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In the years following World War I, American culture mirrored the anxieties of the atomic
age and the state of continuous tension known as the Cold War. Doctor Atomic, an opera
by contemporary American composer John Adams, reflected one artist’s exploration of
the origins and impact of the atomic age. The previously inconceivable destructive power
of nuclear weapons influenced far more than military strategy and relationships between
nations. It captivated the attention of the world and was infused in muiltiple cultural

images and art forms.

The story of Doctor Atomic centers on two key
players involved in the Manhattan Project, which
developed the atom bomb: U.S. physicist J. Robert
Oppenheimer, known as “the father of the atomic
bomb,” and General Leslie Groves, who directed the
project on behalf of the U.S. Government. Adams’
opera attempts to reconcile the human quest for
scientific knowledge with the dangers of the atom
bomb, but opera is just one of a myriad of art forms
that provided an
outlet to process the
complex feelings of

8 #¥  fear and fascination
R R = (12t were stirred by

.. D . the advent of the
atomic age, the era
immediately after atom bombs were dropped on
Hiroshima and Nagasaki.

-« THE START OF THE ATOMIC AGE

The word “atomic” became synonymous with “super-
charged,” with the result that products bearing the
adjective “atomic” were viewed as extra powerful,
such as “atomic soap.” The spicy cinnamon candies
enjoyed by children
were renamed “atomic .
fireballs.” The era saw ’%Ewpﬁ *
items with names such &

as “atomic cocktail”
and the newly
developed two-piece
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swimwear for women took its name from the site of a
1946 test explosion, Bikini Atoll.

Almost overnight, atomic themes dominated art and
popular culture,

from comic books @) ATOMIC AGE SCIENCE
to songs to movies. & H

The destructive o | Y
power of the atom
and fascination
with the effects
of radiation was
manifested in
many ways. Children played with atomic-themed
toys, read comic books depicting stories based on
exposure to radiation, and the entire population
watched radioactive monsters and apocalyptic
scenarios on TV and movies produced around the
world. Killers From Space (1954), Invasion of

the Body Snatchers (1956) and Godzilla, King of
Monsters (1956) were just three of more than 800
feature-length films with atomic ties, many of which
featured actual stock footage of nuclear tests taken
from U.S. government news reels. Concerns about the
new atomic age were reflected in thought-provoking
dramas such as the television series, The Twilight
Zone.
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The introduction of nuclear weapons into a film
or story automatically heightens emotions. The
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clicks of a Geiger counter betray the presence of
radiation, making anything possible. A bite from

a radiation-infused spider can transform a mild-
mannered adolescent into a
superhero named Spiderman.
The X-Men are mutants,
whose genetic make-up is
forever altered by radiation
exposure, and Bruce Banner,
a meek physicist, becomes
 the Hulk following exposure
to gamma radiation from a
fictitious weapons test site

! in New Mexico. In 1961, the

‘. Fantastic Four were a regular
team of scientists exploring
space until their encounter
with cosmic radiation infused
them with superpowers. Even
Superman had a run-in with
an atomic explosion; in the
October 1949 issue, Superman
was forced to take a pill that
caused symptoms of severe
and disabling mental illness,
which were reversed when he accidentally flew into a
mushroom cloud caused by an atomic blast.

Themes about the bomb and warnings of nuclear
destruction are found in all genres of popular

music, such as Bob Dylan’s 1962 song “A Hard
Rain’s A-Gonna Fall,” which was followed by The
Searchers’ “What Have They Done to The Rain”
(1964) and the powerful anti-war theme of Donovan’s
1965 “The War Drags On.” These popular folk songs
exposed the terror experienced by the youth of the
era:

Bob Dylan - A Hard Rain’s A-Gonna Fall (Official
Audio) - YouTube

The Searchers “What Have They Done to the
Rain” 1964

Donovan - The War Drags On (1965) HD -
YouTube

While serving as an outlet for fear, popular culture
also helped to subvert Cold War anxieties by
questioning the reigning assumptions of both the
government and the
public. Mad Magazine, a
widely popular humor and
political satire magazine
that began as a comic book
in 1952, reached its height
of popularity in the 1960s
and 1970s, when Cold
War paranoia prevailed

in the United States. Even the title, MAD, was an
acronym of the time: mutually assured destruction.
Activist Tom Hayden reportedly said, “My own
radical journey began with Mad Magazine.” A Cuban
artist, Prophias, was responsible for the magazine’s
“Spy vs. Spy” cartoon, and his illustrations best
captured the essence of Cold War fears, intelligence
and counterintelligence, as well as the insanity of
mutually assured destruction. The animated version of
the magazine’s cartoon may be viewed here: MAD -
Spy vs Spy - Season 1 Complete - YouTube

Even children’s programming was not immune from
its influence. Cold War themes permeated Rocky and
Bullwinkle, which featured the duo’s ongoing efforts
to thwart two notorious spies, Boris and Natasha.

Films and music
used comedy to
mitigate the fears of
widespread nuclear
destruction that
would herald the end
, A =_ of the world as we
know it. Tom Lehrer, an MIT mathematics professor
who enjoyed popularity in the 1960s as a singer-
songwriter, became known for his biting satire and
original songs. His best-known examples, “Who’s
Next?” and “So Long Mom, I’'m Off to Drop the
Bomb” used witty lyrics and clever music to address
the threat of nuclear proliferation and imagined
annihilation resulting from a World War III scenario.



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=onR7PD3Grc0&t=7s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=onR7PD3Grc0&t=7s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T5al0HmR4to&t=14s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T5al0HmR4to&t=14s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w0Ke__hAoy0&t=2s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w0Ke__hAoy0&t=2s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YeH5rVUgios&t=20s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YeH5rVUgios&t=20s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=onR7PD3Grc0&t=7s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T5al0HmR4to&t=14s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w0Ke__hAoy0&t=2s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YeH5rVUgios&t=20s
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Enjoy these links to hear Lehrer perform each of these
songs:

Tom Lehrer - Who’s Next - with intro

Tom Lehrer - So Long, Mom (A Song for World
War III) - with intro - widescreen

Screenwriters and filmmakers addressed the threat
of nuclear destruction in the 1964 black comedy Dr:
Strangelove, or How I Learned to Stop Worrying
and Love the Bomb, directed by Stanley Kubrick and
starring Peter Sellars and George C. Scott. Today,
the movie is recognized as one of the greatest films
of all time. The story was a parody of the Cold War
fears of a nuclear war between the United States and
the Soviet Union, co-produced by artists in the U.S.
and the U.K. This classic film may be viewed in its
entirety at the following link:

Dr Strangelove, or: How I Learned to Stop
Worrying and Love the Bomb : Stanley Kubrick :
Free Download, Borrow, and Streaming : Internet
Archive

protect yourself from

The 1960s also saw the rise of Cold War themes in
popular literature. lan Fleming and John le Carré,
both former British intelligence officers turned
novelists, utilized their real-life experiences to weave
fictional stories of espionage. James Bond, Fleming’s
suave and charismatic hero, first made his appearance
in the 1953 novel Casino Royale. George Smiley,
Carré’s protagonist, a mild-mannered government
worker and former spy, made his first appearance

in 1961, in Call for the Dead. With the ongoing

Cold War fears, subsequent works by Carré (Zinker,
Tailor, Solder, Spy, and The Spy Who Came in From
the Cold), and Fleming (7o Russia with Love) were

transformed into films, and both authors became
household names. Novels by other writers, such as
Tom Clancy’s The Hunt for Red October, were also
adapted for the big screen.

The creative team of Mel Brooks and Buck Henry
produced the 1965 television show Get Smart, a
parody of the secret agent genre that had become
widely popular in the with the release of the James
Bond films. Maxwell Smart (portrayed by actor Don
Adams) worked alongside Agent 99 (Barbara Feldon)
in a secret U.S. government entity called CONTROL,
with the goal of thwarting KAOS, an “international
organization of evil.” The popular show ran for five
seasons and then generated a 1995 revival and a 2008
film adaptation.

As Cold War anxieties justifiably escalated,
deterrence emerged as a security strategy, and comic
books began to use characters and plots to educate the
public about atomic science. The portrayal of atomic
science in pop culture continued to evolve as science
and perceptions changed.
The 1980s included a
mix of stories, such as
the Teenage Mutant
Ninja Turtles, who
B became loveable talking

] | reptiles through radiation
exposure, and cautionary
tales such as the comic
book series Watchmen
(1986), created by a team
of British writers and
artists, where superheroes
lived in a pre-World War
I alternate history. Dr. Manhattan, a member of the
Watchmen, came into being while working on a post-
World War II project that explored the peacetime uses
of atomic energy. The fictitious work was a direct
reflection of worldwide efforts to find peacetime uses
for nuclear science.

Beginning in the 1980s and continuing through to
the present time, well-known musicians wrote songs
expressing fears and anxiety over the possibility of a



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oRLON3ddZIw&t=28s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yrbv40ENU_o&t=1s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yrbv40ENU_o&t=1s
https://archive.org/details/dr-strangelove-or-how-i-learned-to-stop-worrying-and-love-the-bomb
https://archive.org/details/dr-strangelove-or-how-i-learned-to-stop-worrying-and-love-the-bomb
https://archive.org/details/dr-strangelove-or-how-i-learned-to-stop-worrying-and-love-the-bomb
https://archive.org/details/dr-strangelove-or-how-i-learned-to-stop-worrying-and-love-the-bomb
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oRLON3ddZIw&t=28s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yrbv40ENU_o&t=1s
https://archive.org/details/dr-strangelove-or-how-i-learned-to-stop-worrying-and-love-the-bomb
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nuclear war. The list includes Prince, U2, Midnight
Oil, Iron Maiden, Sting, and Radiohead, just to name
a few. “Russians” by Sting (1985) may be heard here:
Sting - Russians

One of the most remarkable aspects of pop culture’s
role in shaping perceptions is its capacity to humanize
and contextualize a monumental historical event,
allowing audiences to connect with events on a
personal level, thus making the Cold War not a distant
historical event, but a living memory that continues to
resonate with people today and hopefully encourages
renewed calls for thoughtful caution.

JOIN US!

Please join the HSO on June 6 — 8,

2025, to enjoy an exciting performance
of Rachmaninoff’s Symphonic Dances,
the Dr. Atomic Symphony by John Adams,
and Gershwin’s iconic Rhapsody in Blue
performed by the electrifying Clayton
Stephenson, HSO’s 2024/25 Joyce C.
Willis Artist in Residence, under the baton
of HSO’s Music Director, Carolyn Kuan,
in the closing performance of the 2024-
2025 season.

Did you borrow this Prelude? Get your own free copy! Whether you’re a ticket buyer,
donor, curious about the music, or know someone who is, just send an email to
dshulansky@hartfordsymphony.org. We’ll make sure you receive Prelude by email, in
advance of each HSO Masterworks concert!



mailto:dshulansky@hartfordsymphony.org
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wHylQRVN2Qs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wHylQRVN2Qs
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Interested in hearing more music that reflected the atomic age and war-
related anxieties in the years after the end of World War lI? We have a few
suggestions we think you'll enjoy:

Bob Dylan’s performance of “Talkin’ World War III Blues™:
Bobh Dylan - Talkin’ World War Il Blues (LIVE FOOTAGE 1964) - YouTube

The powerful ballad “Wind of Change” (1990) by the Scorpions resonated with people on both sides of the Iron
Curtain in the Eastern Bloc and holds a unique place in music history. The song’s release coincided with the fall
of the Berlin Wall and became an anthem that reflects a yearning for unity and an end to divisions:

Scorpions - Wind Of Change (Official Music Video)

An example of music that best encapsulates the mixed emotions of the era is a song by the band R.E.M.:
R.E.M. - It's The End Of The World As We Know It (And | Feel Fine) - YouTube

To learn more about the Cold War and the Atomic Age, we suggest the following resources:

The multi-part documentary provides an excellent understanding of historical events following the development
of the atom bomb:
Nuclear Turning Point: The Birth Of The Atomic Age | The Real Oppenheimer | Timeline - YouTube

The Cold war is explained in this 15-minute documentary:
The Cold War Explained In 15 Minutes | Best Cold War Documentary

The following documentary explores the world of spies in the atomic age:
Atomic Spies: The Cold War Battle For Information | Cold War Tech Race | Timeline

If you would like to learn more, this documentary explores the relationship between the Cold War and pop culture:
The Cold War and Popular Culture: A Conversation with Grace Elizabeth Hale - Georgia Historical Society

—:

WONDERING HOW THE MUSIC OF OUR FEATURED CONCERT WILL
SOUND? Try HSO'S LISTENING GUIDE, with links to the pieces you'll hear
oh our concert stage - and more!

Enjoy a recording of the three-movement version of Adam’s Doctor Atomic Symphony, performed by the Royal
Scottish National Orchestra, conducted by Peter Oundjian:
John Adams (h. 1947) - Doctor Atomic Symphony

Delight in watching a 2019 performance of Gershwin’s Rhapsody in Blue with pianist Yuja Wang and the
Vienna Philharmonic, conducted by Gustavo Dudamel:
Rhapsody in Blue - George Gershwin - Yuja Wang - piano. Wiener Philharmoniker - Gustavo Dudamel

This 2011 performance of Rachmaninoft’s thrilling Symphonic Dances, by the Concertgebouw, conducted by
Grote Zaal, will whet your appetite for more:
Rachmaninoff: Symphonic Dances op.45 - Live concert HD



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VFWQaLUNEdA&t=8s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n4RjJKxsamQ&t=1s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z0GFRcFm-aY&t=4s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=evmnlffc890
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NF3u8Ju9aAg&t=3s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ly07tlHEkBU&t=21s
https://www.georgiahistory.com/resource/the-cold-war-and-popular-culture-a-conversation-with-grace-elizabeth-hale/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zTc2L7Am6RY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FJv_WnrQwQE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=otJmf3pyb1E
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Want to know more about the pieces you’ll experience on the concert program? Coleman Casey, HSO’s dear
friend, Director Emeritus and beloved in-house audiophile, offers his comments and recommendations of
selections featured in our upcoming Masterworks Concert.

The Doctor Atomic Symphony by John Adams skillfully distills themes from his opera into a satisfying
purely orchestral work. David Robertson and the St. Louis Symphony Orchestra produce a beautiful version
well captured by the engineers (NONESUCH).

George Gershwin’s Rhapsody in Blue is memorably and idiomatically performed by Leonard Bernstein at
the keyboard while also conducting the New York Philharmonic Orchestra (SONY).

Rachmaninoft’s final orchestra masterpiece Symphonic Dances is magnificently played and recorded by
Vladimir Ashkenazy and the Royal Concertgebouw Orchestra of Amsterdam (DECCA).

wwwwwww
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Movies from the Atomic Age Era with a focus on monsters created by radiation exposure

How Culture Wrestled with the Atomic Age | Inside Science

Pop in the age of the atomic homb | Pop and rock | The Guardian

Atomic Pop Culture | Discover Los Alamos National Laboratory (lanl.gov)

Popular Culture and Cold War | Encyclopedia.com

Cold War's Encl: How Did Winds of Change Shape Pop Culture? - THE HISTORY AVENUE

The Cold War and Popular Culture: A Conversation with Grace Elizabeth Hale - Georgia Historical Society

This Cuban Cartoonist Drew the Cold War for MAD Magazine | Smithsonian

How James Bond Helped Win the Cold War = Spotter Up



https://www.insidescience.org/manhattan-project-legacy/atomic-pop-culture
https://www.theguardian.com/music/2010/oct/31/pop-music-atomic-bomb-jon-savage
https://discover.lanl.gov/publications/the-vault/the-vault-2022/atomic-pop-culture/
https://www.encyclopedia.com/defense/energy-government-and-defense-magazines/popular-culture-and-cold-war
https://the-history-avenue.eu/2023/11/05/cold-wars-end-how-did-winds-of-change-shape-pop-culture/
https://www.georgiahistory.com/resource/the-cold-war-and-popular-culture-a-conversation-with-grace-elizabeth-hale/
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/how-cuban-cartoonist-drew-cold-war-mad-magazine-180961787/
https://spotterup.com/how-james-bond-helped-win-the-cold-war/

