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Igor Stravinsky’s name has become an permanent entry in the chronicles of twentieth-century music, and the musical innovations of works such as The Rite of Spring (1913), Les Noces (1917), the Symphony of Psalms (1930) and The Rake’s Progress (1951) have attracted extensive scholarly attention. But as Stephen Walsh has recently observed, much less attention has been paid to the intellectual and cultural contexts in which Stravinsky found himself,
 and to the intellectual influences which may be said to have had some impact on the composer’s evolving creative aesthetic. After the premieres of his ballets in Paris — The Firebird (1910), Petrushka (1912), and The Rite of Spring — Stravinsky chose to leave Russia and to pursue his career in the West. During the first world war, he lived in Switzerland and completed a number of works (including Les Noces and The Soldier’s Tale - 1918) which drew inspiration from Russian folk material.  In 1920 Stravinsky moved to Paris and remained there until the outbreak of World War Two. This paper will explore the intellectual relationship between Stravinsky and Maritain which developed during the composer’s residency in France, and which continued after the composer emigrated to America in 1939..  References to Maritain’s aesthetics in Stravinsky’s own writings will be explored, together with the emphasis given to neo-Thomist ideas in writings by members of the composer’s inner circle during the 1920s and 30s. 

I  hope that despite their insufficiency these reflections on maxims of the Schoolmen will draw  attention to the usefulness of having  recourse to the wisdom of the ancients, as also to the possible interest of a conversation between philosophers and artists, at a time when all feel the necessity of escaping from the immense intellectual disorder inherited from the nineteenth century, and of finding once more the spiritual conditions of honest work.
— Maritain, Art and Scholasticism 

Although Stravinsky did not personally meet Jacques Maritain until 1926, the composer did admit that the philosopher “may have had some [prior] influence on me ... through his books.”
 Maritain’s influence on Stravinsky can be detected in the composer’s writings of the 1920s and 30s, but is most fully revealed in his ‘Poétique Musicale sous forme de Six Leçons’ of 1939 (hereafter referred to as the Poetics).  This collection of lectures, published in 1942, adopt the terminology and metaphysics of Maritain’s treatise Art and Scholasticism (1920), and indicates that Stravinsky’s interest in the philosopher’s work was more than a passing enthusiasm. Indeed, the frequent allusions to neo-Thomist ideals in Stravinsky’s reflections on musical neoclassicism would appear to endorse Ernest Ansermet’s assertion that the “[classical] aesthetic renewal finds its echo naturally in the philosophical movement in France led by Maritain.” 
  

The echoes of Art and Scholasticism found in the Poetics primarily focus on the concept of the artisan, the idea of art as an intellectual virtue, and the notion of artistic universality.  Chapter four of Art and Scholasticism (‘Art as an Intellectual Virtue’), for example, is quoted as an authoritative source of reference, and appears in the context of an argument in which Stravinsky discusses the incompatibility of the idea of the ‘artist’ with the role of the medieval artisan:  

The philosopher Jacques Maritain reminds us that in the mighty structure of medieval civilisation, the artist held only the rank of an artisan.  “And his individualism was forbidden any sort of anarchic development, because a natural social discipline imposed certain limitative conditions upon him from without.”  It was the Renaissance that invented the artist, distinguished him from the artisan and began to exalt the former at the expense of the latter.

It is clear from what ensues that Stravinsky preferred to place himself in the category of medieval artisan. Some of his harshest criticisms with regard to music in the Poetics were reserved for artistic rebels such as Wagner whose “anarchic individualism . . .  shatters all universality in the realm of the spirit.”  Stravinsky’s solution for protecting the spiritual realm in the modern age was “to exalt the competent workman in the artist in order that a civilisation communicates something of its order to works of art.”
  Composition (or ‘the work to be done’) was not for him primarily a product of (romantic) ‘inspiration,’ but a matter of making or constructing musical artefacts; he thought of himself as a master craftsman who “put[s] into an order a certain number of . . . sounds according to interval-relationships.” 
   Such ideas about the composition process were certainly not new, for evidence suggests that Stravinsky had already adopted the Aristotelian-Aquinas craftsman’s mantle as early as 1921.  Indeed, the association between Stravinsky’s musical craftsman and Maritain’s habitus-inspired artisan was first made in an article ‘L’oeuvre d’Igor Stravinsky’ (La Revue Musicale) by Ansermet in July 1921.  Significantly, Ansermet established a specific connection between ‘art’ and ‘scholasticism’ in his emphasis on substantiating the principles of Stravinsky’s ‘new classicism,’ and identified Maritain as being the ‘point of departure’ for his interpretation.
  The timing of the article’s appearance is significant in that it was published some four months after Stravinsky’s completion of part of his Octet in February of that year.  Furthermore, several commentators have noted that Stravinsky’s embrace of a classical aesthetic can be dated to this exact period.  Given that Stravinsky was renowned for keeping his apologists under tight supervision, and had recommended Ansermet as a possible author to the music journal in the first instance, the article would appear to date Stravinsky’s acquaintance with Art and Scholasticism to 1920-1.
   

Stravinsky’s early interest in Maritain’s work, and growing affinity with catholic tastes was no doubt a reflection of a common ‘classic’ tendency which helped to define the objective ‘latinity’ of a highly politicised Parisian culture. Ideas absorbed from this new  intellectual and cultural environment by the Russian émigré composer begin to appear in his musical writings of the early 1920s. His ‘rediscovery’ of Tchaikovsky in 1920 is relevant to this discussion.  Following his new orchestration of parts of Tchaikovsky’s Sleeping Beauty for Diaghilev’s new London production (European premiere) in November 1921, Stravinsky immediately began work on a setting of Pushkin’s The Little House at Kolomna. The resulting opera Mavra (1921-2) — described by the composer as being ‘Tchaikovskian in style and period’ — represented one of Stravinsky’s first serious attempts not only to ‘make’ clarity and form the central focus of the musical structure, but also to ally himself to an apparently existing ‘Latino-Slav’ tradition.   In an open letter to Diaghilev published in the London Times in October 1921, Stravinsky noted that:

[Tchaikovsky] worshipped Mozart, Couperin, Glinka, Bizet:  that leaves us in no doubt of the quality of his taste.  How strange it is!  Every time that a Russian musician has come under the influence of this Latino-Slav culture and seen clearly the frontier between the Austro-Catholic Mozart turned towards Beaumarchais, and the German-Protestant Beethoven inclined towards Goethe, the result has been striking.

Ansermet’s positive use of Thomist concepts in his article may help to explain the conspicuous differentiation between the ‘Austro-Catholic’ (classical) Mozart, and the ‘German-Protestant’ (romantic) Beethoven; the article would certainly have been fresh in Stravinsky’s mind.  Additionally, the temptation for some artists to represent superficial aesthetic attributes orbiting the term ‘classicism’ (simplicity, formal perfection, austerity) as fundamentally “Gallic, Hellenic, Latin, and southern” as opposed to “German, Teutonic, and northern,” was often difficult to resist.
 Even so, I suggest that Stravinsky’s interest in a new classicism commencing with works such as Mavra and the Octet in 1921 had a more profound motivation, one which involved the contemplation of how artists could produce great works which aspired to be part of a universal, trans-historical culture.  One of the issues raised by such a question is the nature of the artist’s relationship with tradition.  Behind some of his remarks about Tchaikovsky in the Times letter of 1921, there lies a grasp of the notion that true creative liberty (or artistic originality) arises from a deep understanding of cultural traditions:

[Tchaikovsky], this cultured man, with his knowledge of folksong and of old French music, had no need to engage in archaeological research in order to present the age of Louis XIV;  he recreated the character of the period by his musical language, preferring involuntary but living anachronisms to conscious and laboured pasticcio:  a virtue that appertains only to great creative minds.

Later, in the Poetics, concepts about the value of tradition were further substantiated:

A real tradition is not the relic of a past that is irretrievably gone;  it is a living force that animates and informs the present.

Stravinsky’s assertions about the critical importance of consciousness of tradition in an artist’s experience has an affinity with Maritain’s desire for the renewal of the purity and order associated with the spiritual principles of the past,  and with the continuity of the past and present. As the philosopher noted in Antimoderne:

I hope to see re-stored, in a new world, and for the informing of a new matter, the spiritual principles and the eternal norms of which medieval civilisation, in its better periods, presents us with but a particular historic realisation, superior in quality, despite its enormous deficiencies, but definitely past.

Walsh too notes this affinity between Stravinsky and Maritain but adds that there is “no unequivocal suggestion in [the philosopher’s writings] that the new orderedness could or should be achieved through a repertoire of borrowed [musical] styles or forms.”
  Yet Maritain’s Thomist writings do reveal a concern with the “task of universal integration,”
 with an emphasis on the necessary participation of the intellect in the structural relationships in works of art.  Writing in the preface to Saint Thomas Aquinas (1930), Maritain stated that it is Thomism’s task “to join the artistic treasure of modern times to a philosophy of art and beauty that is truly universal and at the same time comprehensive of the efforts of the present moment.” 
  If  Stravinsky made his own effort in the Poetics to speak of a ‘universal’ notion of culture which is ‘comprehensive of the efforts of the present moment’, it is quite possible that the music of the 1920s onwards, freely incorporating a plurality of models from Bach to modern jazz, was the result of this composer’s very own ‘task of universal integration.’ 

Stravinsky’s new ethos can be detected in his Octet of 1922-3, a “perfect specimen” according to the Italian composer Alfredo Casella of “the universal style which clothes in new terms and in new forms the spirit of ancient classical art.”
  Conceived of as a breakthrough in terms of compositional method, this modern work captures the spirit of Bach, and employs a mixture of classical (and pre-classical) musical models.  The composer took the unusual step of issuing a manifesto ‘Some Ideas about my Octet’ to accompany the work’s premiere: 

My Octet  is . . .  a musical composition based on objective elements which are sufficient in themselves [. . .] [T]he deformation that the music will inevitably suffer through time . . . will follow its normal path;  and this path will be pointed out by the form of the composition . . . Form, in my music, derives from counterpoint . . . Its elements also lend themselves perfectly to an architectural construction.     This sort of music has no other aim than to be sufficient in itself.  [. . .]  [I wish to] create a work with a spirit . . . in which the emotive basis resides not in the nuance but in the form of the composition. 

Although the manifesto liberally employs the rhetoric of Cubism,
 Stravinsky’s  special focus on the significance of the formal basis of the Octet recalls Maritain’s elucidation on form and beauty in the fifth chapter of Art and Scholasticism.  Interestingly, Ansermet made specific reference to the passage from Art and Scholasticism in his 1921 article when he remarked that ‘the fine arts have as their object the production of the work where the splendour of form shines as proportioned materials’;
Splendor formae, said St. Thomas with a metaphysician’s precision of language:  for form, that is to say the peculiar perfection of everything which is, constituting and competing things in their essence and their qualities, the ontological secret, their operative mystery, is above all the peculiar principle of intelligibility. the proper clarity of every thing. Besides, every form is a vestige or a ray of the creative Intelligence imprinted at the heart of created being. On the other hand, every order and every proportion is the work of intelligence. And so, to say with the Schoolmen that beauty is the splendor of the form on the proportioned parts of matter, is to say that it is a flashing of intelligence on a matter intelligibly arranged.

 — Maritain 

If the secret of the Octet  lay in Stravinsky’s desire to “create a work with a spirit . . .  in the form of the composition,” then such wisdom was again employed in subsequent works of the mid-1920s.  






It was at this time that Stravinsky met fellow Russian émigré Arthur-Vincent Lourié, a composer himself and a devotee of Maritain. Lourié quickly became one of Stravinsky’s principal defenders and, in the spirit of the tradition of apologists, continued to use Maritain’s aesthetics as a point of reference for interpreting Stravinsky’s classicism.  In his article ‘Two Operas by Stravinsky’ (Vyorstï 3, 1927), for example, Lourié hailed Stravinsky’s ‘antimodernism’ as a radical premise which separated the composer from the illusions entertained by ‘the camp of modernists’ (Schoenberg and the Second Viennese School).
  The fact that ‘antimoderne’ was also the title of a book by Maritain, in which the philosopher sought to defend the eternal theological and philosophical wisdom of Aquinas against the deviations of religious modernism, is surely not a coincidence. In the following year, Lourié published another inflammatory article entitled ‘Neogothic and Neoclassic’ (Modern Music  5/3, 1928), in which he used the idea of Schoenberg and Stravinsky as polarised opposites in the musical world.
  The most striking feature about this article is the way in which Louiré linked the advent of musical ‘gothicism’ with the erroneous ‘strain of individualism’ that gave rise to ‘the expressive in art.’  His barbed definition of the ‘esthetics of gothicism’ —  together with its more emotional romantic counterpart, neogothicism — was little more than a somewhat crude transposition of Maritain’s Thomist arguments into a new cultural guise. 

A material change is taking place in the esthetic approach of artists who are lending this period its vital significance.  The stimulus of the emotional is being obviously replaced by the stimulus of the intellect.  A new style is coming to life in the clash of the two tendencies.  Of these one may be termed neogothic, by which I do not mean a return to the style of the middle ages but a movement toward the expressive in art, a tendency which finally becomes an end in itself.  Here, slightly transformed, is the same strain of individualism which belongs to the nineteenth century and whose natural consequence was expressionism in its extreme form . . . To put it exactly, neo-romantic emotionalism is giving way to classical intellectualism . . . The controversy concerns itself chiefly with the work of Schoenberg and Stravinsky . . . Whatever their activity, it is quite certain that Schoenberg will continue to create neo-gothic music, while Stravinsky will try to strengthen the creation of the objective style. 

— Lourié, ‘Neogothic and Neoclassic’ 
 

Although Lourié was expelled from Stravinsky’s inner circle during the 1930s on account of a feud between the young man and Vera Sudeikina, Stravinsky’s interest in Maritain’s work clearly continued — as indicated in the Poetics.  Even so, how do we account for the significant influence (one which spanned possibly three decades) of Maritain’s wisdom on Stravinsky’s creative thought?    The composer’s relationships with apologists, in particular, Ansermet and Lourié provide some of the answers, but Stravinsky then continued to view his own creativity in Thomist terms even after his break-up with Lourié in the early 1930s. 

It seems clear that the influence of Maritain’s teachings on Stravinsky’s evolving classical aesthetic was more significant than has been previously supposed.   His well-known attempt to portray himself as a neo-medieval master craftsman, his adoption of habitus, and the manner in which he regarded composition (during his ‘neo-classical’ period) as a crafting, fashioning or manipulating of the material of sound, all substantiate the influence of Maritain. More traces of Thomist ideals can be found in Stravinsky’s  Autobiography (1936) and, most importantly, the Poetics. While the composer’s self-confessed interest in the philosopher’s work, and the evidence found in writings of the period, confirm that an important ‘conversation between philosopher and artist’ did indeed take place, there are issues surrounding this intriguing subject which require more clarification.
 In addition, this investigation of Stravinsky’s intellectual development  has highlighted the need for a re-evaluation of the music itself in the context of Maritain’s aesthetics.  I look forward to discussing further research developments with you in the near future.

------------------------------------------
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