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Prima la musica e poi la politica?

Charles S. Maier

AM FORTUNATE ENOUGH TO BE WITHIN AN EASY WALK from fwo Loeb libraries.

The Frances Loeb Library for architecture and urbanism at the Graduate School

of Design lies across Kirkland Street about 200 feet to the south of my office at the
Center for European Studies. The Loeb Music Library is located about 500 feet from
my office to the east. I am a professional scholar of neither domain in its own right, but
[ have wandered happily in both repositories. In a broad sense my enterprise is united
to theirs: the two Loeb Libraries are devoted to the ordering of space and of sound
respectively, while my historical research seeks to understand the ordering of power
— power within regimes and power among nations, above all in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries.

The ordering of sound and space and the ordering of power, of course, are not
unrelated. Some scholars would claim in fact that there can be no autonomy of the
aesthetic domains. Currently this is probably a more fashionable precept at the Loeb
architectural library than at the Loeb Music Library. No urban planner or architect
at the GSD would renounce a social and political project; no historian of the built
environment believes that it can ever escape one ideology or the other. On the other
hand, probably no user of the wonderful Loeb Music Library — surrounded by scores
and manuscripts, the latest monographs, and able to draw on a vast store of recordings
— believes that the ordering of sound merely follows the ordering of power.

This does not mean, of course, that composers, performers, musicologists and
commentators have no social or political agenda: on the contrary they have lent their
efforts to every sort of ideology. But ultimately, I think, those who study music believe
that musical creativity draws on aesthetic resources that are not merely political. After
all, just the existence of the music library is an assertion of the irreducible autonomy
of art, or at least the resistance of art to politics. Still, it remains a challenging question
whether the aesthetics of ordering sound can in fact remain more autonomous, more
resistant to power, than the ordering of space. It would take a lifetime in both libraries to
make some intelligent estimates. (Alas, few who work in one Loeb work in the other.)

The projects that have brought me to the Music Library have focused most
recently on both the resistance and the subjection of art to politics and ideology. Any
scholar involved with German history cannot avoid the role of music — whether the
high levels of societal support for composition and performance, or the impassioned
commentaries and evaluation of musical output, or the reflections of intellectuals, such
as Thomas Mann or Theodor Adorno (to take two of the writers for whom music was
central to their own philosophical reflections).
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Let me speak briefly, though, about some of the less exalted commentary that is
preserved in the Music Library. Among the Loeb’s splendid collection of venerable
and ephemeral journals, so important for following serious music as it was produced,
the historian finds the some of the most abusive subjection of the ordering of sound
to politics in the last crumbling newsprint issues of Musik im Kriege. This was the
bimonthly journal consolidated from Die Musik, the venerable Zeitschrift fiir Musik,
founded by Robert Schumann, the Allgemeine Musikzeitung and the Neues Musikblatt
in the spring of 1943 “as a consequence of the measures taken for conduct of total war.
It ran until autumn 1944, when it ceased publication also “as a consequence of the
concentration of measures determined by total war” One might deduce that the war
was not going well in fall 1944 - which did not preclude some wonderful Fiirtwdngler
orchestral concerts in Vienna and Berlin, also to be heard from the library’s CD holdings.
“Are the muses becoming silent?” asked the editor of Musik im Kriege, Herbert Gerigk,
who declared that total war compelled total effort from the entire nation on behalf of
final victory. Not really, he answered: whereas for other peoples culture might be a
leisure-time and inessential activity, for Germans it was an organic necessity and under
Hitler had become an organic whole.

Among the other articles in this final issue is a contribution to musical theory by
one Josef Achtélik, “The Minor Third in its Natural Environment.” National Socialist
musicologists liked to claim the Third as a robust expression of Germanness - in
contrast to the effeminate Fourth favored by Jewish composers. Undermining the major
and minor third was the first of three stages of Jewish musical subversion according to
Karl Blessinger - to be followed by the corruption of German counterpoint, and a
distortion of tempos. The last issue of Musik im Kriege favorably reviewed Blessinger’s
Judentum und Musik — a 1944 reissue of his earlier Mendelssohn, Meyerbeer, Mahler,
— a small tract carefully preserved among the rarities of the Merritt collection in the
Isham reading room. For Blessinger music was clearly subject to politics, although the
Jews had left Germans no choice since the Jews had instrumentalized all art in the
search for their own political control. Jewish music alternates the “most brutal fantasies
of annihilation with teary-eyed humanitarian claptrap.” Indeed the Jews were even
clever enough to assimilate Richard Wagner’s lessons and subvert his legacy, “obviously
for the advancement of their own goals.”

To cite the famous expression, we can see further when we stand on the shoulders
of giants. Blessinger stood on Wagner’s shoulders - as can all browsers among the Loeb’s
open shelves — and discerned Gustav Mahler was the consummate example of musical
subversion. Mahler built the Seventh Symphony on precisely those effeminate Fourths
- “the natural foundation of the Third is thus abandoned” - designed to orientalize
music. Happily in 1933 the Jewish effort to control German musical life, with its Asiatic
and “hermaphroditic” trends could be halted, although the process of Germanic
healing would take a long time. No doubt, considerations of prudence kept Blessinger
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from citing Richard Strauss and his librettist Hofmansthal for hermaphroditism, exotic
harmonies and orientalist proclivities. Had Mahler not existed, he would have had to
have been invented.

But if there is clearly Nazi and fascist music commentary, is there fascist music as
such? If fascist music, is there anti-fascist music? What about music that supposedly
embodies the value of a certain stage of history: whether feudal or bourgeois or
socialist? As exemplified by Adorno, the tradition of Marxist music criticism is based
on ascribing musical forms to characteristic social conditions of cultural production or
to successive historical stages of socioeconomic production, then having established
these parameters, finding progressive signaling of advanced forms, archaic retention
or ironic burlesque in the deployment of objectively outmoded ones. The Loeb shelves
offer one-stop shopping for all these commentaries. But evaluating the arguments
benefits from dialogue with colleagues as well as books. The library is not a center of
argumentation as such. But it attests to and nurtures a companionship of ideas. Around
the Loeb have been grouped the scholars from whom I've tried to weigh the issue of
aesthetic autonomy and politicization: Reinhold Brinkmann, who has wrestled with
this issue and has been a colleague and friend since his last decade of active teaching,
and Karen Painter — with whom I have collaborated on investigations into the other
side of the equation - that is antifascism in music, first in the work of Luigi Dallapiccola,
then in the Ninth Symphony of Hans Werner Henze, with his reliance on the texts of
Hans-Ulrich Treichel and Anna Seghers."

Again, the Loeb resources were crucial. Time spent in browsing the Italian journals
revealed how different were the Italian Fascist and National Socialist programs for music
and musical discourse. The world of serious Italian music felt engaged less in a battle for
supposedly “fascist” music than a struggle over whether Italy would embrace the currents
of international modernism or reassert a national provincialism. With a few exceptions
seeking to instantiate ideological currents into music the implications of Fascism for
[talian music meant not an effort to proscribe modernism, much less alleged Semitic
patterns, than a stultifying insistence on the value of Italian contributions, sometimes
with a narrow rejection of foreign influences. Luigi Dallapiccola and Alfredo Casella
revealed the diverse strategies of coping — Casella by trying to “soften” the regime’s
effort to stress Italian traditionalism, Dallapiccola — at least after the 1938 racial laws
threatened his wife — by seeking alternative musical and political values - less “left”
than “inner” and religious. Acquiring and defending twelve-tone music had implicitly
to be a blow against a narrow national particularism. Dallapiccola’s polititical values
remained keyed to the insistence on the resources of voice and inwardness. Henze's

57  See Charles S. Maier and Karen Painter: “Songs of a Prisoner’: Luigi Dallapiccola and the Politics
of Voice under Fascism,” in Italian Music during the Fascist Period, Roberto Iliano, ed., Turnhout: Brepols,

2004), pp. 567-588; also “Henze, Treichel, and the Aesthetics of Antifascism,” Colloquia Germanica 1/2005:

24-33.
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postwar antifascism was different still - and arguably his musical program sprang more
from his long rejection of postwar Darmstadt modernism and the “anxiety of influence”
that lingered whenever an ambitious composer approached the Ninth than Marxist
ideology as such. What I have taken from the Loeb is the conviction that equivalent
musical resources can be deployed Right or Left. Is the relevant trade-off, then, arcane
innovation versus populism? Weimar theater music would suggest not, and as Anne
Shreffler points out, a crusading postwar U.S. government could sponsor the most
recondite composers. The questions remain; I'll have to go back to the stacks.
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