youth and Madness, verses in 

German alternate with their English translation.  In The Condemned Playground (1963) there 

are three different languages used, Latin (for song one, “Pyrrha), Japanese (for song two, 

“Hiroshima”) and French (for song three, “Litanies of Satan”).  Here each poem is presented 

in its whole in the original language and then in its English translation.   

 Gideon’s desire to create an appropriate sound world for the language used, is 

exhibited in song two from The Condemned Playground, “Hiroshima.”  The texture and the 

instrumentation of the Japanese verse are quite different from the way the English translation 

is set.  The Japanese verse has a seven-measure introduction for Flute and Cello in which a 

delicate sound is achieved by the use of harmonics in cello (Example 1.1).   

 

Example 1.1.  The Condemned Playground, “Hiroshima”, measures 18-24. 
© 1963 Mobart Music Publications, Inc. Used by permission. 

 
The voice enters unaccompanied and soon is joined by solo Flute.  The trills in the 

flute part have a pastoral effect (Example 1.2).  Even when all string instruments enter at the 
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Example 1.2.  The Condemned Playground, “Hiroshima”, measures 26-39. 
© 1963 Mobart Music Publications, Inc. Used by Permission. 

climax of the piece, “Dare mo so reo“ (“No one saw intensely burning,” mm. 41-43), they are 

muted, in shimmering tremolo (Example 1.3). 
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Example 1.3.  The Condemned Playground, “Hiroshima”, measures 41-43. 
© 1963 Mobart Music Publications, Inc. Used by permission. 

 
When asked to describe her own musical style Gideon replied, “…free atonality; 

something that means, or at least in my case means, I am not using any precompositional 

elements, that is no row, no series.  I’d say it is dissonant and without a basic key center.”40  

Although greatly influenced by expressionism and the 12-tone method, Gideon did not adopt 

either of the techniques.  Instead she created her own language, highly dissonant and yet full 

of intimate lyricism, with economy of musical material and clarity of forms and lines.41 

                                                 
40 Pinnolis, “An Analysis of Selected Works,” 102. 
41 George Perle, “The Music of Miriam Gideon,” Bulletin of American Composers Alliance ,7/4 

(1958): 4.   
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Gideon characterized her early compositions in the tradition of German romantic 

lieder.42  She also composed a twelve-tone piece, only to find out that the technique did not 

interest her43.  She commented,  

It is one of the few compositions that has no meaning for me.  Everything else I’ve 
written does.  I knew that even when I was in the midst of writing the twelve-tone 
piece, which I tried writing as an experiment, that I could not subscribe to this kind of 
thing.  But I thought I’d try it and that was the result.  Of course I realize that people 
are different and that some people work better if they have a preconceived or 
preordained system and they follow it, and there’s plenty of freedom within that, too.  
I simply cannot function that way and if I tell you that I write intuitively, I hope that 
my reader will understand.44 
 
In “An Analysis of Selected Works of the American Composer Miriam Gideon, in the 

Light of Contemporary Jewish Trends,” Judith Pinnolis writes, “…Miss Gideon is an 

extremely conservative composer.  Her music is marked by a sameness of message.  She is 

bound up in the exploration of a rather confined world, and she is quite content through her 

career to explore this world and create a vital place for herself in it.”45 

Gideon’s confined world, as referred to by Pinnolis, is the atonality, as she chose it to 

be the main idiom for her music. Indeed, in a world of radical experiments, which opened 

new venues for expression, she was quite a traditionalist.  Gideon did not embrace the tone-

row technique, nor did she experiment with other preset melodic patterns.  Her rhythms are 

old-fashioned and conventional; they derive from the flow of the text.  She did not explore 

computer or electronic music or new performing techniques and unusual instruments.  Yet 

                                                 
42 Rosenberg, “Interview with Miriam Gideon,” 64. 
43 The twelve-tone piece Gideon refers to is unpublished and no information anbout its name or date is 

available.  
44 Ardito, “Memorial Tribute,” 211. 
45 Pinnolis, “An Analysis of Selected Works,” 151.  
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within the chosen boundaries she managed to create uniquely individual settings by altering 

the micro events in every composition.46 

One of the landmarks in Gideon’s career as a composer is The Hound of Heaven 

(1945), a work for voice, violin, viola and cello, based on poem by Francis Thompson. The 

work was commissioned by Lazare Saminsky to commemorate the centennial of the 

founding of Congregation Emanu-El in New York.  Gideon chose a text that does not directly 

imply a Jewish subject, but in which she saw universal meaning.  Although the subject of the 

poem is the conversion to Catholicism, she felt that, “…the few lines I choose to set, 

however, had to do with overcoming life’s strife and stress.  That might well be posed by the 

Jewish people, in terms of their tragic history.  Saminsky understood the deeper implication 

of the words, and approved the choice.”47  

In his article “The Music of Miriam Gideon,”48 George Perle gives a detailed analysis 

of the work in order to demonstrate some of the most salient features of Gideon’s 

compositional style.  He writes, 

The texture of this, as most of Miriam Gideon’s other works, is strikingly 
personal, characterized by lightness, the sudden exposure of individual notes, 
constantly shifting octave relationships.  The unique quality of the texture, however, 
is not merely a subjective, idiosyncratic feature, but a consequence of her 
compositional technique. Individual intervals are isolated, contrasted, their 
components presented in all possible ways-simultaneously, successively and, if one 
may use the term diagonally--that is, by means of successive juxtaposition of separate 
lines.  The larger melodic and harmonic components are generated from minimal 
basic cell in this way. This is a technique that imposes economy and the exclusion of 
irrelevances--a technique that may be indefinitely expanded and within which a 
composer may grow…49  

 

                                                 
46 Ibid. 
47 Le Page, Women Composes, 123. 
48 Perle, “The Music of Miriam Gideon,” 4.  
49 Ibid., 6. 
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Perle gives an example with the opening fifteen measures of the work, where many of 

those features are presented (Example 1.4).  According to him, the minimal basic cell in the  

 
 

 
Example 1.4.  The Hound of Heaven, measures 1-17. 

© 1945 Columbia University Music Press. Used by permission. 
 

(example 1.4 continued) 
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course of these opening measures is the dyad E-F, first played by the oboe (mm. 2-4), 

imitated by the cello (mm. 4-6) and played as simultaneity between the oboe and the cello at 

measure 10.  This semitone is imitated in the voice as an E-D# dyad (m. 14), sung again as F-

E (m. 15) and expanded to E-F# at the conclusion of the vocal phrase (mm. 16-17).50 

Sudden exposure of individual notes that result from octave shifting is well exhibited 

in the viola part.  In measure one, the drop of A# an octave lower than the initial A-natural 

“exposes” the C#, thus achieving a totally different acoustical impression.  What may have 

been a simple m3 drop and ascending augmented triad is now a descending three-note motive 

(A4-F3#-A3#), outlining a rather dissonant M7, followed by an ascending M10.  Similar 

technique is used in measures 7-8 in the viola part, where the second F# is dropped an octave 

lower and the interval is m9.  In the cello, the exposure of F in measure 15 is prepared ahead  

                                                 
50 Perle, “The Music of Miriam Gideon,” 3. 
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by shifting one of the Es an octave lower (m. 13-14).  The lightness of the texture results 

from the fact that no more than two instruments (always in different combinations) sound 

together, the phrases are short and dispersed among long stretches of rests. 

The structural significance of the E-F dyad and its expansion E-F#, is demonstrated at 

the end of the piece, where the “…succession of focal elements presented in the beginning of 

the composition are reversed.”51  As will be seen (Example 1.5), the voice reiterates the E-F# 

dyad, while the oboe “comes to rest on its opening two-note figure, F-E.”52 

 

Example 1.5.  The Hound of Heaven, measures 141-149. 
© 1945 Columbia University Music Press. Used by permission. 

(example 1.5 continued) 

                                                 
51 Ibid. 
52 Ibid. 
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Another interesting technique, which has become a signature feature of Gideon’s 

style, is the doubling of the voice by the instruments (Example 1.6).  As Barbara Petersen 

notes, “she [Gideon] creates a subtle heterophony, with the singer’s notes scattered among 

different instruments or octaves.”53  Perle coments,  

This is a striking and original way of integrating disparate elements without 
‘homogenizing’ them.  It is, of course, somewhat related to procedures employed in 
very different contexts by several other composers.  The participation of various 
instruments in the unfolding of a single line suggests Webern and the constantly 
shifting octave relationships, Stravinsky.54     

                                                 
53 Petersen, op. cit., 243.  
54 Perle, “The Music of Miriam Gideon,” 4.  

 20



 

 

 
 

Example 1.6.  The Hound of Heaven, measures 51-57. 
 © 1945 Columbia University Music Press. Used by permission. 
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