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Abstract

The French Popular Front was a coalition of left-wing political parties
(Communists, Socialists, and Radicals) united through a common desire to combat
fascism and improve the living conditions of France’s workers. Between 1935 and 1938,
the ideology of the Popular Front, largely informed by that of the Parti Communiste
Fraﬁgais (PCF), exerted tremendous influence on the cultural life of the French nation.
Many cultural and musical organizations heeded the Popular Front’s call for broad-based
anti-fascist solidarity among intellectuals, artists, and the working class. In the realm of
culture, this translated into multiple initiatives designed to bring art to the masses and to
encourage the proletariat to become more active in the cultural life of the nation.

Sympathetic to the Popular Front’s larger political aims, a number of French
musicians and composers became affiliated with the Communist-sponsored Maison de la
Culture and its affiliated musical organizations, the most prominent of which was the
Fédération Musicale Populaire (FMP). They participated in the administrative, cultural
and intellectual life of the FMP; they took part in conferences, wrote articles on the theme
of “music for the people,” and were advocates for the organization within French musical
life at large. Furthermore, these composers wrote works for government-commissioned
events, for amateur groups, and for spectacles designed for mass audiences.

Some of the FMP’s most prominent proponents (Darius Milhaud, Georges Auric,
and Arthur Honegger) were former members of Les Six, a group that had been
particularly interested in borrowing music derived from “popular” sources like the music

hall and the circus following World War L. This study argues that the aesthetic approach



of Les Six, which found support in FMP presidents Albert Roussel and Charles Koechlin,
was reinvigorated during the Popular Front for a much more clearly defined political
purpose. While the general interest in “popular” sources was still maintained, composers
at the FMP now sought to integrate folklore and revolutionary music into their works “for
the people” in an attempt to create and underline cultural links between workers and
intellectuals — a compositional approach for which this dissertation coins the expression
"populist modernism."

This study, the first book-length examination of French musical culture in light of
Popular Front politics, concentrates on some of the period’s most significant populist
modernist works and draws upon contemporaneous journalistic coverage and archival
documents that in many cases have hitherto never been the object of musicological study.
The research shows that in 1936, following an initial infatuation with the genres and
styles of socialist realist Soviet works, French left-wing composers developed a more
inclusive view of what constituted music “for the people.” Composers continued to write
music indebted to politically resonant popular sources like folklore and revolutionary
songs, but they also drew upon these genres in works (like the collaborative incidental
music for Romain Rolland’s Le 14 Juillet) that employed modernist compositional
techniques. Though this approach was most obviously felt in the numerous works
composed for organizations like the FMP, populist modernism also emerged in works
performed at the Théatre de 1’Opéra-Comique and the 1937 Paris Exposition. By cutting
across musical genres as well as institutional and social contexts, populist modernism
emerges as the dominant aesthetic trend in French music during the years of the Popular

Front.
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Abrégé

Le Front Populaire Frangais consistait en une coalition de partis politiques de
gauche (communistes, socialistes et radicaux) unis par un commun désir de combattre le
fascisme et d’améliorer les conditions de vie de la classe ouvriére frangaise. Entre 1935 et
1938, T’idéologie du Front populaire — inspirée par celle du Parti Communiste Frangais
(PCF) — exerg¢a une influence capitale sur la vie culturelle de la nation frangaise. Plusieurs
organisations culturelles et musicales répondirent a 1’appel du Front Populaire, qui
réclamait une solidarité généralisée parmi les intellectuels, les artistes et la classe
ouvriére. Cela se traduisit dans le domaine culturel par de multiples initiatives visant a
amener ’art aux masses populaires et a encourager le prolétariat a prendre une part plus
active a la vie culturelle de la nation.

Favorables aux objectifs politiques du Front Populaire, nombre de musiciens et de
compositeurs frangais s’associérent & la Maison de la Culture (soutenue par le Parti
Communiste) ainsi qu’a ses différentes organisations musicales affiliées, la plus
importante étant la Fédération Musicale Populaire (FMP). Ils participérent aux activités
administratives, culturelles et intellectuelles de la FMP, prenant partie a des conférences,
rédigeant des articles sur la musique populaire et préconisant une organisation généralisée
de la vie musicale frangaise. De plus, ces compositeurs écrivirent des oeuvres pour des
événements commandés par le gouvernement, de méme que pour des groupes amateurs et
des spectacles dédiés au grand public.

Certains des défenseurs les plus connus de la FMP (Darius Milhaud, Georges

Auric et Arthur Honegger) étaient d’anciens membres des Six, un groupe qui, apres la
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Premi¢re Guerre mondiale, s’¢tait particulicrement intéressé a I’emprunt de musique
dérivée de sources “populaires” telles le music-hall et le cirque. Cette étude soutient que
I’approche esthétique des Six, qui fut aussi appuyée par les présidents de la FMP Albert
Roussel et Charles Koechlin, connut sous le Front Populaire un nouvel essor a des fins
politiques nettement plus définies. Si I’intérét général pour des sources “populaires™ était
toujours présent, les compositeurs de la FMP souhaitaient désormais intégrer le folklore
et la musique révolutionnaire a leurs oeuvres “pour le peuple”, dans une tentative de
susciter et de souligner des liens culturels entre ouvriers et intellectuels — une approche
compositionnelle pour laquelle I’expression “modernisme populiste” a été créée ici.

Cette thése, la premiere étude d’envergure de la culture musicale frangaise a la
lumiére des politiques du Front Populaire, se concentre sur quelques-unes des oeuvres
modernistes populistes les plus significatives de la période, et s’appuie sur une couverture
journalistique contemporaine et des documents d’archives n’ayant pour la plupart fait
I’objet d’aucune étude musicologique. Les recherches démontrent qu’en 1936, aprés
I’enthousiasme initial pour les oeuvres soviétiques socialistes réalistes, les compositeurs
francais de gauche embrassérent une vision moins exclusive de ce que constituait la
musique “pour le peuple”. Les compositeurs continuérent d’écrire une musique redevable
a des sources populaires a résonance politique telles le folklore et les chansons
révolutionnaires, mais ils puisérent aussi a ces genres “populaires” pour des oeuvres
employant des techniques de composition modernistes (par exemple, la collaboration de
plusieurs compositeurs a la musique de scéne pour Le 14 Juillet de Romain Rolland).
Quoique cette approche se fasse le plus évidemment sentir dans les nombreuses oeuvres
composées pour des organisations telles la FMP, le modernisme populiste émergea

également dans des oeuvres présentées au Théatre de I’Opéra-Comique et a I’Exposition
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universelle de Paris de 1937. En incluant une variété de genres musicaux aussi bien que
de contextes institutionnels et sociaux, le modernisme populiste apparait comme étant la

tendance esthétique dominante de la musique frangaise durant les années du Front

Populaire.
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Introduction

“Down with the thieves!” “Resign!” “Down with Daladier!” “Long live Chiappe!”
These were just a few of the slogans chanted by the angry protestors who conglomerated
at the Place de la Concorde on February 6, 1934. Pro-fascist demonstrators (but also a
smaller contingent of Communists) had assembled in the very heart of the French capital
to raise their voices against the left-leaning Radical Party government led by Edouard
Daladier. The list of complaints was long. Parliamentary inertia, the dismissal of hard-line
Parisian chief of police Jean Chiappe, and the financial scandal surrounding Alexandre
Stavisky, were the main grievances that brought an unruly mob into the streets for the

second time in as many weeks.!

As the sun went down, members of pro-fascist
paramilitary groups attempted to charge the bridge leading to the left bank of the Seine.’
Their alleged goal was to storm the hallowed Chambre des Députés and kill any
politicians they could find inside. It was a coup d’état in the making. The police, badly
equipped and unable to receive reinforcements, were compelled to take drastic measures.
By day’s end, one policeman, three by-standers and fourteen of the some 40,000

demonstrators had lost their lives by gunfire. Hundreds were wounded.’> It was the

bloodiest confrontation on Parisian streets since the brutally suppressed 1871 Commune,

' On January 27, 1934, eighty police officers were injured in a riot sparked by the “Stavisky affair” — so
called after the fraudulent dealings of notorious financier Alexandre Stavisky (1886-1934). The government
of Pierre Chautemps, members of which were implicated in the scandal, resigned that same evening out of
fear of popular reprisals.

? The main groups participating in the demonstration were: L’Union nationale des combattants, Croix-de-
Feu, Anciens combattants communistes (all comprised of World War I veterans), Solidarité frangaise, and
Jeunesses patriotes (both extreme-right groups). The presence of the Communist group has often been
overlooked, but can explained by the Party’s rabid discontent with France’s parliamentary system at this
point in its history. As we shall see, the Communist Party’s attitude soon changed, and it did its utmost to
distance itself from the event.

* For a particularly evocative first-hand report of the riot see William Shirer, The Collapse of the Third
Republic: An Inquiry Into the Fall of France in 1940 (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1969), 213-220.



and one that held a clear message: fascism had become a volatile and rebellious political
force in the country.*

One of the immediate effects of February 6, 1934, was the rapid resignation of the
Daladier government, the second parliamentary capitulation due to popular unrest in less
than two weeks. Conservative Radical Party member Gaston Doumerge took over, but
this meek former President of the Republic lacked the necessary strongman qualities to
assuage the tempers (and political ambitions) of the extreme right. Colonel Frangois de La
Rocque, leader of the pro-fascist Croix-de-feu, described Doumerge’s appointment with
typically vitriolic language, referring to the new premier ministre as nothing more than “a
temporary bandage for gangrene.”

During the weeks and months following the riot, the already formidable pressure
exerted upon the Republican parliamentary system by the extreme Right was
exacerbated by increased left-wing demonstrations throughout the capital in response to
the tactics of the fascist groups. Inevitably, tensions between the Left and Right escalated
into individual acts of violence enthusiastically encouraged by influential onlookers (like
Charles Maurras) who sat behind the editorial desks of the country’s most prominent
newspapers. The most notorious attack, instigated by Maurras in his daily column for
Action Frangaise, targeted Léon Blum, the Jewish leader of the Socialist Party (SFIO).
Right-wing thugs carried out Maurras’s “order” on February 13, 1936, intercepting Blum
as his car was stalled in traffic, and inflicting a beating so brutal that it left him

hospitalized for a number of days.

* For an analysis of February 6 and its implications for both the Right and Left see Serge Botstein, Le 6
Jfévrier 1934 (Paris: Gallimard, 1975).

3 Cited in Robert Soucy, French Fascism: The Second Wave, 1933-1939 (New Haven and London: Yale
University Press, 1995), 33.



In 1935 Blum had been central in engineering an agreement between France’s
left-wing political parties (Communist, Socialist, Radical, and a number of smaller
groups) that placed them in a coalition that unanimously advocated the defeat of fascist
politics in France. On July 14, 1935 — a date rife with revolutionary symbolism — this
coalition, soon to be known as the Front populaire, announced a common electoral
platform, widely published in the left-wing press, with three main objectives: the
promotion of civil liberties, the defense of peace, and the rectification of France’s
economic problems.® Most noteworthy among these political propositions was the
abolition and demilitarization of fascist groups, stricter laws to ward off defamatory
attacks by the political press (aimed at individuals like Maurras), and an appeal to the
French working class (in coordination with the League of Nations) to endorse an
internationalist strategy for peace.

The Popular Front was successful in the double-ballot elections of April 26 and
May 3, 1936, and won a majority in the Chambre des Députés. This led to the creation of
a government headed by Blum, whose injuries at the hands of fascist extremists had made
him a martyr for the cause. Blum’s electoral victory was groundbreaking for a number of
reasons: he became France’s first Jewish Premier and found himself at the helm of a
political party — the SFIO — that, for the first time ever, became the dominant voice of the
French government. Taken together, the Popular Front coalition occupied approximately

345 out of the 598 seats that represented continental France in the Chambre des Députés.’

® See L’Humanité (May 16, 1936).

7 There were also twenty seats reserved for overseas deputies.



The Communist Party (PCF) registered by far the most impressive gains of the
election, dramatically improving its parliamentary representation from 10 to 72 seats.®
This success was registered primarily in the industrial suburbs surrounding Paris.
Although the PCF posted a remarkable result, the Party abstained — due to its deep-rooted
critique of “bourgeois” parliamentary institutions — from holding ministerial posts in the
new government. Despite this, the Popular Front’s dependency on the votes of
Communists in the Chambre des Députés meant that the PCF could exert considerable
influence at the ministerial level.

This opened up the potential for important political fractures on the left wing of
the coalition, and this was mirrored by similar tensions on the right. Many members of
the Radical Party (a large centrist party basically opposed to left-wing reforms) only
grudgingly supported the Popular Front, and the possibility that this entire Party would
abandon the coalition was the source of continuous concern. With both the Communists
and the Radicals holding the balance of power and representing such divergent
ideological positions, it is significant and perhaps somewhat surprising that the Popular
Front lasted as long as it did — from June 4, 1936, until June 21, 1937. As France’s first
socialist-led government, even this limited timeframe was enough to establish an
important legacy for subsequent French left-wing movements throughout the twentieth
century.

The month separating the Popular Front’s electoral victory from its induction into

office (May 3rd — June 4th, 1936) has been much discussed — mythologized even — in

® See the chart outlining the 1936 electoral results in Maurice Larkin, France Since the Popular Front:
Government and People 1936-1986 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988), 52.



many different accounts of the period.” During this time, workers in many major factories
throughout the country initiated a wave of dramatic and unprecedented strikes and sit-ins.
These were instigated without outside pressure or backing from their unions, or from the
PCF. The workers, ecstatic about the electoral victory of the Popular Front, looked to
hold the new government to its promises, particularly concerning its proposed reforms to
employment laws. By the end of May, the French economic engine — still suffering from
the effects of the Depression — was effectively stalled, with over 300,000 workers on
strike in the region of Paris, and still many more throughout the rest of the country. Blum,
conscious of the threat this posed to the Popular Front’s economic and social agendas,
acted swiftly upon assuming office and passed the historic Matignon Agreements,
effectively reducing the workweek from 48 to 40 hours (without loss of pay) and granting
full-time workers two weeks of paid holidays.

It is difficult to downplay the impact of these measures on the everyday lives of
France’s workers. “Spare time” instantly became a reality for millions of people, and the
new government quickly set up programs designed to entice workers to make the best of
their newfound freedom. During the summer holiday season of 1936, subsidized train-
tickets were made available to workers and their families who wished to visit the Riviera,
providing many of them with their first experience of the sea.'® To this end, Léon Blum

created an innovative new government ministry, overseen by Léo Lagrange, which

® The body of literature is extensive. Some important sources are Julian Jackson, The Popular Front in
France: Defending Democracy, 1934-1938 (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press,
1988); Eugen Weber, The Hollow Years: France in the 1930s (New York: W.W. Norton, 1994); Jacques
Kergoat, La France du Front populaire (Paris: La Découverte, 1986); Danielle Tartakowsky, Des
lendemains qui chantent?: La France des années folles et du Front populaire (Paris: Messidor, 1986);
Georges Lefranc, Histoire du Front populaire, 1934-1938 (Paris: Payot, 1965); Serge Bernstein, La France
des années 30 (Paris: Armand Colin, 1993).

19 Larkin reports that in the summer of 1936, “60 percent of the visitors interviewed on the Riviera admitted
that they had never seen the sea in their lives before.” France Since the Popular Front, 58.



promoted “leisure” activities (often with an overt pedagogical component) for the
working class. Predictably, many of Lagrange’s programs centered upon the themes of
sport and the outdoors (ironically reflecting similar government initiatives in Nazi
Germany) including cycling and camping, but also less conventional activities like
amateur aviation.'! One of Lagrange’s most durable initiatives was the sponsorship of the
youth hostelling movement, a leisure activity built upon notions of collective living,
cooperation and fraternity.

In the realm of “high” culture, changes were afoot as well. Jean Zay (1904-1944)
was named “Minister of National Education,” a vast mandate that oversaw the
administration of the public school system and government funding for the arts.'? Zay, of
Jewish descent but baptized at birth, was the youngest person ever to be named to a
ministerial post during the Third Republic, and his tenure (from June 4, 1936, until his
resignation in September 1939) outlasted the Popular Front government itself. As a result
of this political longevity, he was able to guide a number of projects conceived during the
Popular Front through to fruition. He is remembered for tightening up France’s copyright
laws (particularly in the realm of radio and cinema), for increasing the age of mandatory
schooling from thirteen to fourteen, and for reorganizing the economic administration of
France’s two main lyric theatres (the Opéra and Opéra-Comique), which, in 1939, were
nationalized under the state-administered Réunion des thédtres Iyriques nationaux

(RTLN).

1 On popular aviation and its function in preparing France for war see Sidn Reynolds, France Between the
Wars: Gender and Politics (New York: Routledge, 1996), 65-82.

12 A brief biography of Jean Zay can be found in Pascal Ory, La belle illusion: Culture et politique sous le
signe du Front populaire, 1935-1938 (Paris: Plon, 1994), 145-147. For a more extensive treatment see
Marcel Ruby, Jean Zay, (Paris: Corsaire, 1994) and Antoine Prost, ed, Jean Zay et la gauche du
radicalisme (Paris: Presses de Sciences Po, 2003). See also Zay’s memoirs, Souvenirs et solitude (Paris:
Julliard, 1945) written during World War II while he was imprisoned in France.



Zay’s ministry was also responsible for creating a program (launched in 1938) that
was the first of its kind to commission musical works in traditional genres from
prominent composers. According to Leslie Sprout, who has studied the program
extensively, its ostensible purpose was to provide monetary assistance to composers
during a period of high unemployment and financial uncertainty.'®> These were also the
reasons put forth by Communist député Joanny Berlioz, a supporter of the initiative who
acted as the Communist budgetary secretary for the Fine Arts section of Zay’s ministry.

In 1938 Berlioz claimed that:

if poverty were necessary for the formation or ‘elevation’ of an artist [...] then our
time would be particularly blessed, for it is a time of unemployment for
intellectuals, of great hardship for [...] composers of music, [...] victims of
economic conditions, of the failure of public powers in their role as patrons, of the
indifference of a public both uneducated and preoccupied with material concerns

imposed upon them.'*

B Leslie A. Sprout, “Music for a New Era: Composers and National Identity in France, 1936-1946” (PhD
diss., Berkeley, 2000), 1. Sprout neglects to mention that state-funded help for artists in financial difficulty
was commonly accorded throughout the Third Republic. The difference with the commissions program is
that the State finally saw a return on its philanthropy in the form of musical works. For an example of the
amounts accorded as “Secours aux artistes” (for 1880, 1913 and 1937) see Marie-Claude Genet-Delacroix,
Art et état sous la Ile République: Le systéme des Beaux-Arts, 1870-1940 (Paris: Publications de la
Sorbonne, 1993), 420.

' Cited in Myriam Chiménes, “Le budget de la musique sous la Ille République,” in La Musique: Du
théorique au politique, eds. Hugues Dufourt and Joel-Marie Fauquet, 299 (Paris: Klincksiek, 1991). “Mais
alors, si la misére était nécessaire 4 la formation ou “I’élévation” de Dartiste [...] alors notre époque serait
particuliérement bénie, car elle est celle du chémage intellectuel, de la grande détresse des [...]
compositeurs de musique [...], victimes des conditions économiques, de la défaillance des pouvoirs publics
dans leur role de mécénes, de I'indifférence d’un public inéduqué [sic] et pressé par des préoccupations
matérialistes qui lui sont imposés.”



Although it is difficult to know whether those who eventually received commissions were
truly in dire financial straits, it is clear that musicians regarded this government
philanthropy as something outstanding.'> Darius Milhaud, a recipient of one of the
inaugural commissions, did not hide his enthusiasm in an article penned for the left-wing
journal Europe, in which he commended the State for finally beginning to support
modern music.'® Ultimately, the commissions program, though born of the Popular Front,
was also attractive for the wartime Vichy regime and was continued until 1945, by which
time the State had commissioned close to 200 works.!” Indeed, as historian Pascal Ory
has noted, fascist Vichy later appropriated many of the programs introduced by the
Popular Front, but for startlingly different political ends.'®

The government programs and institutional reforms that figured within the
agendas of ministries like those of Zay and Lagrange had an undeniable effect upon the
French cultural landscape during the Popular Front. These initiatives were meant to prove
that the State was taking a more prominent role in the cultural life of the nation. But the
PCF lobbied for even greater State intervention. In his budgetary speech of 1937, Joanny

Berlioz made an eloquent plea for the increased nationalization of culture:

The broad masses of the French population have come down in favour of bread,

peace and liberty. Spiritual bread is also one of its fundamental demands. We

15 Virgil Thomson also wondered about the “real financial need” among the composers chosen for the
commissions program in “More and More from Paris,” Modern Music 16 (May-June 1939): 236-237. Cited
in Sprout, “Music for a New Era,” 35.

16 Darius Milhaud, “Considérations actuelles,” Europe (June 15, 1938): 163. Milhaud’s opera Medée, his
first to be premiered at the Paris Opéra (1939), was commissioned through this program in 1938.

17 See Sprout’s “Appendix 1” for a listing of the State commissions, their dates, as well as the titles of the
completed and/or extant works, “Music for a New Era,” 376-405.

'8 Pascal Ory, “La politique culturelle de Vichy: ruptures et continuités,” in Politiques et pratiques
culturelles dans la France de Vichy, ed. Jean-Pierre Rioux (Paris: Cahiers de I'THTP, 1988), 147-156, and
Leslie Sprout, “Music for a New Era,” 156.



must stop viewing art as something that is reserved for the upper classes,
specialists, and snobs who do it dishonour. Art must be brought closer to the
people. To the people who have developed intellectually at the same time as they
have cleared the path towards social progress, particularly these millions of
workers who have or are about to have more free time and for which agreeable
activities must be found that are at once profitable to each of them and to society
as a whole. Culture must become “republican” in the etymological sense of the
word; that is to say, it must become an integral part of public life. [...] Why
shouldn’t a theatrical performance, an art exhibit, an orchestral concert, a visit to a
monument [...] be deemed genuine social services? Culture, in all its forms, can
be popularized without having to lower its quality (despite the opinions of those
who believe that art must remain — along with all other riches — the privilege of a
minority). Whereas today it is almost completely neglected, the artistic education

of the masses must be improved."

¥ Joanny Berlioz, “Rapport de Joanny Berlioz, budget de 1937,” cited in Marie-Claude Genét-Delacroix,
Art et état sous la Ille République: le systéme des Beaux-Arts 1870-1940 (Paris: Publications de la
Sorbonne, 1993), 421-422: “Les masses profondes de la population francaise se sont prononcées pour le
pain, la paix et la liberté. Le pain de I’esprit est aussi une de leurs revendications fondamentales. Ii faut
cesser de regarder I’art comme un domaine réservé aux classes les plus aisées, aux spécialistes et aux snobs
qui le déshonorent. L’art doit se rapprocher du peuple. Du peuple qui a conquis un développement
intellectuel considérable en méme temps qu’il se frayait la route du progrés social, en particulier de ces
millions de travailleurs qui ont ou vont avoir plus de loisirs, pour lesquels il faut trouver un emploi
agréable, profitable a chacun d’eux et a la société tout entiére. La culture doit devenir “républicaine” au
sens étymologique du mot, c’est-a-dire qu’elle doit étre partie intégrante de la chose publique. [...]
Pourquoi la présentation théatrale, 1’exposition de peinture, le concert symphonique, la visite d’un
monument résumé d’une époque et d’un mode de vie et de pensée ne seraient-ils pas de véritables services
sociaux? La culture, sous toutes ses formes, peut étre popularisée, sans qu’il y ait lieu d’abaisser sa qualité,
ainsi que le prétendent ceux qui estiment que art doit rester le privilége d’une minorité comme les autres
richesses. C’est I’éducation artistique des larges masses qui doit étre élevée, alors qu’elle est complétement
négligée aujourd’hui.”



It was only logical that at the end of his speech Berlioz should propose the establishment
of a “Ministry of French Art” through which the culture of the nation could be protected,
promoted and administered by the State.”® This independent ministry — which would no
longer suffer from being overshadowed within the gargantuan Ministry of Education —
would be more effective in establishing general education programs in the arts, and
ensuring visibility for French culture throughout the world.

Although Berlioz’s 1937 proposal was not approved, the ideas it contained were a
sign of things to come. Indeed, it was precisely with the intention of promoting the “right
to culture” (droit a la culture) as proclaimed under Charles de Gaulle’s new French
constitution (1958) and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, that France’s first
“Ministeére des affaires culturelles” was created in 1959 under the direction of André
Malraux. Malraux drew upon his first-hand experiences with the Popular Front when he
established a network of state-financed cultural centers intended to introduce diverse
segments of the population to France’s artistic traditions through a combination of
democratically conceived cultural activities, expositions and pedagogical programs. In
fact, Malraux’s centers were a logical continuation of a network of similarly conceived
“Maisons de la Culture” established during the Popular Front period. These Popular Front
“Houses of Culture” were the site of intensive cultural activity during the second half of
the 1930s. Run by an association in which Communist Party members figured
prominently, the Maisons sought to break down the traditional barriers separating artists
and intellectuals from the working class, and attempted to attract individuals who looked

to reconcile “elite” and “popular” forms of artistic expression.

2 Joanny Berlioz, “Rapport de Joanny Berlioz, budget de 1937,” cited in Marie-Claude Genét-Delacroix,
Art et état sous la Ille République, 423-24.
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Within each Maison de la Culture, the cultural agenda of the PCF — increasingly
indebted to the strategies of popular frontism — loomed large. During the Popular Front, a
softening of the ideological hard-line and an increased openness toward “fellow travelers”
replaced the narrow sectarianism that had stymied the French Communist Party
throughout the 1920s and early 1930s. In France, artists were encouraged to freely
experiment with methods (both practical and stylistic) that would allow their works to be
more accessible to “the people.” Prescriptive aesthetic formulas like socialist realism,
though a source of interest immediately following its official endorsement by the Soviet
State in 1934, were increasingly downplayed and lost prominence as the Popular Front
grew larger. As a network of cultural centers that by 1937 was attracting upwards of
70,000 members (including Communists, Socialists, Radicals, fellow-travelers and the
politically uncommitted), the Maisons de la Culture came to represent the cultural spirit
of the Popular Front. Like the John Reed Clubs in the United States, it was here that anti-
fascist intellectuals, artists, and members of the working class met, debated and became
involved in creative projects that explicitly questioned the hierarchies and social
privileges long associated with France’s artistic traditions. The Maison organized
concerts, plays, exhibits, and invited guest-speakers (including luminaries like André
Gide and André Malraux) to speak on a wide range of topics. It was also here that the
discourse of anti-fascism, viewed as the defining element of popular frontism, became

associated with a specifically aesthetic discourse.
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Literature

This encounter between the realms of the aesthetic and the political has been a
recurring theme in writings on the Popular Front since it became a subject of historical
interest in France in the 1960s. At that time, French historians, led by figures like René
Raymond, began investigating the political history of Third Republic’s final decade while
writers of Communist or Socialist persuasions evaluated the legacy of the Popular Front,
particularly the strikes of 1936, in terms of the lessons it could provide for the post-war
Left in France.”' Already at this stage, the Popular Front was being analyzed as two
distinct, yet intersecting historical phenomena: as an elected coalition government with
legislative power, and as a progressive working-class social movement. Given this initial
bifurcation, it comes as no surprise that the Popular Front has became over the last forty
years an even more fragmented object of study. It has elicited curiosity for what it can
teach us about the political history of antifascism, the sociological and anthropological
nature of the French labour movement, as well as the cultural history of left-wing
intellectual engagement.22

Since the collapse of Eastern-bloc Communism in the early 1990s, new trends
have dominated historical analysis of the Popular Front. With the opening of important
archival collections in Moscow, the role played by the Soviet Union and its international
emissaries on the French Communist Party and the development of the Popular Front

strategy have been scrutinized. In response to interpretations, like those of Frangois Furet,

2l René Raymond, “Plaidoyer pour une histoire délaissée. La fin de la Troisiéme République,” Revue
frangaise de sciences politiques 7/2 (April-June, 1957), 253-270; Daniel Guérin, Front populaire,
révolution manquée (Paris: Julliard, 1963); Georges Lefranc, Juin 36. L’explosion sociale du Front
populaire (Paris: Gallimard, 1966).

22 Jacques Droz, Histoire de Iantifascisme en Europe (Paris: La Découverte, 1985); Danielle Tartakowsky,
Les manifestations de rue en France 1918-1968 (Paris: Presses de la FNSP, 1990); Pascal Ory, La Belle

illusion.
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which have posited that the Popular Front can be reduced to Stalinist political
manipulations, other historians have sought to emphasize the unique national contexts
which contributed and informed the evolution of Popular Front movements throughout
the 1930s.”

In the realm of cultural history, Pascal Ory’s landmark study makes a thoroughly
documented claim for the considerable influence of the Popular Front on the culture of
the period. In fact, he argues that the Popular Front government formulated a “cultural
politics” that resonated with prominent personalities and cultural associations during this
time.2* But Ory’s methodology, as revealed by terms such as “cultural politics,” is of the
“top-down” variety, in that he views the culture of the period as largely emanating from
the world of official politics, as opposed to a grass-roots zeifgeist that developed among
French supporters of the movement. He therefore falls into the trap of placing
disproportionate emphasis on the direct influence of the Popular Front government on the
cultural projects of the period. Moreover, his study, for all that it reveals about the myriad
political and personal connections that linked prominent Popular Front personalities, says
little about the substance of the culture that arose from this political climate. The works of
art created during the Popular Front seem eerily mute in Ory's account: little is said about
their specific formal, stylistic, and expressive qualities.25

Ory’s work has towered over French-language historiography of Popular Front

culture since its publication in 1994. In my view, however, new methodological strategies

2 Frangois Furet, Le passé d’une illusion: essai sur 'idée communiste au vingtiéme siécle (Paris: Laffont,
1995); Serge Woliokow, Le front populaire en France (Bruxelles: Complexe, 1996).

24 Pascal Ory, La Belle illusion, passim.

3 A recent book by Dudley Andrew and Steven Unger, on the other hand, has used the politics of the period
as a methodological too with which to focus attention on specific works of art and the creative culture of the
period and its artistic legacy. See Popular Front Paris and the Poetics of Culture (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 2005).
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in recent writings on the American Popular Front (a contemporaneous political movement
with similar political and ideological underpinnings) supply a compelling framework with
which to further refine our understanding of culture in France during the late 1930s.
Michael Denning’s revisionist history of American popular frontism has compellingly
shown that the cultural action in which so many Popular Front sympathizers were
engaged (what he calls the “cultural front”) cannot be reduced to Communist Party
directives alone. He argues that the cultural motor at the heart of the Popular Front was
fuelled not by Party decrees, but by the creative energy of the movement’s diverse
participants. Therefore, although many fellow travelers exhibited a distinct lack of
political orthodoxy, they did not constitute a marginal “periphery” of the cultural front. In
fact, the fellow travelers, whose political opinions represented the entire gamut of left-
wing thought, were positioned at the very heart of this cultural movement.?

This was no different in France, particularly among French musicians drawn to
the movement. Although active within Popular Front cultural organizations like the
Maison de la Culture and the Fédération Musicale Populaire, only a tiny minority became
card-carrying Communists, and even fewer responded (even in veiled fashion) to
specifically political issues in their writings. Although drawn towards organizations
sponsored and funded by the Communist Party, these composers seldom subscribed to the
rhetoric and logic of Marxism in their writings on music during this period. Indeed, rarely
do these musicians and music critics employ a discourse in which politics and aesthetics
coexist in an obvious manner. In this regard, Popular Front composers appear, on the

surface, to lack the vigorous political engagement that typified the works and writings of

% Michael Denning, The Cultural Front: The Laboring of American Culture in the Twentieth Century
(London and New York: Verso, 1996), passim, but especially xiii-xx.
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German left-wing composers like Kurt Weill and Hanns Eisler throughout the 1930s. But,
as we shall see, French composers still exerted a crucial influence — through their
affiliations, writings, and musical works — on the politicized musical culture of the
Popular Front period.

Unlike studies that have focused on Eisler and Weill in Germany, Shostakovich in
the Soviet Union, or Marc Blitzstein and Aaron Copland in the United States, the
literature on French composers active during the 1930s has not often dealt with the issue
of politics.”” Even prominent survey literature of twentieth-century music, like Arnold
Whittall’s Music Since the First World War and Richard Taruskin’s Oxford History Of
Music, while examining the influence of totalitarian regimes on music in the Soviet Union
and Germany during the 1930s, do not address how ideologies derived from both fascism
and communism played out on the French scene.*®

A recent collection of French-language essays on French music during the 1930s,
while at times acknowledging the importance played by Popular Front ideology on
French éomposers, does not expand far beyond the story told by Pascal Ory. Marie-

Claude Genet-Delacroix argues that during the Popular Front, government policies

concerning music focused on introducing educational reforms within schools and State-

T Richard Taylor, Kurt Weill: Composer in a Divided World (Boston: Northeastern University Press,
1992); Kim Kowalke, “Kurt Weill in Europe, 1900-1935: A Study of his Music and Writings,” PhD. Diss
(Yale University, 1977); Elizabeth Wilson, Shostakovich: A Life Remembered (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1994); lan Macdonald, The New Shostakovich (Boston: Northeastern University Press,
1990); A Shostakovich Casebook, Malcolm Hamrick Brown, ed. (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
2004); Eric Gordon, Mark the Music: the Life and Work of Marc Blitzstein (New York: St. Martin’s Press,
1989); Elizabeth Crist, Music for the Common Man: Aaron Copland during the Depression and War
(Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press, 2005).

8 Arnold Whittall, Music Since the First World War (Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press, 1995);
Richard Taruskin, The Oxford History of Western Music (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005).
Studies of French literature, on the other hand, have not side-stepped the issue. See David Carroll’s French
Literary Fascism: Nationalism, Anti-Semitism, and the Ideology of Culture (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1995) and Leroy Géraldi and Anne Roche, Les Ecrivians et le Front Populaire (Paris: Presses de la
Fondation Nationale des Sciences Politiques, 1986).
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run institutions (i.e. the Conservatoire), on combating unemployment amongst musicians
by increasing subsidies and developing commissions programs, and on financing and
nationalizing State-funded theatres like the Opéra and Opéra-Comique.” But, Genet-
Delacroix concludes by stating that this form of cultural politics had little effect on the
musical works of composers, and that, for the most part, they remained “independent” of
larger political forces during the period.*

In the same collection of articles, Sandrine Grandgambe claims that the
government promoted a form of “musical politics” that, given the specific nature of the
musical commissions contracted out to musicians and left-wing musical organizations,
did effect musical composition. Grandgambe suggests that collective approaches to
musical creation and the importance of the popular festival as a locus of creative
inspiration were both key aspects of the “musical climate” of the period.*' Her conclusion
stresses that in order to understand the musical politics of the Popular Front, one must
look beyond the activities of those sections of government ministries directly implicated
in artistic and musical reforms.”* Here, she opens the door to the “cultural front”
methodological strategy advocated by Michael Denning, without, however, exploring it
further.

In general, little work has been undertaken to examine the broader cultural and
social contexts in which French composers operated throughout the 1930s. This contrasts
strikingly with musicological studies concerned with French musical life of the 1920s, in

which in-depth discussions of the decade’s most prominent composers (Satie, Les Six,

» Marie-Claude Genet-Delacroix, ““Musiciens officiels’ des années trente?” in Musique et musiciens d
Paris dans les années trente, ed. Daniéle Pistone, 13-16 (Paris: Champion, 2000).

30 1bid., 11, 18-19.

3! Sandrine Grandgambe, “La politique musicale du Front populaire,” in Musique et musiciens & Paris dans
les années trente, ed. Dani¢le Pistone, 31 (Paris: Champion, 2000).

32 Ibid., 33.
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Stravinsky) have increasingly benefited from historical contextualization which is
sensitive to broader aesthetic, social, political, and artistic currents. Much of this research
has been predictably centered on Les Six, and most of this has been limited to the period
1917-1925.% Following that date, we must rely on the standard biographies of these
composers — studies which, almost without exception, tend to give short shrift to any
broader examination of political considerations.>

In North American musicological writing on the period, Jane F. Fulcher has
therefore made an important contribution by placing ideology at the center of an analysis
of French musical life between the two world wars.®> She views French composers as
“intellectuals” — a term that historians has generally reserved for writers — and claims that
musicians “were aware that ideological visions were being projected onto styles.”*® In
essence, Fulcher argues that composers were fully conscious that musical styles carried
political implications and that they “manipulated the musical meanings” in their works to
political ends. She maintains that composers took political sides, and like their colleagues
in the literary world, fought a battle (in music and words) that sought to condemn or
endorse aesthetic directions and their associated political implications.

In her chapter on the Popular Front entitled, “The ‘Defense’ of French Culture in

the Thirties,” Fulcher associates certain stylistic characteristics with Popular Front

» See Eveline Hurard-Viltard, Le groupe des Six ou Le matin d'un jour de féte (Paris: Méridiens
Klincksieck, 1987); Michel Faure, Du Néoclassicisme musical dans la France du premier XX’siécle (Paris:
Fayard, 1997); Jean Roy, Le Groupe des Six (Paris: Seuil, 1994); Nancy Perloff, Art and the Everyday:
Popular Entertainment and the Circle of Evik Satie (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991).

3* Some exceptions, noteworthy for their desire to place composers from the 1930s within a larger cultural
dimension include Robert Orledge, Charles Koechlin (1867-1950): His Life and Works (London: Harwood
Academic Press, 1995) and Barbara Kelly, Tradition and Style in the Works of Darius Milhaud, 1912-1939
(Aldershot: Ashgate, 2003).

%5 Jane F. Fulcher, The Composer as Intellectual: Music and Ideology in France 1914-1940 (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2005).

36 Fulcher, The Composer as Intellectual, 8.
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composers. “Popular,” “simple,” “direct,” “naive,” are the contemporaneous catchwords
that defined Popular Front musical style, in contrast with the “oppositional musical
aesthetic” of the Right, which emphasized “spiritual,” “elevated,” and “romantic” musical
traits.>’ Many of the composers drawn to the Popular Front, she reminds us, issued from
the milieu of Les Six, and as a result of direct government sponsorship, their “aesthetic
[...] now became almost 0]j”l¢'ic1rl.”3 8

There is no doubt that certain composers benefited momentarily from Popular
Front patronage. Along with the government commissions program, prestigious
appointments and contracts were given to composers by the State, a number of which will
be discussed in the following chapters. But as Leslie Sprout’s research has shown, and as
further commissions to musicians for events like the 1937 Exposition also reveal, the
government was not overtly partisan in this regard either. Although high-profile Popular
Front composers like Milhaud and Koechlin benefited the most from State patronage, so
too did composers unsympathetic to its politics.

One noteworthy example may be found in the State’s relationship with composer
Florent Schmitt. Schmitt sparked a mini-scandal in 1933 following a performance by
Madeleine Grey (1897-1979) of three songs from Weill’s Der Silbersee (1932) at the
Salle Pleyel. The composer greeted Grey’s rendition with cries of “Vive Hitler!” and
apparently yelled (with Weill as his obvious target) “we have enough bad musicians in

'”39

France that we don’t need to be sent all the Jews of Germany Despite this much-

publicized incident, Schmitt, who defeated Stravinsky in the latter’s bid for a seat at the

37 Ibid., 199-274.

3 Ibid., 223. Stressed in original.

% Paul Achard, Comoedia, November 27, 1933: “Vive Hitler! Vive Hitler! Nous avons assez de mauvais
musiciens en France sans qu'on nous envoie tous les juifs d'Allemagne.”
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Institut in 1936 (and was presumably in little need of state “employment insurance”), was
successful in securing a commission from the anti-fascist Popular Front government for
the 1937 exposition. The work, entitled Lumiere was one of the state-ordered scores for
the “Fétes de la Lumiére,” a “sound-and-light” show organized along the banks of the
Seine. It was performed on five occasions throughout 1937, more than any of the other
works written for the event. This was “official” recognition for a composer whose politics
could not be further removed from the Popular Front. To claim therefore, that certain pro-
Popular Front composers became “official” simply because of their political sympathies,
is an exaggeration, which (particularly in light of interpretations like Fulcher’s and
others) we would do well to keep in check.

The prominence of certain members of Les Six (Milhaud, Auric, and Honegger in
particular) during this period may also be attributed to the fact that their political positions
prompted them to engage in a form of musical experimentation that, through its very
novelty, brought them attention. Theodore Adorno, referring to a similar trend already
influential in Germany, labelled it “communal music.” For him, “communal music,”
involved a compositional approach born “of neoclassicism” and was represented most
notably by Hindemith’s gebrauchsmusik and the proletarian choral works of Hanns
Eisler.*” In one of the most important of his early texts on music, he included it among a
list of four “types” of compositional approaches being utilized by modern composers.
These “types” also included the compositional approaches represented by Schoenberg

(“modern”), Stravinsky (“objective”), and Weill (“surreal”).*!

“ Theodor W. Adorno, “On the Social Situation of Music (1932),” in Essays on Music, ed, Richard Leppert
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002), 397.
! Ibid., 395.
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French composers had become well acquainted with these last three “types”
during the 1920s. Indeed, both Stravinsky’s neoclassical “objective” idiom and the
aesthetic roots of Weill’s “surrealism” were indebted to developments that took place on
French soil. Following the First World War, Schoenberg’s music was increasingly well
known by the French avant-garde, and the circle of Les Six promoted his music at their
favourite night time haunt of the éarly 1920s, the “American” bar “Le Boeuf sur la Toit.”
Meanwhile, communal music (“class-conscious proletarian music” as Adorno described
it) had remained notably absent from the agenda of French avant-garde composers (even
amongst early converts to Communism like Erik Satie and Louis Durey) prior to the
Popular Front.*

A sudden flurry of “communal music” written by high-profile composers was
therefore bound to create a journalistic buzz. Composers who set out on this aesthetic
path may have enjoyed government approval, but they also had the allure of novelty on
their side. This was as much a result of the critical issues that composers were now
addressing forthright as with the stylistic and generic alterations that were being prompted
by experimentation with this “type” of modern music. Yet, however “novel” the approach
of Popular Front composers, we shall see that there was still much in the content of this
“communal” music that was not new at all.

Fulcher has argued that the Popular Front was a period of legitimization for the
music of Les Six; their rebellious experiments of the late 1910s and early 1920s were
finally given official sanction, at the same time that their music was favourably

interpreted through a left-wing perspective.*’ She also claims that many of the composers

2 Ibid., 410.
3 Bulcher, French Cultural Politics and Music, 223.
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involved “had made contacts with composers and projects in Germany during the Weimar

Republic and could therefore apply lessons learned in this context to France.”**

Chapter Outline

Chapters 1 and 2 will elaborate, and somewhat modify these two assertions. In
Chapter 1 (From “Lifestyle Modernism” to “Populist Modernism™), I propose that certain
aspects of the immediate post-War style of Les Six were indeed — as Fulcher rightly
claims — valorized during the Popular Front. Unlike Fulcher, however, I argue that the
members of Les Six who were drawn to the Popular Front made considerable
modifications to their compositional aesthetic as a result of their political alignment. The
influences of this aesthetic shift on composition were subtle, for even critics pointed out
the stylistic continuities that existed between works composed in the early 1920s and
political works of the 1930s. Still, the changes were real, and effected composers’ musical
styles, genre choices and borrowing practices.

In Chapter 2 (Red Songs on French Streets), I challenge Fulcher’s assertion that
the compositional strategies employed by composers during the Popular Front in France
can be traced backed to contact with left-wing musical activity during the Weimar
Republic. Following the 1934 Writer’s Congress in Moscow, French left-wing
intellectuals unquestionably referenced the aesthetic and political models being promoted
by the Soviet Union. This influence gradually trickled down to the musical world when,
in late 1934, post-revolutionary Soviet music was increasingly performed at high-profile
concert venues in Paris. During the years directly preceding the Popular Front, the left-

wing musical organizations that eventually rose to prominence closely followed the

“4 1bid., 223-224.
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developments of Soviet musical culture and even incorporated elements derived from
socialist realism into their own aesthetic and political programs.

In Chapter 3 (The Fédération Musicale Populaire) I will discuss the most
prominent of these organizations, the Fédération Musicale Populaire (FMP). Many of
France’s most prestigious composers became affiliated with the FMP following the
Popular Front’s electoral victory in 1936. I will reveal that despite the Fédération’s vast
and varied membership, it — like most successful cultural organizations — developed a
consistent aesthetic vision, most clearly laid out by its second president, the composer
Charles Koechlin. The FMP encouraged composers to employ avant-garde compositional
techniques while writing works aimed at large, popular audiences. Advocating solidarity
between workers and composers, the FMP published modern works for amateur musical
ensembles and sought educational reforms in order to improve accessibility to music for
all. As FMP member Henri Radiguer commented, “the Fédération Musicale Populaire
could also be called Front Musical Populaire with everything that such a name can
express about faith in unity, ardour in action and confidence in democracy.”

Chapter 4 (Popular Sources and the Musical Left) will highlight to what extent the
FMP (and other left-wing musical organizations of the period) looked to folk music and
music inspired by the French revolution to express a political position and to engage with

the masses. By 1936, Soviet aesthetic models had been assimilated by left-wing

organizations, which now looked to promote the development of indigenous folk and

*> Henri Radiguer, “La Fédération musicale populaire,” L’Art musical populaire May 1, 1937): 2: “Qu’ils
viennent & la FMP qui peut aussi bien vouloir dire: Front Musical Populaire avec tout ce que cette
appellation d’actualité peut exprimer de foi dans I’union, d’ardeur dans ’action, de confiance dans la
démocratie.”
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revolutionary music, as well as the rich heritage of French revolutionary works dating
back to the late-eighteenth century.

Chapter 5 (Music for Bastille Day) will examine what is arguably the most
significant work of art created — or in this case, recreated — during the Popular Front:
Romain Rolland’s turn-of-the-century play, Le 14 Juillet. A state commission through the
Maison de la Culture to mark the Bastille Day celebrations of 1936, it called for an
extensive musical accompaniment that was provided by seven members of the Fédération
Musicale Populaire. I argue that their musical contributions faithfully represent the
populist modernist aesthetic that dominated the aesthetic agenda of the FMP. Through
recourse to “popular” idioms like folksong and revolutionary music, these seven
composers displayed their commitment to creating a bridge between elite and popular
expression in the service of political ideology.

Chapter 6 (Left-Wing Politics at the Opéra-Comique) examines the situation at the
Théatre de 1’Opéra-Comique, a venue that did not remain immune to the political and
aesthetic climate issued in by the Popular Front electoral victory. Following sit-in strikes
by its personnel at the close of the 1936 season, Education Minister Jean Zay was forced
to take broad-based measures to appease the workers and to help restore financial
viability to a theatre that was notorious for squandering money. During a period of
administrative reorganization that lasted until 1939, a group of twelve composers was
handpicked by the Minister to form a committee whose function was to adjudicate
incoming works and propose the most deserving among them for production within the
theatre. Most of these composers were also members of the FMP. I will argue that their
programming choices, while attempting to nudge the moribund genre of opéra comique

into the modern age, were also subtly informed by left-wing aesthetic values.
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Chapter 7 (Populist Modernism at the 1937 Exposition) examines several
experimental works performed in the context of the 1937 Exposition des arts et des
techniques dans la vie moderne. Though largely planned earlier in the decade, the Popular
Front government attempted to make its presence felt at the Exposition through a number
of last-minute commissions. This included an experimental series of comic operas as well
as two experimental theatrical works that called for important musical contributions
(Jean-Richard Bloch’s Naissance d’une cité and the collective Liberté). Furthermore, the
Popular Front sponsored a startlingly innovative series of popular, open-air Fétes de la
lumiere, each meticulously accompanied by one of eighteen different scores.

Throughout this dissertation I reveal that musical culture in France was
profoundly influenced by the prevailing political climate of the Popular Front. Unlike the
analyses of Pascal Ory and Jane Fulcher, however, I suggest that the impetus for this
culture, though reflected in important ways within the government and its ministries,
emanated primarily from the Popular Front distinctive cultural spirit. This esprit was a
reflection of the cultural aspirations of the working class and those intellectuals who
wished to make it a reality. Unlike any other study of the music of this period, I have
combined cultural and political contextualization with close readings of a significant
quantity of musical works. I have done this in order to show that the left-wing music of
the Popular Front is stylistically and aesthetically indebted to important aspects of the
French musical tradition. Populist modernism, with its links to the 1920s aesthetic
positions of Les Six, and its musical references to the French Revolution and the folk
music of the nation, stands as a distinctive artistic response to both the political

exigencies and the cultural spirit of the Popular Front.
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Chapter 1 — From “Lifestyle Modernism” to “Populist Modernism”

In an article written for La Revue musicale in 1937, composer Charles Koechlin
brought attention to a group of composers whom he somewhat audaciously labelled “Les

’71

Sept.”” These seven composers — Georges Auric, Darius Milhaud, Daniel Lazarus, Arthur
Honegger, Albert Roussel, Jacques Ibert and Koechlin himself — had recently participated
in the highly politicized revival of Romain Rolland’s play, Le 14 Juillet, a performance
that was commissioned by the government to function as the apotheosis to the elaborate
Bastille Day events of 1936 (see Chapter 5). Each composer had written a segment of the
incidental music — a collective venture reminiscent of the collaboration practiced by Les
Six (minus Louis Durey) for Jean Cocteau’s Les Mariés de la Tour Eiffel of 1921. Unlike
Les Six (a name established by critic Henri Collet in a group of articles that appeared in
Comoedia in 1920) the moniker “Les Sept” never caught on.” But it easily could have.
During the Popular Front, these seven composers were among the most prominent in
France and benefited from extensive visibility in left-wing journals and newspapers like
L’Humanité, Ce Soir and Vendredi. Even a cursory glance at left-wing publications from
the period leaves one with the over-riding impression that during the Popular Front, “Les
Sept” represented the vanguard of modernist musical developments in France.

Koechlin evidently coined “Les Sept” in order to underline strong continuities
between this new group and Les Six of the 1920s. Of course, continuities were intrinsic

here, as three members of Les Six (Auric, Honegger, Milhaud) were also members of

! Charles Koechlin, “De I’art pour I’art et de I’état des esprits & ce jour,” La Revue musicale (June-July
1937): 23.

2 Henri Collet, “Un livre de Rimsky et un livre de Cocteau. Les cinqg russes, les six francais, et Erik Satie,”
Comoedia, January 16, 1920; Henri Collet, “Les ‘Six’ frangais,” Comoedia, January 23, 1920.

25



“Les Sept.” In Koechlin’s view, a strong sense of stylistic continuity linked the music for
Le 14 Juillet, written at the height of the Popular Front, with works written by these
composers during the 1920s. For example, Koechlin asserted that Milhaud’s contribution
to Le 14 Juillet was reminiscent of the composer’s 1926 opera, Les Malheurs d’Orphée,
and that Auric’s contribution reminded him of his Diaghilev-produced ballet Les

Fécheux, written in 1924.°

Lifestyle Modernism

Many historians have stressed how the majority of works by the members of Les
Six effected a rupture with the musical “impressionism” of Debussy and the romantic
legacy of Wagner during the period directly following World War 1* This was
particularly true in the case of Milhaud, Auric, and Poulenc who, following the lead of
Erik Satie, all found aesthetic stimulation through contact with the “everyday,” a
fascination that was translated into their works through references to jazz, popular songs,
American dances, and the atmosphere of the European circus. As Nancy Perloff has
shown, their general approach was to fuse stylistic elements borrowed from popular
sources into works that otherwise followed post-war musical developments in harmony
and orchestration.’ Darius Milhaud’s 1921 “shimmy” entitled Caramel mou (Soft
Caramel) provides an example of this approach. The shimmy derives its name from the

French word “chemise,” because it was this piece of clothing — particularly what it

3 Charles Koechlin, “Musique savante...et populaire,” L ’Humanité, September 6, 1936: “Les Danses
d’Auric pouvaient faire parti d’un de ses ballets composés par Daghilew [sic]; la Marche funébre de
Milhaud n’est pas si lointaine parente de celle qu’on entendit dans les Malheurs d’Orphée...”

* Indeed, so too did Henri Collet in the article that christened the group, “Un livre de Rimsky et un livre de
Cocteau. Les cing russes, les six frangais, et Erik Satie,” Comoedia, January 16, 1920.

3 Nancy Perloff, Art and the Everyday: Popular Entertainment and the Circle of Erik Satie (Oxford and
New York: Clarendon Press, 1991), 6-7 and passim.
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concealed — that its rapid to and fro shoulder movement thrusts lasciviously highlighted.
It was an upbeat relative of the foxtrot and was widely popular, particularly among solo
female performers during the late 1910s in both the US and Europe. Perhaps inspired by
George Auric’s 1920 foxtrot, Adieu New York!, Milhaud’s shimmy, which he later
transcribed for jazz orchestra, unmistakably conjures up the style of this popular dance
(example 1.1).5 Although a “shimmy” by name, there is also much in Milhaud’s piece
that defies the musical conventions of this staple of interwar burlesque entertainment.
Most salient in this regard is the harmony, for even in the opening measures — which
otherwise mimic the melodies and rhythmic profile of a conventional shimmy — Milhaud
lays down an ostinato “oom-pah” accompaniment that offers a dissonant hint of what is to

come.

Ex. 1.1. Darius Milhaud, Caramel mou (1921), mm. 4-8.
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The harmonic friction introduced during the shimmy’s opening phrase (notice the
chromatic movement through E-F-F# in the bass and its incorrect “cadence” to B-flat on
the first beat) sets the scene for some vigorous black-note/white-note polytonal action
later in the piece.” By the end of the work the only shimmy-like stylistic qualities that

remain consist of dotted rhythms and syncopated accents — Milhaud’s pungent polytonal

¢ Ibid., 174-177.

7 As Frangois de Medecis has noted, in the early 1920s all of the members of Les Six were seen to share a
common compositional interest in polytonality. It is equally important to note that not all of the members of
Les Six were equally interested in popular American idioms, although all participated — in one or another —
in what Perloff has described as the “cult of the everyday.” Francois de Médicis, “Darius Milhaud and the
Debate on Polytonality in the French Press of the 1920s,” Music and Letters 86 (2005): 573-591.
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idiom serves to definitively distance this “shimmy” from the popular source to which it is

indebted (example 1.2).

Ex. 1.2, Darius Milhaud, Caramel mou, mm, 72-76.
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In his aesthetic pamphlet Le Cogq et I’arlequin (1918), Jean Cocteau, acting as Les
Six’s self-appointed publicist, stressed the importance of such popular sources in the
development of a national art that could “escape” the pernicious effects of German
influence.® These “everyday” stimuli informed a number of important works from the
period, like Parade and Les Mariés de la Tour Eiffel, Milhaud’s jazz-ballet La Création
du monde, his Brazilian dance-pantomine Le Boeuf sur le toit, Poulenc’s song cycle
Cocardes, and Satie’s silent film-score, Reldche.

Lynn Garafola, in her study of “Les Ballets russes,” was one of the first to point
out that the aesthetic of the “everyday” (so prominent in ballet productions featuring the
music of Satie and Les Six) catered to “the pastimes and consumer styles of France’s
upper class” — a segment of the population that extolled “the sophisticated

% As she comments: “where the fout Paris stammed, Cocteau, its self-

commonplace.
appointed vanguardist, found the material for its rarefied entertainments.”'’ Recently,

Richard Taruskin, in his six-volume history of music, appropriates Garafola’s concept of

8 Jean Cocteau, “Cock and Harlequin,” in 4 Call to Order by Jean Cocteau, trans. Rollo H. Myers (London:
Faber and Gwyer, 1926), 3.
? Lynn Garafola, Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989), 101.
10 3y

Ibid., 101.
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“lifestyle modernism” to refer to the modernist aesthetic associated with Les Six."' He
thus follows in the footsteps of a number of musicologists who view the general recourse
to popular idioms — increasingly prominent following the 1917 performances of Parade —
as representing a desire to cater to the new fashions and interests of France’s artistic elite.
For example, Steven Whiting has referred to the attraction of Les Six to American
popular music as “faddishness;” Mary C. Davis has shown how the everyday modernism
of Satie reflected the fashion sense of his elite Parisian public; and Bernard Gendron has
claimed that in France following World War I, “avant-garde performance was at its most

12

fashionable.”'“ Rejecting impressionist musical “fog” and its concomitant exoticism,

Cocteau summed up the spirit of the time in Le Coq et I’arlequin when he claimed:

Impressionist music is outdone, for example, by a certain American dance that I
saw at the Casino de Paris. This was what the dance was like: the American band
accompanied it on banjos and thick nickel tubes. On the right of the little black-
coated group there was a barman of noises under a gilt pergola with bells,
triangles, boards, and motorcycle horns. With these he fabricated cocktails, adding
from time to time a dash of cymbals, all the while rising from his seat, posturing

and smiling vacuously."

" Taruskin, The Oxford History of Western Music, vol. 4, The Early Twentieth Century (New York and
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005),

12 Steven Moore Whiting, Satie the Bohemian: From Cabaret to Concert Hall (Oxford and New York:
Oxford University Press, 1999), 561; Mary C. Davis, “Modernity & la mode: Popular Culture and Avant-
Gardism in Erik Satie's Sports et divertissements,” The Musical Quarterly 83 (1999): 430-473; Bernard
Gendron, Between Montmartre and the Mudd Club: Popular Music and the Avant-Garde (Chicago:
Chicago University Press, 2002), §83.

B Cocteau, Cock and Harlequin, 13.
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Here music is equated with cocktail culture — artistically translated by Milhaud in
his 1920 piece, Cocktail — and the elitist entertainments (including music-hall
performances) offered in the exclusive confines of the Casino. The “everyday” aesthetic
may have drawn upon “popular” sources, but this was popular culture as visited and
understood by a fashionable elite. All of these lifestyle modernist works employ musical
features and compositional approaches — from pentatonic, whole-tone and modal writing
in Satie, to dense orchestrations and chromaticism in Auric, to bitonality in Milhaud —
that distinguish them from the popular sources to which they were indebted.

French lifestyle modernism was particularly prominent between 1917 and 1924,
but declining interest in the trend coincided with the performances of Satie’s Reldche
(1924), which received mainly negative reviews even from those members of Les Six
(particularly Georges Auric) previously sympathetic to the music-hall atmosphere it
attempted to recreate.'” Popular sources no longer found their way easily into the works
of “elite” composers due to a number of factors, the most significant of which concerned
the wide-spread development of formal neoclassicism and a waning interest (amongst the
composing and listening elite) in the increasingly commodified idioms of American
popular music.”> A critical divide was beginning to re-emerge. To dabble in popular
music was once again becoming a sign of “amateurism” — a critical slight that Satie,
following a decade positioned at the apex of the avant-garde movement, was once more
forced to endure.'® Though jazz and blues would make sporadic appearances throughout

the remainder of the 1920s (most notably in works by Ravel like L’Enfant et les

' Whiting, Satie the Bohemian, 556.

5 Jeffrey H. Jackson, Making Jazz French: Music and Modern Life in Interwar Paris (Durham and
London: Duke University Press, 2003), 121.

16 Emile Vuillermoz, review of Reldche, by Erik Satie, La Revue musicale, February 1, 1925: 165-168.
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sortiléeges, the Sonata for violin and piano, and the Concerto pour la main gauche), by
1924 the larger aesthetic premise of “lifestyle modernism” had run its course.

Popular music was not the only aspect of “lifestyle modernism” on the decline:
the multiple references to the “everyday” that had functioned as the décor for works like
Le Train Bleu and Les Mariés de la Tour Eiffel were substituted by the austere allure of
antiquity, exemplified in works like Stravinsky’s Oedipus Rex. The French reception of
Ernst Krenek’s “Zeitoper,” Jonny spielt auf (performed in Paris in 1928), is a telling
example of the changing aesthetic environment. The work, which energetically engaged
with the everyday, failed badly; its jazz references and topicality left Parisian audiences,

who had already lived through the fad, bored and unenthusiastic.'”

Populist Modernism

A remarkable development, however, occurred in the mid-1930s when many of
the composers who had been involved with the lifestyle modernist aesthetic of the early
1920s became sympathetic to the left-wing politics of the Popular Front. As figure 1
reveals, by 1936 a considerable number of composers active within what Perloff calls
“the circle of Erik Satie” had drawn close to the Fédération Musicale Populaire (FMP).
Four members of Les Six (Auric, Milhaud, Honegger, and Durey) as well as two
members of Satie’s informal Ecole d’Arcueil (Roger Désormiére and Jean Wiéner)

became active within the organization, presided over by Albert Roussel (until his death in

1937) and Charles Koechlin (1937-1939; 1945-1950).

'7 Susan C. Cook, Opera for a New Republic: The Zeitopern of Krenek, Weill, and Hindemith (Ann Arbor
and London: UMI Research Press, 1988), 108.
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Fig. 1. Lifestyle modernists and populist modernists (1920-1938).

Lifestyle Modernists

Les Six (1920)

Louis Durey
Germaine Tailleferre
Francis Poulenc

Georges Auric
Arthur Honegger
Darius Milhaud

Populist Modernists

FMP (1935-1938)

Louis Durey

“Les Sept”
Georges Auric
Arthur Honegger
Darius Milhaud

Charles Koechlin
Albert Roussel
Daniel Lazarus
Jacques lbert

Close to Les Six

Erik Satie
Jean Cocteau
Henri Cliquet-Pleyel Henri Cliquet-Pleyel

Satie’s “Ecole d’Arcueil”

Roger Désormiére Roger Désormiére
Jean Wiéner Jean Wiéner
Henri Sauguet

Elsa Barraine
Henry Sauveplane
André Jolivet
Maurice Jaubert
Yvonne Desportes

With the political and social demands of the masses now brought to the fore, and
the incentive to build bridges between intellectual elites and the populace encouraged by
political parties on the Left and their associated cultural organizations like the FMP,
musicians sought once again to fuse “popular” and “elite” musical sources, but this time,
for explicitly political reasons. The lifestyle modernism of the early 1920s was thereby
reinvigorated, but not without significant modifications. While these works maintained

essential stylistic similarities with lifestyle modernist works (articulated through similar

32



borrowing procedures and an anti-romantic compositional approach), the political works
of the 1930s partook of a different impulse, one that I call “populist modernism.”

What is populist modernism? In contrast to lifestyle modernism, populist
modernism is an aesthetico-political stance that aimed to incorporate popular sources not
from American jazz and the circus grounds, but from folk music and revolutionary music.
This included music written in the wake of the revolution of 1789, but also a repertory of
revolutionary songs from the nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries. When seen from
the ideological viewpoint of the Popular Front, these popular sources, as well as their
associated traditions, had powerful political resonance and were perceived as representing
the “soul” of the French people.

Not always content to simply borrow from this established repertory, composers
also wrote their own modern folk and revolutionary works in a show of solidarity with the
working masses and their social and political aspirations. For example, Koechlin,
Milhaud, Auric, Honegger, along with other members of the FMP wrote and published
modern revolutionary songs and folk tunes that were intended to complement existing
traditions and to reflect more accurately the French working classes, both rural and urban.
These populist modernist works channeled communal values by self-consciously
embracing collective, as opposed to individualistic, modes of artistic creation. Innovative
collaborative works were now viewed as an aesthetic priority, and, as we shall see, the
left-wing organizations that flourished during the Popular Front were at the vanguard of
promoting exactly these specific forms of creative endeavors.

In this sense, some French populist modernist works are closely related to what
Adorno categorizes “use music” or “communal music”: politically charged workers’

choruses or folk-inspired melodies intended to accompany communal life. Adorno’s
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negative critique of communal music took aim at how it positioned itself vis-a-vis its
ostensible public. For Adorno, the success of communal music relies upon a situation
wherein the consciousness of the public is “absolutized” and in which the musical taste of
the masses is the sole arbiter of a composition’s worth. In the case of class-conscious
proletarian music, this demands that the composer exhibit a sympathetic understanding of
the perceived musical needs of the proletariat — “singability, simplicity, collective
effectiveness.” As Adorno claims, however, this is a thoroughly misguided strategy, for it
neglects to acknowledge that these very “needs” (understood in terms of bourgeois
practice), are the result — and therefore the reiteration — of the mechanics of class
domination.'® Writing “communal music” that is characterized by “singability and
simplicity” only reinforces bourgeois prejudices about what kind of music is most
appropriate for “the people.” It assumes that “the people” are incapable of appreciating
anything else and simultaneously ensures that they will remain ignorant of bourgeois
musical styles and practices. What follows from such a Marxist-oriented analysis is that
music that caters to the musical understanding of the proletariat does little more than
confirm that social group’s submissiveness, or “false consciousness,” within capitalist
society. Furthermore, it places grave limitations on the forms, styles, and methods that
may be employed in musical composition.

Adorno’s analysis is somewhat crude, not only for its blatant social determinism,
but also because his critique of class-conscious communal music is based exclusively on
the example of one composer, Hanns Eisler. The situation in France during the Popular

Front, combined with the attitudes of various French composers to the issues surrounding

¥ Theodor W. Adorno, “On the Social Situation of Music (1932),” in Essays on Music, ed. Richard Leppert
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002), 410.
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“music for the people,” further point to some of the limitations in Adorno’s discussion.
After all, in France major tensions concerning which consciousness was to be
“absolutized” in the writing of music “for the people” were readily apparent. As we will
see in Chapters 2 and 3, although some composers adopted a position that aimed to
cultivate “singability, simplicity, and collective effectiveness,” many others maintained
that “communal” music should not be dictated by public demand and expectation, but
rather by the individual conscience of each composer. Indeed, as I will explore in Chapter
3, some felt that the proletariat deserved and were even better equipped than the
bourgeoisie to appreciate modern music and all of its attendant complexities because their
social situation actually enhanced their ability to appreciate certain musical procedures
that were generally denounced as incomprehensible by bourgeois audiences.

Adorno writes that “only utopian-idealistic thinking could demand [in the place of
politically correct proletarian communal music] a music internally suited to the function
of the proletariat, but incomprehensible to the proletariat.”’® As we shall see, such
“utopian-idealistic thinking” was certainly manifest within the ranks of the FMP. In fact,
works composed “for the people” that simultaneously retained modernist syntactical
attributes were highly encouraged. For many, the goal was not to create “communal”
music, which, through deliberately simplified musical syntax, could potentially be
associated with a profoundly reactionary, or even, fascistic compositional aesthetic.
Rather, a modern and “free” music (more on this adjective in Chapter 3) that was
cognizant of its new social function as music “for the people” became the standard by
which many composers expressed their political engagement. As future FMP president

Charles Koechlin expressed in his 1936 pamphlet La Musique et le peuple: “We dream of

Y Ibid., 411.
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a modern art, rich with all the conquests of harmony, counterpoint and orchestration (or
more stripped down, if the subject calls for it) or even made of collective songs that will
rise up in the air, simple and naked, unaccompanied, as it was in the past.”?® This was
idealistic thinking that saw well beyond musical criteria such as singability and
simplicity.

The term “populist modernism” attempts to account for this aesthetic approach.
The term is deliberately contradictory, for in the political context under discussion
compositional choices were dominated by tensions over the perceived differences
between the increasingly complex idioms of “modern” music and the immediacy
necessitated by placing “the people” at the centre of its concerns. Furthermore, whereas
“populism” evokes an attempt to resonate with the will, desires, or perceived essence of
“the people,” modernism has often been associated with artistic movements and figures
that have been notoriously incapable of arousing the interest of “the people,” and which
have traditionally catered (intentionally or not) to expressing the collective identity of
social elites. Understood this way, populism naturally finds itself in natural opposition to
high-modernist artistic movements because it is characteristically suspicious of the elites
and intellectuals who partake in them.?' Ultimately, the term “populist modernism” points
to crucial social and cultural antinomies at the heart of the modernist movement (and by
extension the Popular Front) as well as to the profound aesthetic fractures that resulted
from the political engagement of artists during the interwar period. The term is useful in

that it helps to locate a general form of explicitly politicized artistic activity, which, in the

2 Charles Koechlin, La Musique et le peuple (Paris: Editions Sociales Internationales, 1936), 5. “Nous
révons d’un art moderne, riche de toutes les conquétes de 1’harmonie, du contrepoint et de I’orchestration —
ou plus dépouillé au besoin, si le sujet le comporte — ou méme fait de chants collectifs qui s’éléveront dans
I’air.”
! For a discussion see Paul Taggart, Populism (Buckingham and Philadelphia: Open University Press,
2000).
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hands of individual artists, resulted in extremely divergent creative responses. Whereas
Michael Denning’s term “cultural front” reflects a movement of artists united through
similar artistic and political goals, “populist modernism” provides a name for what he has
called the “formal and aesthetic problem” of culture informed by Popular Front politics —
that of artistically representing “the people.”*

The following chapters will discuss a number of musical works in which French
composers of the mid-1930s employed a populist modernist aesthetic: the modern
folksong collections complied by members of the FMP, the repertory of the proletarian-
based Chorale Populaire de Paris, the complete music for Le 14 Juillet, the incidental
music for the experimental theatrical productions Liberté and Naissance d’une cite, and
even comic operas like Roussel’s Le Testament de la Tante Caroline and Marcel
Delannoy’s Philippine. These works can all be related, either as a result of specific

musical gestures they employ, or the contexts in which they were conceived and

performed, to the aesthetics of populist modernism.

22 Michael Denning, The Cultural Front: The Labouring of American Culture in the Twentieth Century
(London: Verso, 1998), 125.
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Chapter 2 — Red Songs on French Streets

L'art, c'est la pensée humaine
Qui va brisant toute chaine!
L'art, c'est le doux conquérant!
A lui le Rhin et le Tibre!
Peuple esclave, il te fait libre;
Peuple libre, il te fait grand!

Victor Hugo, “L’art et le peuple” (1851)
In 1926, Darius Milhaud, in the company of his wife Madeleine and the composer
Jean Wiéner, embarked on a tour of the Soviet Union. As Milhaud later recalled, this trip
was an attempt to “resume musical ties” between France and the Soviet Union. Upon
arrival, the composer was thoroughly impressed with the energy and creative vitality of
Soviet artists and the responsiveness and enthusiasm of Soviet audiences.' During their
excursions, the French trio met young Soviet composers of different aesthetic stripes,
including Gavriel Popov (1904-1972), Vladimir Deshevov (1889-1955), and Dimitri
Shostakovich (1906-1975).2 Milhaud later commented on the “argumentative and
hairsplitting” atmosphere that reigned in Moscow, where antagonisms between
aesthetically opposed factions like the Association of Contemporary Music (ASM) and
the Russian Association of Proletarian Musicians (RAPM) were particularly intense.’
Milhaud’s sojourn afforded him a rare glimpse at artistic and political
developments in the Soviet Union, something that had been denied French composers
since the outset of the First World War. The Bolshevik Revolution of 1917 further
curtailed the rich transmission of ideas that had characterized musical relations between

France and Russia at the fin-de-siécle. In the wake of these events, exiled Russian

' Darius Milhaud, Ma Vie heureuse (Paris: Belfond, 1973), 153; Maurice Parijanine “Un maitre de la
musique moderne, Darius Milhaud, revient de la Russie enthousiasmé,” L 'Humanité, May 17, 1926.

2 Milhaud, Ma Vie heureuse, 155.

3 Darius Milhaud, Notes Without Music (New York: Knopf, 1953), 189.
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composers like Stravinsky continued to develop their musical languages in Western
Europe, where they were far removed from the aesthetic and political upheavals of their
native land.* In fact, like Stravinsky, most Russian expatriates living in the West
condemned the new cultural and social developments in the Soviet Union.” Artistic
groups that had been prominent supporters of Russian music before World War I (like the
Paris-based Ballets Russes) now did little to promote new Soviet music. During the
1920s, they threw their support behind the young French composers of Les Six,
particularly Milhaud, Francis Poulenc, and Georges Auric.® Even though Les Six had
been initially compared to Russia’s “Mighty Five,” during this period they too showed
little interest in Soviet developments and were more clearly influenced by the popular
musical idioms emanating from the United States and the atonal works of Arnold
Schoenberg.” As a result of these attitudes, the music of a new generation of Soviet
composers, despite traditional exchanges between the two countries, was rarely heard in
France before the 1940s. As André Coeuroy commented following a performance of
Soviet music at the Salle Pleyel in 1936: “here in Paris, we are completely and absolutely

uninformed about Russian music since the Revolution.”®

* An important exception to this was Prokofiev, who continued to follow artistic events in the Soviet Union
as best he could, particular during the ten years preceding his definitive return to the country in 1936.

3 Joseph Kiblitsky, Jean-Claude Marcade, and Yevgenia Petrova, eds., Russian Paris, 1910-1960 (Saint
Petersburg: Palace Editions, 2003).

® Poulenc’s Les Biches (1924), Milhaud’s Le Train Bleu (1924), and Auric’s Les Fdcheux (1923) were
among the works by French composers commissioned for Sergei Diaghliev’s Ballets Russes during this
period. See Lynn Garafola, Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1989).

7 Henri Collet, “Les cing Russes et les six Frangais,” Comoedia, January 16, 1920; Nancy Perloff, 47t and
the Everyday: Popular Entertainment and the Circle of Ervik Satie (Oxford and New York: Oxford
University Press, 1991).

8 André Coeuroy, “Musique soviétique — Chostakovitch — Glazunov,” Beaux-Arts, April 3, 1936. Coeuroy
never actually attended the concert. As he describes in his sarcastic review, the hall was full when he
arrived and the organizers had not thought to reserve extra seats for critics. One notable exception to the
general dearth of Soviet music in Western Europe was Alexsandr Mosolov’s Zavod (The Foundry) op. 19,
which was frequently performed during the late 1920s.
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Ironically, Coeuroy’s review appeared at a moment when performances of Soviet
music were in fact on the rise in the French capital. The primary impetus behind these
concerts was ideological: the mid-decade growth of European antifascism had provoked
intense curiosity about Soviet culture in France. In the aftermath of the February 1934
fascist riots in Paris, support for Soviet ideology and the French Communist Party (PCF)
dramatically increased.’ Many intellectuals became attracted to the Soviet cultural model,
perceived to be founded upon egalitarian methods of production and distribution and
which placed the community, rather than the individual, at the center of aesthetic
concerns. This radical conceptualization, with its concomitant re-evaluation of art’s social
role, inspired a number of newly formed cultural organizations to adopt aesthetic
positions inspired by Communist ideology.

In this chapter I will examine how post-revolutionary Soviet music was initially
introduced in France and how it influenced pro-communist individuals and organizations
during the years leading up to the formation of the French Popular Front in 1935.
Performances of Soviet music, along with other contacts with Soviet culture during this
period prompted French artists and musicians to consider how they could foster similarly
motivated forms of artistic expression. I will argue that socialist realism, though
benefiting from only limited support in France, nonetheless exerted an important
influence upon the development of aesthetic programs within prominent left-wing cultural
organizations in France. Many of these organizations (like the Fédération Musicale
Populaire (FMP) and the Maison de la Culture) grew out of smaller organizations like the

Association des Ferivains et Artistes Révolutionnaires (AEAR), which were highly

? For a succinct analysis of the 1934 riots and its implications for both the Right and Left in France see
Serge Bernstein, Le 6 février 1934 (Paris: Gallimard, 1975).
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implicated in the promotion of Soviet culture before the advent of the Popular Front.
Soviet socialist realism, with its concentration on the artistic representation of the
proletariat and the use of folk-inspired styles, would later fuse with other aesthetic
programs during the Popular Front to create a distinctive musical aesthetic that I have
labeled “populist modernism.” Charting the reception of socialist realism in France during
these years thus allows us to better understand the unique ways that French musicians

subsequently appropriated Soviet aesthetics for their own artistic and political ends.

The AEAR and Soviet Culture

One of the most influential left-wing cultural organizations in France during the
1930s was the Association des Ecrivains et Artistes Révolutionnaires (AEAR), founded in
1932 by Henri Barbusse, director of the Communist daily, Monde, and Paul Vaillant-
Couturier, a prominent Communist dépuzé.'® It initially comprised over five hundred
intellectuals who were brought together under the ideological premise of anti-fascism.
Although clearly influenced by Soviet political developments and the aesthetic
implications of communism (its members included Communist intellectuals Louis
Aragon and Paul Nizan), the AEAR maintained a relative degree of autonomy from the
Parti Communiste Frangais (PCF). In this regard, the AEAR was not an exclusively
partisan organization. For example, prominent interwar writers like André Gide and
Romain Rolland were all actively involved in the organization despite the fact that they

did not hold PCF memberships. Like so many left-wing cultural groups of the period, the

19 Julian Jackson, The Popular Front in France: Defending Democracy, 1934-1938 (Cambridge and New
York: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 119. Information on the organization can be found in Nicole
Racine, “L’Association des Ecrivains et Artistes révolutionnaires (AEAR),” Le Mouvement social 54
(January-March 1966), 29-47.
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AEAR was an organization that welcomed political fellow travelers, and in turn promoted
interest in Soviet culture and aesthetics.

In July 1933, the AEAR began issuing Commune, a monthly publication that
combined serious essays and creative work inspired by left-wing political concerns. The
first issue’s lead article outlined the organization’s aesthetic position in light of recent

European political developments:

The economic crisis, the Fascist threat, the danger of war, the example of cultural
development of the Soviet masses in the face of the regression of Western
civilization provide conditions which at present are favorable to the development

of proletarian and revolutionary literary and artistic activity in France.!!

In August 1934 a contingent of AEAR members traveled to the Soviet Union to
attend the All-Union Congress of Soviet Writers. The Congress was a landmark affair in
the world of Soviet culture. It looked to showcase the leading lights of Soviet literature
and to emphasize the links that bound the works of the country’s great writers with the
proletariat. The Congress had a tremendous influence not only on Soviet writers and
artists, but also on pro-Communist writers in the West. As Popular Front movements
surfaced in France, the United States, England, and Spain, similar congresses were
organized, first in Paris in 1935, then in Madrid in 1936.'* These typically hosted a

who’s-who of prominent left-wing intellectuals both from the West and the Soviet Union.

"' Quoted in Herbert R. Lottman, The Left Bank: Writers, Artists, and Politics from the Popular Front to the
Cold War (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1982), 59.

12 For a vivid account of the Paris Congress see Roger Shattuck’s account entitled “Having Congress: The
Shame of the Thirties,” in The Innocent Eye: On Modern Literature and the Arts (Boston: MFA
Publications, 2003), 3-31.
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For the French contingent, the pioneering Soviet Congress was particularly significant not
only because it marked the revival of significant cultural exchanges between France and
the Soviet Union, but also because the opening speech by Andrei Zhdanov introduced
French intellectuals to the new, State-endorsed aesthetic of socialist realism.'?

Numerous writers, commenting both before and after the collapse of the Soviet
Union, have outlined that socialist realism was an aesthetic conceived largely in a
retrospective fashion." Indebted to the ideological concerns of Soviet proletarian artist-
groups of the 1920s, socialist realism was only given the official seal of approval by
Stalin’s cultural advisors (including Zhdanov) following the forced dissolution of every
one of the country’s autonomous artistic groups in 1932. As of 1934, members of the
Union of Soviet Composers were expected to follow the tenets of the new aesthetic,
which looked to eradicate “deviationist” bourgeois tendencies from Soviet music. As
Viktor Gorodinsky, later Secretary of the Union of Soviet Composer’s Party Cell,
explained, “the main attention of the Soviet composer must be directed towards the
victorious progressive principles of reality, towards all that is heroic, bright, and
beautiful.”"® This was a path that had initially been set in the 1920s by groups such as the
Russian Association of Proletarian Musicians (RAPM) — a proletarian organization that

advocated a new form of musical culture with no hereditary ties to pre-revolutionary

13 Andrei A. Zhdanov, “Soviet Literature — The Richest in Ideas. The Most Advanced Literature,” in
Problems of Soviet Literature, Reports and Speeches at the First Writers’ Congress, ed. H.G. Scott, 13-24
(Westport: Hyperion Press, 1981).

" See in particular Régine Robin, Socialist Realism: An Impossible Aesthetic, trans. Catherine Porter
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1992) and Caradog Vaughan James, Soviet Socialist Realism: Origins
and Theory (London: Macmillan, 1973). A more complete bibliography on the subject can be found in Neil
Edmunds, “The Ambiguous Origins of Socialist Realism and Musical Life in the Soviet Union,” in Socialist
Realism and Music, eds. Mikula§ Bek, Geoffrey Chew and Petr Macek, 115-116 (Prague: KLP, 2004).

5 Quoted in Boris Schwarz, Music and Musical Life in Soviet Russia, 1917-1970 (London: Barrie and
Jenkins, 1972), 114,
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models.'® Up until its forced dissolution in 1932, RAPM encouraged composers to write
music that was accessible to mass audiences and which was fuelled by faith in the
construction of a socialist society.'” This line of thought heavily influenced Soviet
socialist realist works of the 1930s, but in practice “deviations” (Shostakovich’s Lady
MacBeth being the most notorious) were relatively common because of the ambiguous
implications of socialist realism for musical language. Although not completely devoid of
modernist influences during the late 1920s and early 1930s, works informed by socialist
realist aesthetics generally engaged with conservative neoclassical compositional methods
(differing considerably from Stravinsky’s radical approach to neoclassicism) and drew
largely upon indigenous folk influences.'® The works of members of the “Mighty Five,”
particularly the music of Musorgsky, as well as the “revolutionary” works of Beethoven,
were seen as nineteenth-century models in which socialist realist compositions could find
inspiration."”

Following the All-Union Congress of Soviet Writers, Commune began publishing
articles on socialist realism that elicited a variety of responses from leading members of
the AEAR.*® One of its most prominent members, Louis Aragon, who had notoriously

abandoned the Surrealist group to join the Communist Party in 1932, became the most

6 On RAPM and other Soviet groups that promoted proletarian music see Neil Edmunds, The Soviet
Proletarian Music Movement (Bern: Peter Lang, 2000).

'7 The influence of RAPM’s aesthetics on the development of Stalinist socialist realism has been challenged
by Richard Taruskin, Defining Russia Musically: Historical and Hermeneutical Essays (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1997), 96. For a rebuttal, see Edmunds, “The Ambiguous Origins of Socialist
Realism,” 119.

'8 Marina Frolova-Walker speaks of the growing intolerance for individualistic musical styles in the Soviet
Union throughout the 1930s in “Stalin and the Art of Boredom,” Twentieth-Century Music 1/1 (2004), 110.
Y Edmunds, The Soviet Proletarian Music Movement, 32.

2P, Youdine and A. Fadeev, “Le Réalisme socialiste: Méthode fondamentale de la littérature soviétique,”
Commune (1934): 1025-1030.
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zealous French advocate of socialist realism.”' In 1935, he published a compilation of
speeches entitled Pour un réalisme socialiste in which he praised the Soviet aesthetic for
its ability to combat introspection and pessimism — attitudes that he believed contributed

to fundamental flaws in “bourgeois” literary expression:

It is time to be finished with can-you-see-my-pain style, with individual or group
hallucinations, with emphasis on the subconscious regarding sight, hearing, smell,
taste and touch, with sexuality as system, and madness as representation,; it is time
to be finished with the baroque, the “modern style” and the flea-market, supreme

resources of mundane boredom and of pessimistic leisure.?

Aragon’s position, with its explicit attack on modernist approaches within
bourgeois literature, is here resonant with earlier criticisms penned by Soviet proletarian
cultural groups in the 1920s, like RAPM. In its ideological platform of 1929, RAPM
condemned “the sensual and pathologically erotic, the exotic, the barbaric, the mystic and
the naturalistic.”® Aragon echoed many of these pronouncements in his own critique of
French literature, yet he also maintained that some “bourgeois” literature of the
nineteenth century had an important role to play in the development of socialist realism in

France. He believed that the modern development of French socialist realism should seek

2! For a discussion of the Surrealist’s relationship with Communism during this period see Robert S. Short,
“The Politics of Surrealism, 1920-1936,” Journal of Contemporary History 1/2 (1966), 3-25.

22 Louis Aragon, Pour un réalisme socialiste (Paris: Denogl et Steele, 1935), 81. “Il est temps d’en finir
avec le genre m’as-tu-vu de la douleur, les hallucinations & un ou a plusieurs, le pas donné au subconscient
sur la vue, 1’ouie, I’odorat, le got et le toucher, la sexualité comme systéme et le délire comme
représentation, il est temps d’en finir avec le baroque, le modern style et la foire aux puces, suprémes
ressources de I’ennui mondain et du pessimisme des loisirs.” All translations are mine unless otherwise
noted.

2 Quoted in Edmunds, “The Ambiguous Origins of Socialist Realism,” 118.
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its historical justification in a tradition of French realist writing that dated back to the
beginning of the nineteenth century. In Pour un réalisme socialiste he supplies a
historical overview of French literature in which he praises realist elements in various
works by Victor Hugo, Emile Zola and even (surprisingly) Arthur Rimbaud. Although he
expresses admiration for the realist approach adopted by these writers (exemplified by
their interest in characters, social situations and social critique drawn from the
experiences of common people), he simultaneously condemns the self-indulgence of
literary romanticism. As a result, he cannot advocate a wholesale appropriation of these
nineteenth-century authors for the cause of socialist realism, but rather urges modern
writers to “reclaim in the works of those men who have preceded us, precisely that which
is a part of the light, and to neglect the darkness.””* As in the Soviet Union, where
advocates of socialist realism looked back to nineteenth-century writers like Gogol,
Pushkin and Chernyshevsky, so too did Aragon argue for the implementation of socialist
realism in France through an appeal to the realist tradition practiced by a number of
canonical nineteenth-century literary figures.

Other members of the AEAR, like André Gide and Romain Rolland, also
applauded the socialist realist method, particularly for its ability to faithfully reflect the
reality of the proletariat. They worried however, that a systematic adoption of the
acsthetic, whether in the USSR or in France, could be detrimental to the growth and
development of individual literary styles. In a speech entitled “Literature and
Revolution,” delivered in 1934, Gide elaborated on how socialist realist methods could be

adopted in France without provoking a loss of creative liberty. Gide argued that

24 Aragon, Pour un réalisme socialiste, 74. “...il s’agit de reprendre dans les oeuvres des hommes qui nous
ont précédés, précisément ce qui est la part de la lumiére, et d’en négliger les ténébres.”
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literature’s search for “truth” was dependent upon a realist approach, and that writers who
viewed the revelation of truth as a literary goal would naturally serve the cause of the

revolution in their works.

It goes without saying that literature and art can serve the cause of the Revolution;
but this should not be their preoccupation. Art never serves the Revolution as well
as when it is uniquely preoccupied with truth. Literature does not have to put itself
in the service of the Revolution. Servile literature is debased literature no matter
how noble and legitimate the cause it serves. But because the cause of truth
merges in my spirit — in our spirit — with the cause of the Revolution, when art is
uniquely preoccupied with truth it necessarily serves the Revolution. It doesn’t
follow it; it does not submit to it; it does not reflect it. It lights it up. In such a way
it is essentially different from works from any country that are fascist, Hitlerian,
or imperialist and which respond to orders; since the purpose of those works is not

to tell the truth, but to cover it up.”

In other words, Gide believed that rather than serving particular political causes,
artists needed to make “truth” the guiding principle of their aesthetic method. He
emphasized that it was through the revelation of these truths — whether social, political or

psychological — that artists could ultimately contribute to the creation of a revolutionary

% André Gide, Littérature engagée (Paris: Gallimard, 1950), 58. “Que la littérature, que 1’art puissent servir
la Révolution, il va sans dire; mais il n’a pas & se préoccuper de la servir. Il ne la sert jamais si bien que
quand il se préoccupe uniquement du vrai. La littérature n’a pas 4 se mettre au service de la Révolution.
Une littérature asservie est une littérature avilie, si noble et légitime que soit la cause qu’elle sert. Mais
comme la cause de la vérité se confond dans mon esprit, dans notre esprit, avec celle de la révolution, Dart,
en se préoccupant uniquement de vérité, sert nécessairement la Révolution. Il ne la suit pas; il ne s’y soumet
pas; il ne la refléte pas. 11 I’éclaire. C’est ainsi qu’il différe essentiellement des productions fascistes,
hitlériennes, impérialistes de tous pays qui, elles, répondent & un mot d’ordre; puisqu’il ne s’agit pas pour
elles de dire la vérité, mais de la couvrir.”

47



climate. Gide calls for a subversive form of realism — one that acts naturally against the
status quo of bourgeois society. For Gide, truth could reveal the inherent hypocrisy and
shortcomings of bourgeois society and precipitate its downfall in the revolution. But, as
he readily pointed out, no matter how “socialist” this realism was, it should not follow the
dictates of a political party, but rather, “the integrity of one’s own thought.””® This reveals
Gide’s belief that individual liberty should always override political considerations in the
creative act. The lessons Gide drew from socialist realism reflect the approach that left-
wing French composers adopted in light of political developments during the Popular
Front. Prior to the formation of the Popular Front in 1935 however, liberal and orthodox
interpretations of Soviet culture coexisted within French society — both in literature and in

music.

Songs of the Soviet People

Even if at this early juncture, concerns with socialist realism did not seem to foster
debate among French musicians, there are still many indications that these new ideas
were beginning to influence actual musical practice. In late 1934 a small mixed choir
comprised of members of the AEAR showcased for the first time musical works
explicitly linked to the aesthetic of socialist realism. Their concerts were initially held
throughout Paris and its suburbs in working-class settings like political rallies and
factories.

The choir most probably began in 1932 as an informal group for individuals in the
AEAR interested in learning “revolutionary” workers’ choruses. Its membership included

French pro-Communist sympathizers, as well as immigrants and political refugees, and

%6 1bid., 50.
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specialized in a repertory of choruses famous throughout French left-wing circles like
“Hardi camarades,” “C’est la révolution,” “Fils du peuple,” and Hanns Eisler’s
“Komintern.” The majority of the members in this working-class ensemble had no formal
musical education. Though it is unclear, it is likely that the group was conducted by

Peters-Rosset, a Jewish musician of Eastern European descent.

Fig. 2. The AEAR Choir in 1933 (photo Pierre Jamet).”’

On the back of its published edition of Eisler’s “Comintern” the choir outlined its

position:

27 Reproduced in Robert Brécy, Florilége de la chanson révolutionnaire (Paris: Editions Hier et Demain,
1978), 273. Suzanne Cointe is second from left, the singer Madeleine Dax fourth from left, Robert Caby is
fifth from left. The man to Caby’s left is cinema director Jean Lods, and at the extreme right of the photo is
Pierre Jamet.
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The AEAR choir serves the proletariat. The AEAR choir distributes “red” songs.
It wants to get bigger. Make it stronger. If there are comrades around you who
want to sing together, we suggest that you come to the AEAR. Singing is an act of
propaganda. It penetrates everywhere. It contains slogans; it is an effective means
for fighting. The “red” song is international, it is the way to recognize one

another....it is the way to get together...it is our rallying cry.28

Following a number of appearances at left-wing rallies and street marches, the
AEAR choir’s first important public concert took place at the Salle Pleyel. Inaugurated in
1927, the Salle Pleyel was one of the capital’s largest concert halls, but also an important
venue for left-wing political rallies throughout the 1930s. For example, in 1933 it was the
venue for the Congress of the Amsterdam-Pleyel movement, an international group of
pacifist left-wing intellectuals that in many respects anticipated the social and ideological
concerns of the Popular Front. The AEAR’s concert at the Salle Pleyel, which took place
on December 15, 1934, was organized by the pro-Soviet organization, the “Amis de
I’URSS.”® It was billed as “Songs of the Soviet People” and, according to a writer for

Commune, it attracted an audience comprised of the type of people that one would

8 Reproduced in Robert Brécy, Florilége de la chanson révolutionnaire (Paris: Editions Hier et Demain,
1978), 273. “La chorale de ’AEAR est au service du prolétariat. La chorale de I’AEAR diffuse des chants
rouges. Elle veut s’élargir, renforcez-la. Si autour de toi, tu connais des camarades voulant chanter en
commun, adresses-toi & I’AEAR, nous te conseillerons. Le chant est un moyen de propagande. Il pénétre
partout. Il porte les mots d’ordre, il est un moyen efficace de lutte. Le chant rouge est international. C’est le
moyen de se reconnaitre...C’est le moyen de se rassembler...C’est notre cri de ralliement.”

* The “Amis de ’'URSS” published a monthly journal under the same name, which by 1935 was selling
60,000 copies per month, According to statistics published in the December 1934 issue, the readership was
comprised of workers, peasants and intellectuals. At least 34% of the readership was unionized with one of
France’s two large unions: the Confédération genéral du travail unitaire (27%) and the Confédération
genéral du travail (7%).
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frequently find at left-wing political meetings — “proletarians, shop-keepers and artisans,
friends of the Soviet Union” — as well as “new music lovers [and] musicians.”°

This was no regular bourgeois concert, and a pre-concert speech delivered from

the stage sought to further draw attention to the special nature of the event:

You should not come to our concert in the same way that you would come to a
concert given by professionals. Our choir is not a professional choir — it is an
amateur choir. Not an amateur choir whose members have been recruited from the
well to do, but rather amateurs who are workers and who have had neither the
opportunity nor the financial means for musical self-improvement.

As a French-language workers choir, we obviously have the duty to perform

music that speaks about the life, the needs and the battles of the French
population.

We do it as well as we can. But, we also have other tasks, in particular to perform
new Soviet music, the first proletarian music that has ever existed. In other words,

proletarian music written for proletarians, inspired by their lives, their struggles

and already written in part by proletarians. [...]
Our concert is devoted to the musical culture of the liberated Russian proletariat
and to the national culture of the different populations that make up the Federation

of Socialist Soviet Republics.”'

30 «Compte rendu du concert consacré aux Chants des Peuples Soviétiques,” Commune (January, 1935):
532.

31 «Allocution prononcée au concert du 15 décembre, Salle Pleyel,” : Vous ne devez pas venir & notre
concert comme vous viendriez a un concert de professionnels. Notre chorale n’est pas une chorale de
professionnels, c¢’est une chorale d’amateurs, mais non pas d’amateurs recrutés dans la classe aisée, des
amateurs qui sont des travailleurs qui n’ont eu ni la possibilité, ni les moyens de se cultiver musicalement.
En tant que chorale ouvriére de langue frangaise nous avons évidemment le devoir de répandre une musique
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In this, their first major concert, the AEAR choir presented two distinct genres of
Soviet choral music: modern “mass songs” and traditional Russian folk melodies. These
works were composed and arranged by an array of composers who, before Stalin’s
dissolution of all independent artistic organizations in 1932, were members of rival, and
often opposing musical factions. For example, two of the composers featured in the
concert, Alexsandr Davidenko and Viktor Beliy, had been prominent members of RAPM,
while Nikolai Miaskovski had been affiliated with the Association of Contemporary
Music (ASM), a “progressive” group that consciously mirrored the stylistic developments
of the West.”> Indeed, it was through the initiatives of the ASM — an organization
affiliated with the International Society for Contemporary Music (ISCM) - that
prominent foreign musicians, including Milhaud and Wiéner, visited the USSR in the late
1920s.

In the pre-concert speech, Miaskovski (who was routinely criticized during the
1920s by revolutionary groups for his attachment to bourgeois musical aesthetics) was
hailed as a “reformed” composer who deserved to be congratulated for having adopted a
musical style inspired by the needs of the proletariat. Furthermore, it was emphasized that
Miaskovski’s aesthetic evolution did not come about as a result of State pressure, but

rather emanated from his own free will.

qui parle de la vie, des besoins, et des luttes de la population francaise. Nous le faisons dans la mesure du
possible. Mais nous avons aussi d’autres devoirs, en particulier celui de faire connaitre la musique nouvelle
soviétique, la premiére musique prolétarienne qui ait jamais existé. C’est-a-dire, une musique écrite pour les
prolétaires s’inspirant de leur vie, de leurs luttes, et écrite déja en partie par des prolétaires.[...] Notre
concert est consacré & la culture musicale du prolétaire russe libéré, et 4 la culture nationale des différents
peuples qu’englobe la fédération des Républiques Socialistes Soviétiques.” My thanks to Francis Jacquet,
conductor of the Chorale Populaire de Lyon, for making this document available to me. Emphasis in
original.

32 Taruskin, Defining Russia Musically, 91- 92.
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In the country of the Soviets, artists are allowed to develop freely, they are given
time to adapt to the regime. For example, those composers of the preceding
generation like Miaskovski and Ipolitof-Ivanov [director of the Moscow
Conservatory until 1922}, traditional or individualistic artists for whom it took
fifteen years to adapt, but who are now, pushed by the irresistible €lan of socialist
construction, able to write, in the case of Miaskovski, the song To Lenin, and for

Ipolitof-Ivanov, an opera on a Soviet subject.”

As Boris Schwarz and Marina Frolova-Walker have noted, by the early 1930s Miaskovski
had indeed moved closer toward socialist realism.>* According to Schwarz he abandoned
the ASM, began reading Marx and had become more attuned to contemporary political
developments and their social ramifications.*

An enthusiastic review of the concert, published in Commune, suggested that in
To Lenin, Miaskovski had created “a synthesis between the revolutionary words and the
symphonic content.”*® The implications of this comment are worth exploring, for, as we
shall soon see, French musicians close to the Left were also looking to compose
“revolutionary” works. The question of how to create a politically charged work that

“synthesized” text and music, and which also found a balance between composer and

audience, was central to their aesthetic concerns.

> “Allocution prononcée au concert du 15 décembre, Salle Pleyel,” Archives FMP: “Au pays des soviets on
laisse les artistes se développer librement, on leur laisse le temps de s’adapter au régime, témoins des
musiciens de la génération précédente comme Miaskovski et Ipolitof-Ivano musiciens traditionalistes ou
individualistes & qui il a fallu 15 ans pour s’adapter, mais qui maintenant, poussés par 1’élan irrésistible de
la construction socialiste en sont arrivés 1’un a écrire le chant “A Lénine” [...], ’autre un opéra sur un sujet
soviétique.”

34 Boris Schwarz, Music and Musical Life in Soviet Russia, 1917-1981 (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 1983), 78-79; Marina Frolova-Walker, “Stalin and the Art of Boredom,” 108.

 Schwarz, Music and Musical Life in Soviet Russia, 78-79.

% La Section “Musique” de I’AEAR, “Compte rendu du concert consacré aux Chants des Peuples
Soviétiques,” Commune (Jan 1935): 533.
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Composed in 1932, Miaskovski’s hagiographic ode belongs to a vast corpus of
Soviet musical works that extolled the Soviet leaders, Lenin and Stalin. As a somber mass
song, To Lenin channels the mournful and funereal connotations dictated by socialist
realist interpretations of Lenin’s death. The text by Alexei Surkov (1899-1983),
reproduced in figure 3, represents the prototypical “darkness to light” narrative on which
socialist realist works were based.®’ It begins with a portrayal of the pre-revolutionary
plight of the Russian worker and stresses how the proletariat was saved by the heroic
deeds and enlightened thought of “the first leader of the new world.” Lenin’s death is cast
in the rhetoric of sacrifice (particularly resonant in the context of Stalin’s first 5-year
plan), and the poem closes with a promise to continue Lenin’s work of socialist

construction.

Fig.3. Alexei Surkov, A Lenine. French and English translations.*®

Dans le jour gris des champs et des usines In the gray day of fields and factories

Ta parole nous poussait au combat Your word pushed us to fight

Nous animant de haine et d’espérance Moving us with hate and hope

Tu nous as tous entrainés sur tes pas You carried us along your path

Et ta pensée aida les camarades And your thought helped the comrades
Méme et jusqu’en la nuit des prisons Even in the prisons at night

Toi, le premier combattant d’octobre You, the first fighter of October

Et le premier chef du monde nouveau. The first leader of the new world.
Donnant ton ceeur et ta vie 4 la lutte Giving your heart and your life to the battle
Tu as conduit les soviets au succes You drove the Soviets to success

Mais, dur hiver, par un jour de tourmente, Yet, brutal winter, on a day of torment
Tu as été emporté par la mort You were swept away by death

Et nous t’avons suivi en silence And we followed you in silence

Tristes, groupés sous les drapeaux en deuil Sad, huddled under the flags in mourning
Et le serment d’achever ton ouvrage And the vow to complete your work

Nous I’avons fait alors sur ton cercueil. We swore upon your casket.

37 Marina Frolova-Walker has referred to the “darkness-struggle-achievement” narrative as “the expected
[...] scheme for Soviet symphonic works” in “Stalin and the Art of Boredom,” 110.

%% The French text comes from Nikolai Miaskovski, 4 Lenine (Paris: Editions Sociales Internationales,
1936).
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Miaskovski uses pseudo-organic strategies to musically reinforce the “darkness to
light” trajectory of this mass song. Throughout, he juxtaposes an accompaniment replete
with diminished and half-diminished harmonies with a very accessible diatonic melodic
line. The opening is marked with a heavily accentuated ascending F# melodic minor scale

that arrives “incorrectly” on a G minor chord (example 2.1a).

Ex. 2.1a. Nikolai Miaskovski, A Lenine, op. 31e, mm. 1-4 (introduction).
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The B-flat introduced by this sonority plays a crucial role throughout the work in its
function as the agent of much of the chromatic harmony throughout, particularly in the

lead-up to the first F# minor cadence at measure 20 (example 2.1b).

Ex. 2.1b. Nikolai Miaskovski, A Lenine, op. 31e, mm. 17-20 (first cadence).
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As the minor third to G — but also the enharmonically respelled major third to F# — B-flat
plays an equally important function in expressing the text’s “darkness to light” narrative.

It is only at the end of the piece that B-flat is rewritten as A# and thereby affirms not only
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the F# major tonality, but also the heroism and optimism dictated by both the text and the

aesthetic demands of socialist realism (example 2.1c¢).

Ex.2.1c. Nikolai Miaskovski, A Lenine, op. 31e, mm. 33-38 (final cadence).
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Going Out to Meet Life

One of the most noted and influential works performed at the AEAR concert was
a small song by Shostakovich entitled Au devant de la vie. It was originally written for the
Soviet propaganda movie, Counterplan, released in 1932 to celebrate the fifteenth
anniversary of the October Revolution.” Despite the deliberately naive quality of the
song, emphasized throughout by Shostakovich’s use of a strictly diatonic framework, it
would be incorrect to conclude that the composer invested little effort in its composition.
Laurel Fay, who has studied the sketches and variants for the “Song of the Counterplan,”
has shown that the piece was subjected to numerous revisions, which suggests that
simplicity and naivety were, here, the result of significant compositional labour.*°
Shostakovich originally composed “Song of the Counterplan” as an orchestral work, but

the tune’s widespread popularity prompted the addition of an inspirational text by Boris

3% Solomon Volkov relates how the “Song of the Counterplan” may have helped save Shostakovich’s life
immediately following Stalin’s denunciation of Lady Macbheth in 1936. Stalin liked the tune and may have
spared the composer on this account. Kornilov, on the other hand, was arrested and executed. Shostakovich
and Stalin: The Extraordinary Relationship between the Great Composer and the Brutal Dictator, trans.
Antonina W. Bouis (New York: Knopf, 2004), 132-135.

“* Laurel E. Fay, Shostakovich: A Life (London and Toronto: Oxford University Press, 2000), 72.
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Kornilov shortly following the film’s release. The texted version of the music from The
Counterplan became an enormous hit and the French left-wing press lauded it as the most
“popular mass song in the Soviet Union.”*' It was soon well known in the West as well,
inspiring different versions, the most famous being Harold G. Rome’s “The United
Nations” of 1942.* Even if it often circulated anonymously, it seems fair to say that Au
devant de la vie was Shostakovich’s first international success, and its extraordinary
popularity easily rivaled that of any other work by the composer throughout the 1930s.
The AEAR choir sang a French translation by Jeanne Perret which, in its simple
juxtaposition of the themes of life, love, and the factory, paints a naive picture of a

worker embracing the challenge to construct a better world (figure 4 and example 2.2).

Fig. 4. Boris Kornilov, Au-devant de la vie (French translation by Jeanne Perret).”

Ma blonde, entends-tu dans la ville My darling, do you hear in the city
Siffler les fabriques et les trains The whistling of factories and trains
Allons au devant de la vie Let’s go out to meet life

Allons au devant du matin Let’s go out to meet the morning.
Refrain :

Debout ma blonde Get up, my darling

Debout amie Get up, my friend

11 va vers le soleil levant Our country is moving toward
Notre pays The rising sun.

Ex. 2.2. Dimitri Shostakovich, Au devant de la vie.
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1 «“Compte rendu du concert consacré aux Chants des Peuples Soviétiques,” 535.
2 Fay, Shostakovich, 72. Despite frequent assertions in the literature, this song was never the anthem for the

United Nations Organization.
* Cited in Chants des peuples soviétiques (Paris: Editions sociales internationales, 1937).
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Many historians have argued that the most significant cultural legacy of the
Popular Front was its breaking down of cultural hierarchies. Au-devant de la vie, the
“anonymous” work of a “serious” composer written in the vein of a “popular” song, is
symbolically located at the heart of this movement towards egalitarian forms of musical
culture in France at the end of the 1930s.** Although rhythmically unassuming, the
recurring eighth-note anacrusis at the opening of each melodic phrase supplies the tune
with a refreshing lilt. This figure is further emphasized in the second half of the song, at
which point the dotted rhythms increase the illusion of flow and the idea of liberty
inherent in the text. The melody, with its first unexpected leap to the octave at “Debout
amie!” and the subsequent jump that engages the final, leisurely descent to the tonic, is at
once naive and enchanting.*” It is not surprising that this little song, with its joyful faith in
a better world to come, appealed to French and international audiences committed to the
ideals of the Left. It subsequently evolved into an important rallying cry for Leftist
sympathizers in France — a tune so significant, that historians of the period have
repeatedly referred to it in their discussions of the Popular Front period.*

For modern commentators in the West, Shostakovich’s song is undoubtedly a

“minor” work, not only in scope, but also when viewed within the context of a traditional

* Tn 1950, Shostakovich announced: “Finally the melody’s author becomes anonymous, something of
which he can be proud.” Quoted and translated in John Riley, “From the Factory to the Flat: Thirty Years of
the Song of the Counterplan,” in Soviet Music and Society under Lenin and Stalin, edited by Neil Edmunds
(London: RoutledgeCurzon, 2004), 69.

% In fact, as Ralph Locke suggested to me in a personal communication, the melodic emphasis placed on
the second scale degree at the word “Debout” recalls a similar strategy used by Rouget de Lisle in the
middle section of La Marseillaise.

* For one example, see Brécy, Florilége de la chanson révolutionnaire, 274. The song even appears in the
title of a book that examines the Popular Front’s initiatives in support of leisure programs for the workers.
See Bruno Cacérés, Allons au-devant de la vie: La naissance du temps des loisirs en 1936 (Paris: Frangois
Maspéro, 1981). Pascal Ory, citing personal communications with Paul Arma and André Chamson, claims
that the song became famous during the massive left-wing demonstrations of July 14", 1936, when the
Chorale Populaire de Paris began singing it in the streets. Pascal Ory, La Belle illusion, 905, n. 234,
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“hierarchy of genres.”’ Furthermore, the musical material employed — unabashedly
diatonic, even pedestrian — stands uneasily next to the “high-modernist” compositional
developments that were taking place concurrently throughout Western Europe. Indeed,
Shostakovich’s compositional approach, casually inflected by socialist realist aesthetics,
smacks of musical conservatism. It is too easy, however, to allow value judgments like
these to cloud our appreciation of the significance — both social and aesthetic — of this
type of musical work. Richard Taruskin has been correct to emphasize that when viewed
in terms of musical developments within the Soviet Union, it was actually those works
influenced by the European avant-garde which were attacked as “conservative” because
they were seen as upholding the politically anachronistic aesthetics of pre-revolutionary
“bourgeois” music.”® Although Shostakovich’s song can be viewed as stylistically
“conservative” from our present vantage point, seen within the context of the ideological
battles of the 1930s, it was in fact “progressive” precisely for its capacity to channel

proletarian idealism amongst the masses.

Soviet Folksong at the AEAR

The AEAR concert also featured “new” Soviet folk songs and showcased
harmonizations of Moldavian, Turkmen, and Uzbek melodies by modern Soviet
composers. The organizers of the event belicved that it was important to perform these

works, claiming that they played “an important role in the cultural movement” of the

7 See William Weber, “The History of Musical Canon,” in Rethinking Music, edited by Nicholas Cook and
Mark Everist, 354 (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 1999). On the reception and
subsequent re-use of the Song of the Counterplan (in works by Shostakovich and others) see John Riley,
“From the Factory to the Flat: Thirty Years of the Song of the Counterplan,” in Soviet Music and Society
under Lenin and Stalin, edited by Neil Edmunds (London: RoutledgeCurzon, 2004), 67-80.

*8 Taruskin, Defining Russia Musically, 92.
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Soviet Union.* Furthermore, it was emphasized that these folk songs expressed the
positive ramifications of both Soviet unification and the Revolution on the country’s
musical culture. They claimed that these “modern” folk songs were examples of the
blossoming artistic activity and collective cultural expression within the Soviet Union and
that they were artistic proof of the success of the Revolution, because “only a revolution
allowed [these peoples] to take stock of the treasures of their musical folklore which were
discovered, harmonized, edited and distributed by the people themselves.”® Of course,
this rhetoric is difficult to stomach today when confronted with the historical record of
Stalin’s crimes and the regime’s absolute contempt for indigenous traditions within the
different republics. But AEAR members had a limited and profoundly idealized
understanding of the inner workings of the Soviet Union which prompted them to
earnestly claim that the Revolution had freed the different peoples of the Soviet Union
from culturally inferior circumstances. In fact, the pre-concert speech emphasized that
“before the revolution, these different ethnic groups did not have any culture of this type
and were completely illiterate.”>'

Indeed, there can be no doubt that this new emphasis on folklore played a crucial
role within the context of socialist realist musical aesthetics. In fact, it enjoyed a
privileged status within the new politicized aesthetic: conceived along socialist realist

lines, it was an agent for the expression of the “social realities” of the Soviet people and

# «“Compte rendu du concert consacré aux Chants des Peuples Soviétiques,” 535. Predictably, there was no
mention of how these works also participated in the State’s aggressive cultural imperialism within the
Soviet Union during this period. On this topic see Marina Frolova-Walker, ““National in Form, Socialist in
Content’: Musical Nation Building in the Soviet Republics,” Journal of the American Musicological Society
51/2 (Summer 1998), 331-371.

%0 1bid., 534. “Seule une révolution pouvait leur permettre de valoriser les trésors de leur folklore musical,
découverts, harmonisés, édités, diffusés par leurs propres forces.”

51 «Allocution prononcée au concert du 15 décembre, Salle Pleyel,” Archives FMP: “...ces peuples qui,
pour la plupart, avant la révolution, n’avaient aucune culture de ce genre et vivaient méme dans
I’analphabétisme.”
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as a result, it exerted an equally important influence on urban works.>* As an anonymous
Commune reviewer stated (mimicking the words of Stalin himself) folklore was the ideal
medium from which to create “a new culture [...] national in form and socialist in
content.””?

It must be stressed, however, that these “new” folk songs were not written by
modern Soviet peasants, nor were they particularly new. Many of them were simply
arrangements of traditional melodies that pre-dated the revolution and which, since the
advent of Stalin, had been textually altered to incorporate Soviet images of social and
economic progress. Even innocent folk songs that spoke of family life had been
semantically altered to adhere to Communist ideology. For example, the AEAR choir

performed a “traditional” Turkmen berceuse, harmonized by a certain Chichov, that

managed to bring the political concerns of the Union all the way to the cradle:

Bergons, bergons nos enfants; Rock, rock our children;

Les riches préparent un combat sanglant. .. The rich prepare a bloody battle...

Mais dans le ciel, I’étoile sourit, But in the sky the star smiles,

Car les Soviets vaincront leurs ennemis. For the Soviets will defeat their enemies.>

These pieces, which were passed off as proof of the unproblematic receptivity of
indigenous populations to the politics and aesthetics of Stalinism, were given an equally
unproblematic welcome by French left-wing audiences who in no way contested the
cultural authenticity of these “modern” Soviet folk melodies. Although some criticized
the performance of these tunes, preferring the more overtly political works on the

program, the AEAR choir felt that it was their duty not only to “perform songs that deal

>2 Richard Taruskin has expressed this point in reference to Shostakovich’s Sixth Symphony in Defining
Russia Musically, 52-53, n. 18.

33 La Section “Musique” de I’AEAR, “Compte rendu du concert consacré aux Chants des Peuples
Sovidtigues,” 534. Stalin’s phrase (“an art national in form and socialist in content™) can be found in losef
Viassarionovich Stalin, Voprosi Leninizma (Moscow: Gospolitizdat, 1931), 137.

% Quoted in “Compte rendu du concert consacré aux Chants des Peuples Soviétiques,” 535.
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with social issues, but also those inspired by everyday life as well as life of the past
because they are still sung by the population and are therefore attached to the modern
cultural movement.”>> Apparently nobody recognized that there was in fact very little
difference between the ideological content of Chichov’s berceuse and Miaskovski’s To
Lenin. Indeed, the picture of Soviet musical culture presented by the AEAR was
ideologically uniform, as befitting the socialist realist aesthetic to which these pieces
adhered. That the choir sang these works in French translations that remained entirely
faithful to the original Russian texts (and contexts), speaks volumes about the devotion
the choir and the concert’s organizers felt towards the political and cultural models
emanating from the Soviet Union.

We may now better understand the novelty of these examples of “communal
music” (to employ Adorno’s term) for French left-wing audiences and musicians.
Although the political song had long been a pervasive feature of French life, it had
consistently remained on the fringes of “high-art” musical composition. Even in cases
where political songs had entered into the fabric of “serious” compositions (i.e.,
Charpentier’s quotation of the revolutionary tune La Carmagnole in his turn-of-the-
century opera, Louise, or Debussy’s use of La Marseillaise in works like the piano
prelude Feux d’artifice), such examples, although they may hint at composers’ political
values, are best understood as sublimated references, the political strength of which are
ultimately diluted because of their ability to be read through multiple and highly

contrasting political interpretations.”® These works by Shostakovich, Davidenko, and

55 :

Ibid.
%6 Jane F. Fulcher makes this point in reference to Debussy’s wartime compositions and their subsequent
“construction” following the war in The Composer as Intellectual: Music and Ideology in France, 1914-
1940 (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 64.
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Miaskovski, however, boldly expressed an unambiguous political vision.”” They were
viewed by the French as stunning examples of how composers could communicate their
solidarity with the proletariat through the explicit musical expression of left-wing ideals.
For French composers attracted to the ideals of the Left, these works offered a glimpse of
how they could bridge the gap between their increasingly alienated compositional worlds
and the realities of the working masses.

The appeal of these works to left-wing sympathizers in France encouraged further
performances of Soviet music in Paris during the late 1930s. Such concerts were not
limited, however, to interpretations of mass songs or new harmonizations of Russian folk
melodies. For example, a concert organized by the Fédération Musicale Populaire on
March 28, 1936, also presented symphonic works and operatic excerpts that had never
before been heard in France.’® The FMP concert featured a Sinfonietta by Miaskovski,
and folk-inspired rhapsodies by Leonid Polovinkin (1894-1949), Boris Shekhter (1900-

1961), and Lev Knipper (1889-1974). Many of these works engaged with deliberately

57 Whether these composers fully endorsed this political vision (as expressed in the texts they set or in the
compositional prescriptions necessitated by socialist realism) has been a topic of considerable debate in
musicological circles, particularly since the collapse of the Soviet Union. It has been widely argued that
Soviet composers — particularly Shostakovich — employed ironic musical gestures to (subtly) critique the
bureaucratic nature of socialist realism. French reception of Soviet music during the 1930s however, shows
no signs of doubting the sincerity of socialist realist works and the composers who wrote them. On irony in
Shostakovich, see David Fanning, The Breath of the Symphonist: Shostakovich’s Tenth (London: Royal
Music Association, 1989); Esti Sheinberg, Irony, Satire, Parody and the Grotesque in the Music of
Shostakovich: A Theory of Incongruities (Burlington: Ashgate, 2000); Richard Taruskin, “When Serious
Music Mattered: On Shostakovich and Three Recent Books,” in A4 Shostakovich Casebook, edited by
Malcolm Hamrick Brown (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2004), 360-383.

8 Jean Train, “Concert soviétique,” L ’Humanité, March 22, 1936.

% Jean Train’s account of the program is problematic. Miaskovski’s work was probably the Sinfonietta in B
minor for string orchestra, op. 32, no. 2 (1929). Train also mentions a Lyric Suite by Polovinkin, a
Turkmenian Suite by Knipper, and a Suite Isriqgue Shekhter. In fact, the Lyric Suite was probably by
Knipper (and not Polovinkin) as this work had already been performed in the West (at the ISCM Festival at
Oxford) in 1931. The Turkmenian Suite was probably Shekhter’s Turkmeniya (1932), one of the composer’s
most famous works. It is difficult to know who wrote the mysteriously titled Suite Isrique — “isrique” is not
a French adjective — as the title does not appear in any of the readily available bibliographies of these
composer’s works. Perhaps “isrique” is a double typo, that created an incorrectly spelled “lyrique.” Gerald
Abraham, Eight Soviet Composers (London: Oxford University Press, 1943), 53.
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simplified musical material that aimed for broad-based accessibility through the
integration of folk-inspired tunes.®

As we shall see, French composers sympathetic to left-wing ideals would soon
follow similar paths when writing works designed “for the people.” French composers
who sought to transmit left-wing ideals in their works imitated Soviet methods by
experimenting with the genres and styles of Soviet socialist realism. Mass songs, folk
arrangements as well as orchestral works thematically derived from folk-inspired
melodies, were adopted by French composers who sought to express their solidarity with
the working class (both urban and rural) and the cultural idealism of the Soviet Union. As
I will show in the remainder of this chapter, this influence was particularly strong
throughout 1933 and 1934 as the AEAR encouraged the development of a modern
“revolutionary” culture in France. With the electoral success of the Popular Front
following 1935 and the expansion of the AEAR into a broad network of cultural
organizations that included the Fédération Musicale Populaire, socialist realism

eventually intersected with other aesthetic tendencies and gave rise to the dominant

aesthetic trend of the period: populist modernism.

Music and Ideology: The Humanité Song Competition

We have seen that Soviet works introduced in France by left-wing cultural
organizations were stylistically conservative, and drew extensively upon folk music to
express unambiguous political idealism. Mass songs and folk arrangements represented

the most popular genres that were exported from the Soviet Union, whereas works like

% Train also writes that excerpts of Shostakovich’s Lady MacBeth were performed at this concert. I have
not seen this information corroborated by any other source, but if it is true — and why wouldn’t it be? — this
performance almost certainly marks the first time the work was heard in France.

64



Shostakovich’s Lady Macbeth, despite its subsequent fame, did not elicit noticeable
interest among French musicians and critics (whether of the Right or Left) during the late
1930s. Despite this, the AEAR’s first major concert was significant because it helped
solidify a repertory of modern “revolutionary” works that could be added to the list of
nineteenth and twentieth-century French revolutionary songs that the organization’s choir
routinely performed at various anti-fascist rallies and demonstrations. Furthermore, for
French audiences close to the Left, it was an introduction to the most recent musical
developments in the Soviet Union. Most important, however, this hands-on introduction
to Soviet musical culture allowed the AEAR to consider how to transfer Soviet aesthetics
to French musical practice. Like Louis Aragon in the realm of literature, musicians within
the AEAR also sought to promote socialist realism on French soil. As we shall see, they
would partly succeed in doing this by laying claim to a tradition of works from both the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries that resonated with the stylistic and ideological
premises of socialist realism.

For the time being, however, I wish to evaluate to what extent Soviet-inspired
musical aesthetics had infiltrated the musical Left in France during the years leading up to
the Popular Front. To do this, I turn to a corpus of documents that I discovered among the
papers of the Association des Maisons de la Culture at the Archives Nationales.®! They
document a competition launched at the end of 1933 by the Communist-funded
newspaper L’Humanité, one of the city’s widest-circulating dailies. The goal of this
contest was to encourage workers to write political songs in celebration of revolutionary
ideals. A team of jurors, comprised of musicians in the AEAR, was invited to evaluate the

submissions.

81 Archives Nationales (abbreviated hereafier as AN) 104 AS (4).
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One of the jurors was the composer Robert Caby (1905-1992). Caby issued from
the working class, and although he took lessons with Charles Koechlin and drew close to
figures like Darius Milhaud, Henri Sauguet, Jean Wiéner and Maurice Jaubert during the
1920s, he was essentially an autodidact composer. Like many of Koechlin’s students, he
was also a member of Erik Satie’s circle of friends. He was responsible for the
posthumous publication of a number of Satie’s works, including the seminal piano work,
Veéxations. Caby was (like both Koechlin and Satie) a Communist sympathizer and
travelled to the Soviet Union in 1933 and later even welcomed the exiled Trostky to his
home in Paris. As well as being a member of the AEAR, Caby participated in Jacques
Prévert’s “Groupe Octobre,” an agitprop collective that performed political satire from a
left-wing perspective for factory workers throughout the 1930s. He remained highly
involved in left-wing circles up until 1937, at which time he abandoned his political
activities.”

Caby wrote particularly detailed critiques of the songs submitted to the
L’Humanité competition, and his remarks, informed by Marxist conceptions, point to
some of the obstacles that faced the growth of revolutionary proletarian music in France.
In particular, Caby believed that “revolutionary” songs that sought to mirror the modern-
day revolutionary spirit could only succeed if they broke with both the formal and
semantic conventions of bourgeois music of the past. Caby’s critique of one of the
competition submissions — N. Reznique’s L ’Appel de I’AER shown in example 5 — points

to the discrepancy that existed between Caby’s own aesthetic convictions and the

82 Following the Second World War, Caby began to identify himself with the surrealist movement.
Information about his life and music has only recently begun to surface. The information for this paragraph
is mainly derived from the highly informative biographical sketch by his son Frédéric Caby, as well as from
articles by Olof Ho6jer and Robert Orledge, all of which can be found at
<www.af.lu.se/~fogwall/cabyrec.html> (accessed 10 April 2005).
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contrasting musical proclivities of the majority of the contest’s participants. According to

Caby’s lengthy critique, Reznique’s song was not an effective “revolutionary” work:

A worthy effort, but one that does not at all respond to the title of the piece or the
goal at which it aims. Shows musical ability, but appears to be a strange mixture
of formulas borrowed from musicians of the Romantic and Classical periods
(Beethoven, Chopin, etc.). As a result one cannot find any life, anything
specifically revolutionary, indeed any form of expression that is new or even
personal — something which is to be particularly demanded of a professional who
is a member of the AEAR.® Excellent example of the fact that a good
“professional” (obstructed by previous musical training that renders him incapable
of reproducing popular spontaneity without having to rely upon commonplace
musical forms consecrated by bourgeois society — the perpetuation of which is the
ultimate goal of professionalism) is unable to express himself in a politically
revolutionary manner without having first felt the necessity of the formal
upheavals that must take place or, at least, without having first an idea of the

modern transformations of the musical experience.

% Reznique was already a member of the AEAR. The jurors often encouraged the authors of the
submissions to join the organization.

6 AN 104 AS (4) “Effort honorable mais ne répondant pas du tout au titre ni au but visé. Dénote des
connaissances musicales mais se présente comme un amalgame de formules empruntées 4 des musiciens de
la période classique et romantique (Beethoven, Chopin, etc.) de sorte qu’on ne trouve aucune vie, rien de
spécifiquement révolutionnaire, enfin aucune expression neuve ni méme personnelle ce qui est
particuliérement & exiger d’un professionnel membre de I’AEAR. [...] Excellente démonstration de ce
qu'un bon “professionnel,” encombré par sa formation antérieure qui le rend inapte & reprendre la
spontanéité populaire en dehors des formes vulgaires consacrées par 1’usage dans la société bourgeoise [la
perpétuation méme de ces formes est 1’objet méme du professionnalisme], ne saurait réaliser une expression
politiquement révolutionnaire dans une oeuvre personnelle sans avoir senti la nécessité des bouleversements
formels & accomplir ou au moins sans avoir idée des transformations modernes de I’expérience musicale.”
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It is noteworthy that Caby’s criticisms are launched not at Reznique’s musical
abilities — deemed adequate — but rather at the fact that his song is corrupted by pre-
existent bourgeois musical conventions. As shown in example 2.3, the piece’s obvious
reference to Chopin’s “military” polonaise in A major (op. 40, no. 1) and Beethoven’s
“revolutionary” style, do nothing to invigorate the music with revolutionary élan.
Furthermore, their very presence counteracts the requisite spontaneity of effective
revolutionary works. For Caby, true revolutionary works can only arise through the
subjective appreciation of “the necessity of formal upheavals.” In other words, musical
craft — understood as a learned body of compositional conventions — should play no role
in the composition of revolutionary works. On the contrary, these works should reflect a
spontaneous, subjective response to social realities and avoid contamination through

contact with bourgeois modes of musical expression.

Ex. 2.3. N. Reznique, L’Appel de 'PAER, mm. 1-12.°
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— The Humanité competition, no doubt inadvertently, played into predictable
antagonisms that reflected tensions between intellectuals — like Caby — and the working-
class participants. The judges (who all had at least some background in the traditions of
“high-art” music) were asked to evaluate pieces by amateur composers whose horizons of
musical understanding were undoubtedly conditioned by their social stature, musical
experience, and education. This inevitably led to disagreements between both parties
concerning the style and purpose of modern “revolutionary” works. Auguste Maucherat’s
response to the criticisms of the judges of the Humanité competition is indicative of some
of these tensions. He wrote a letter to the jurors in defence of his song, Salut a Belleville,

set to his own decidedly populist lyrics (example 2.4).

Ex. 2.4. Auguste Maucherat, Salut a Belleville.*®
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Though we have no record of what the judges said about this song, we can
extrapolate from the content of Maucherat’s letter that they were dissatisfied with the
composer’s poetic choices. As Maucherat’s letter indicates, the AEAR judges felt that his
text, which employed relatively uncommon words such as “faste” (splendour), “apparat”
(pomp), and “Aventin” (Aventine Hill), were inappropriate and too “old-fashioned” for
the proletarian audience to whom the music was ostensibly addressed. Maucherat,

however, energetically defended his choices:

In my opinion, it is a mistake to attempt to clean one’s style of any form of
expression that is not entirely up to date. As soon as you write in verse (even in
free verse) your thought distances itself — in a heightened manner — from the
ordinary. If it speaks about the ordinary, it does so in order to transform it: a lamp
seen by the eyes of even a mediocre poet is very different from a lamp made by a
lamp-maker! At what moment does one become “difficult to understand?” A
worker goes to school at least until the age of thirteen; sometimes he gains further
instruction by looking at the schoolwork of his child, who, as it happens, owns a
dictionary. Indeed, the context of a word clarifies the word. When Hugo writes
about “Old Aeschylus, friend of weeping Electras,” I am as ignorant as any
worker who is confronted with the word “Aventin.” Nonetheless, when I read I
come to understand that which I imperfectly comprehend thanks to what follows
and which I do understand: I understand that Aeschylus was a great poet and that

he takes the defence of persecuted virtue.®’

87 Letter from Auguste Maucherat to L ’Humanité, April 14, 1934. AN 104 AS (4): “C’est une erreur 3 mon
avis que de vouloir dépouiller son style de toute expression qui ne soit pas absolument courante. Dés que
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Maucherat’s response points to essential problems between those attempting to
invigorate artistic practices among the proletariat and those workers whose views on
proletarian art and its purposes were, for the most part, still highly influenced by earlier,
nineteenth-century modes of working-class expression. Maucherat argues that works
written for the proletariat need not be stripped down to a lowest common denominator to
be appreciated by the workers. Indeed, Maucherat quotes Eugéne Pottier’s
L’Internationale (a work Lenin described as “the world-wide song of the proletariat™) as

justification for his own poetic choices:*®

Pottier himself would not have been able to convince you to accept
L’Internationale if we stick to your arguments. Do you believe that “La raison
tonne en son cratére” is concrete? Or for that matter “Du passé faisons table rase?”

and even “I’éruption de la fin?” %

Maucherat fears that if proletarian songs were to adhere to the tastes of the AEAR

judges, they would be little more than banal imitations of the “sentimental insanity

vous écrivez en vers (méme en vers libres), votre pensée s’éloigne — en hauteur — de 1’usuel, et si elle parle
de T'usuel, c’est pour la transfigurer: une lampe vue par un poéte, méme modeste, est bien différente de
celle qui fabrique un lampiste! A partir de quand devient-on “peu compréhensible”? Cet ouvrier a bien été
en classe jusqu’a I’dge de treize ans; il s’instruit parfois en regardant les devoirs de son enfant, qui posséde
un “dico.” D’ailleurs, 1’entourage du mot explique le mot. Quand Hugo me parle du vieil Eschyle, ami des
plaintives Electres, je suis plus ignorant devant lui qu’un travailleur quelconque devant le mot “Aventin.”
Et je comprends quand méme en lisant ce que je ne connais qu’imparfaitement avec ce qui suit et que je
connais: je comprends qu’Eschyle est un grand poete et qu’il prend la défense de la vertu persécutée.”
Maucherat here cites the last stanza of “L’autre président” from the second book of Victor Hugo’s Les
Chdtiments.

88 Vladimir Lenin, “Eugene Pottier: The 25" Anniversary of his Death,” in Lenin’s Collected Works, vol.
36, ed. Yuri Sdobnikov (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1966), 223.

8 Letter from Auguste Maucherat to L’Humanité, April 14, 1934. AN 104 AS (4). Here Maucherat quotes
famous lines from Pottier’s poem (“Reason thunders in its crater,” “Of the past, make a clean slate,” “The
eruption of the end™). Pottier’s poem was written in 1871 in response to the Paris Commune. It was set to
music in 1888 by Pierre Degeyter and gradually became the anthem of international socialism.
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propagated by the muse [...] of the streets.” The “sentimental insanity” that Maucherat
refers to here is no doubt a reference to the chanson réaliste, a form of 1930s chanson
made famous by performers (like Edith Piaf, Fréhel and Damia) who sang of the lives of
the outcast in common language derived from popular modes of speech.”® Evidently
unimpressed with this practice, Maucherat concludes his letter with the following

remarks:

The people deserve respect [...] it is also a sign of respect to avoid presenting
them with social songs constructed on the model of street songs. It is with that
spirit in mind that I dedicated a song to the people of Belleville — among whom [
have lived for twenty years — which is at once simple and direct, but in which I

wanted to avoid being banal.”

Not all submissions were met with criticism. In some cases, the judges were
enthusiastic about certain songs for their value as “true document[s] of proletarian art”
even though they did not consider them to be examples of “new revolutionary art.”’? It
was precisely in these terms that Robert Caby described a submission by G. Navez,

entitled Le Jugement du gueux (example 2.5).

7 René Baudelaire, La Chanson réaliste (Paris: L’Harmattan, 1996).

! Ibid., “Le peuple a droit au respect [...] c’est le respecter aussi que de pas lui présenter [sic] des chants
sociaux construits sur le moule de ces chansons des rues. C’est dans cet esprit que, mentalement, j’ai dédié
au peuple de Belleville - au milieu de qui j’ai vécu vingt années - une chanson simple et directe de style,
mais que j’ai voulue non banale.” Belleville, now a district within the city limits of Paris with a largely
immigrant population, was at the time a working class suburb.

2 AN 104 AS (4).
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Ex.2.5. G.Navez, Le Jugement du gueux, mm. 1-18. 7
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That Caby differentiated between “proletarian” and “revolutionary” as aesthetic
categories is telling. It reminds us that proletarian culture in France, with its rich and
varied traditions, was not a de facto revolutionary culture. Songs with texts that expressed
the reality of the proletariat — like Navez’s piece — did not necessarily tap into the
revolutionary, epoch-changing ethos that the AEAR was so anxious to cultivate. Judging
by Caby’s opinion, “proletarian” works were locked in the present or in the past, but they
did not point towards the future. For him, and presumably other members of the AEAR,
only those works that expressed a present reality while simultaneously communicating
how that reality could transform the future in a positive way could count as truly
“revolutionary.” This dialectical relationship between the present and the future — already
observed in Miaskovski’s To Lenin — was a key element in the AEAR’s appropriation of
socialist realist aesthetics.”

Reznique’s piece and Maucherat’s response to the judges’ criticisms however,
show that workers were often unsympathetic (or simply uninterested) in the new cultural

ideas and aesthetic concerns of the intellectual class.”” Indeed, the works they submitted

7 Ibid.

™On the dialectical nature of socialist realism see Mikulds Bek and Geoffrey Chew, “Introduction: The
Dialectics of Socialist Realism,” in Socialist Realism and Music, 9-15 (Prague: KLP, 2004).

> This was a frequent source of friction within the leftist movement. For one example of an artist who
consciously abandoned the revolutionary aesthetic espoused by the AEAR in order to cultivate a more
properly “proletarian” voice see René Garguilo ed., Henry Poulaille et la littérature prolétarienne en
France de 1920 a 1940 (Paris: Lettres modernes Minard, 1989).
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to the competition are powerful testimonies to proletarian dependence upon bourgeois
models of musical expression and nineteenth-century workers songs. In the case of works
dependent upon bourgeois models, such as Reznique’s L’Appel de I’AER, the semantics
of Marxist and Communist thought are present, but accompanied by music that does not
mirror the modern face of the class struggle. In the case of songs like Maucherat’s, which
draws upon the tradition of the worker’s song with music that is tuneful, robust and naive,
the poetic texts are too outdated to function as forceful vehicles in the modemn
revolutionary movement. In their evaluation of these works, the AEAR jury employed
what can best be understood as socialist realist aesthetic criteria. They encouraged the use
of direct and realistic texts that aimed to rally the workers around the cause of the
revolution. Furthermore, they looked for musical settings that broke with bourgeois
stylistic conventions of the past while simultaneously shunning references to an
“immature” nineteenth-century worker’s culture.

None of the dozen submissions extant in the archival bundle seem to have elicited
much enthusiasm from the Humanité jurors. We may perhaps get a better idea of what the
intellectuals were looking for by pausing to examine a work by Robert Caby himself.
Though many of Caby’s works remain unpublished, his La nouvelle ronde, written in
1933 to a poem by Louis Aragon, appeared during the Popular Front period in a

collection of modern “revolutionary” songs (figure 5 and example 2.6).

Fig. 5. Louis Aragon, La nouvelle ronde. '

Contre les voleurs du grand monde Against the thieves of the world,
Ligués pour t’arracher ton grain United to snatch your grain,
Nous ferons la nouvelle ronde We will dance the new round
Donne-nous la main camarade Give us your hand, comrade
Donne-nous la main! Give us your hand!

78 Cited in Robert Caby, La nouvelle ronde (Paris: Editions sociales internationales, 1937).
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Chorus

Piano

L univers bourgeois qui vacille
Veut diviser les meurt-la-faim
Unis au marteau ta faucille

Que tu travailles ou que tu chémes
Athée ou croyant c’est du pain
Qu’il te faut et non des pogroms

Contre les ouvriers, ['armée
1ls ne I’enverront pas en vain
Soldats brisez la croix gammée

Pour arréter la peste brune
Travailleurs il n’est qu'un chemin
Batir la nouvelle commune

The tottering bourgeois universe
Wants to divide the paupers:
Unite with the hammer your sickle

Whether you work or are idle
Atheist or believer, it is bread
That you need and not pogroms

Against the workers, the army
Won’t send soldiers in vain
To destroy the swastika

To stop the brown plague,
Workers, there is only one path:
To build the new Commune

Ex. 2.6. Robert Caby, La nouvelle ronde, mm. 1-6.
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Caby’s piece — following the cue in Aragon’s title — evokes the round tradition of

the late-eighteenth century, long associated with France’s revolutionary heritage. Rounds

conventionally derive their harmonic identity from the implications of a single

canonically introduced melodic line. Caby’s piece does not contain contrapuntal vocal

entries, but it does reference the round tradition through its use of compound meter and a

consistently diatonic framework. Furthermore, the composer embraces the implications of

his melodic line within the context of his harmonic accompaniment. The “added note”

harmonies derived from doubling notes in the melody — a feature already present in the

first measure — create a pastoral effect that adds to the deliberate archaism of the setting.

Indeed, the work steers clear of dominant seventh cadential motion until the final
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measure; tonic stasis is maintained throughout the piece, and an open-fifth pedal on the
tonic underpins the refrain.

The aforementioned characteristics recall stylistic idiosyncrasies found throughout
the works of Erik Satie, an influence that loomed large on Caby’s entire compositional
output. There is an undeniable naiveté, and even a certain gaucherie in La nouvelle ronde,
and both are attributes that he was also quick to praise in certain songs submitted to the
Humanité competition. For example, Caby’s evaluation of G. Einfelt’s “Hymne a la
paix,” ends with a plea to other jury members asking them to refrain from correcting the
composer’s awkward harmonization, because “fabricating a traditional one would destroy
the freshness of this little piece” (example 2.7).”” One is led to assume that Caby believed
that “new revolutionary art” had a greater chance of being cultivated by autodidactic
composers (like himself and Satie) who were untrammeled by the cultural weight of a

traditional (bourgeois) musical education.

Ex.2.7. Georges Einfelt, Hymne a la paix, mm. 44-65.”
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As we shall see in my discussion of the Fédération Musicale Populaire in Chapter
4, Satie’s aesthetic influence upon French left-wing composers was not limited to
relatively obscure figures like Robert Caby. As the Fédération Musicale Populaire
gradually replaced the musical section of the AEAR in 1935, certain aspects of Satie’s
thought continued to circulate and inflect the FMP’s aesthetic program. I will move to a
discussion of Satie’s aesthetic legacy within the FMP in the next chapter. At present, I
wish to continue examining the influence of Soviet music on prominent French

composers who drew close to the aesthetics of the left-wing during the mid-1930s.

Political Songs and “High Art”

By 1935, organizations like the AEAR (which had until then endorsed a radical
and revolutionary approach to culture informed by Soviet politics and aesthetics) became
less prominent as the French Communist Party and other Leftist parties espoused the
political strategy of popular frontism. At the root of popular frontism figured a broad-
based appeal for working class and intellectual solidarity in the face of fascism, but also a
common desire for social progress represented by increased rights and greater access to
education for workers and their families. Popular frontism was a movement that was
much less concerned with maintaining the type of ideological orthodoxy that had been
promoted throughout left-wing groups (like the AEAR) in the early 1930s. In fact, the
strength of popular frontism lay in its numbers, and in order to create broad-based
sympathy with its cause, the doctrinaire squabbles that had plagued the extreme left since
the 1920s were (momentarily) attenuated.

The new openness of left-wing organizations to “fellow travelers” was one of the

major factors that led to the dramatic growth of left-wing cultural organizations in 1935.
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As I have mentioned, the Maison de la Culture, with which many AEAR members
became affiliated in 1935, grew into a vast network that attracted some of the most
prominent artistic personalities in the country. The effect of this influx of fellow travelers
was substantial, as it had a profound influence on the direction and development of left-
wing aesthetics in France. Previously confined to an elaboration of Soviet aesthetics on
French soil, French left-wing cultural organizations were now compelled to integrate (or
at least condone) the modern aesthetic directions that were espoused by a number of their
newly recruited (and extremely prominent) artistic celebrities.

One of the first prominent recruits to the cause of “music for the people” (as it was
now increasingly being called as opposed to “revolutionary music”) was Robert Caby’s
former teacher, Charles Koechlin. This was a huge boost to the movement, because
although Koechlin existed somewhat on the fringes of France’s musical institutions, he
was still a respected authority among France’s composers, both young and old.” He
could lay equal claim to the artistic legacy of both Fauré and Debussy, as well as to that
of the younger generation of Les Six, having influenced or taught composers like Henri
Sauguet, Darius Milhaud and Francis Poulenc. As early as 1934, the AEAR approached
Koechlin about writing a work in protest of the Nazi imprisonment of Ernst Thaelmann

(1886-1944), Secretary General of the German Communist Party.*® Koechlin eagerly

™ Koechlin was consistently denied an official position at the Conservatoire throughout his life. He had
hoped to receive a position in 1916 through the intervention of his teacher Gabriel Fauré, and in 1926 was
denied a position to replace André Gedalge as professor of counterpoint and fugue. From 1935 until 1939
he taught at the Schola Cantorum. Robert Orledge maintains that Koechlin’s independent spirit was at the
root of his failure to secure a State-funded position. It seems likely, however, that his Protestant background
may have also contributed to his professional difficulties. Robert Orledge, Charles Koechlin (1867-1950):
His Life and Works (London: Harwood Academic Press, 1995), 12 and 16.

8 Thaelmann was arrested by the Gestapo on March 3, 1933 and put in solitary confinement until his death
at Buchenwald on August 18, 1944. Cornelius Cardew’s Thdlmann Variations for solo piano (1974) quotes
Koechlin’s composition. Cardew used it to “represent the cataclysm which overtook the German working-
class movement in 1933 when Hitler came to power.” See Keith Potter, “Cornelius Cardew: Some
(Postmodern?) Reflections on Experimental Music and Political Music,” in Neue Musik, Asthetik und
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complied and wrote a short piece that he would later describe in his memoirs as “fiercely
revolutionary” (example 2.8 and figure 6).*' Entitled Libérons Thaelmann, the song is a
strophic setting of an unambiguously anti-fascist text that makes an appeal for proletarian
solidarity in the face of fascist injustice. Pierre Kaldor, music critic for Commune, would
Jater claim that Koechlin’s work had shown the way for modern, revolutionary music in

2
France.®

Ex.2.8. Charles Koechlin, Libérons Thaelmann, op. 138, mm. 10-19 (Verse 4).
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Ideologie/New Music, Aesthetics and Ideology, ed. Mark Delaere, 162-165 (Wilhelmshaven: Verlag der
Heinrichshofen-Biicher, 1995).

8! Charles Koechlin, “Etude sur Charles Koechlin par lui-méme,” in Charles Koechlin (1867-1950): His
Life and Works: 313.

82 Pierre Kaldor, “Composition musicale et Front populaire,” Commune (January 1938): 631.
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Fig. 6. Anonymous, Libérons Thaelmann, verses 1-2.

Libérons Thaelmann® Free Thaelmann
Emmuré vivant Holed-up alive

Depuis plus d’un an For more than a year
1Is torturent en toi Through you they torture
Le Prolétariat The proletariat

Dans ton cachot noir In your dark dungeon
Ne perds pas espoir Don’t lose hope
Thaelmann Thaelmann

Car les ouvriers For the workers

Sont préts a lutter Are ready to fight
Hitler n’aura pas Hitler won't get

Son proces truqué His rigged trial

Ni pour son drapeau Nor for his flag

Ta téte et ta peau Your head and your life
Thaelmann Thaelmann

Koechlin’s piece may be “fiercely revolutionary,” but it still sets itself apart in important
ways from the Soviet socialist realist and French proletarian songs discussed above. Most
noteworthy, perhaps, is Koechlin’s use of triple meter, a compositional choice that
suggests that the work was conceived for concert performance rather than for
performance at outdoor protests where marching rhythms were standard.** Furthermore,
although the melodic line is relatively easy to sing and therefore suitable for amateur
groups, it is not tuneful in the manner of “Au devant de la vie” or other works in a similar
vein. The melody’s dependence upon the immediate harmonic context, indeed, the
importance of the overall harmonic movement in articulating the urgency of the text,
points to the piece’s strong reliance upon instrumental accompaniment. Although the
spoken utterances of “Rot Front” symbolically link the work to actual protest music, the

musical style of Koechlin’s piece is in fact much closer to the genre of the mélodie. That

8 Charles Koechlin, Libérons Thaelmann pour choeur et piano (Paris: Editions Sociales Internationales,
1937).

$ According to Orledge, although published in 1934, Libérons Thaelmann was only first performed in 1937
by the Chorale Populaire de Paris during a concert given by the Fédération Musicale Populaire at the
Théatre des Champs-Elysées. Orledge, Charles Koechlin, 372-373.
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said, it is a very special work indeed, for it is as strong a musical statement as Koechlin
would ever write in direct sympathy for the communist cause.

In a recent overview of Koechlin’s contribution to the mélodie repertory, Aude
Caillet has suggested that the composer’s interest in the “poetry of modern life” increased
during the 1930s as he began to assimilate the “anti-sublime” aesthetic stance of Les Six
into his own works.*” Throughout the 1920s, Koechlin had found fault with the music-
hall aesthetic adopted by his young colleagues, while remaining supportive of their
musical efforts. As Caillet claims, however, during the 1930s his position evolved, and
Koechlin began to recognize the contribution made by Les Six in their ability “to
reconcile polytonal and free tonal languages [...] with the most traditional harmonic
vocabulary.”® Although Koechlin did not initially see the attraction of Les Six’s
infatuation with the “everyday” of the 1920s (represented by their interest in jazz, the
circus, and the culture of nightlife) the “everyday” of the 1930s, with its strong political
component, spoke strongly to the composer’s long-held political convictions. Libérons
Thaelmann can be seen as an indication of Koechlin’s gradual acceptance of everyday
influences in his music, which culminated in the mid-30s with his political works, but
also in his sudden passion for the cinema. In Libérons Thaelmann we can therefore view
the latent influence of the everyday aesthetics of Les Six on Koechlin’s compositional
approach, but also the very potent influence of the Soviet genre of mass song being

promoted at the AEAR. As we shall see, it was this mixture of aesthetic elements that

85 Aude Caillet, “La mélodie selon Charles Koechlin: Protée et I’anti-sublime,” in Francis Poulgnc et la
voix: texte et contexte, ed. Alban Ramaut (Saint—Etienne: Publications de I’Université de Saint-Etienne,
2002), 46.

% Ibid., 46.
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would soon come to characterize left-wing “music for the people” as the Popular Front

gained in prominence.

André Gide’s About-Face

I began this chapter with a discussion of French writers whose interest in Soviet
culture was combined and indeed often inseparable from their faith in the positive values
of Communism in the Soviet Union. The 1935 Writer’s Congress in Paris and the
electoral victory of the Popular Front convinced many artists that France was not
impervious to this influence and that the country’s collective spirit embraced the anti-
fascist stance of the Left. When left-wing worker solidarity resulted in the dramatic
factory occupations of May 1936, the French economy was paralysed and many felt that
the Soviet revolutionary example was beginning to take root on French soil.

But the optimism was short-lived. One little book by André Gide, entitled Refour
de I’'URSS, was enough to deeply trouble the collective conscience of France’s left wing.
Published near the end of 1936, Gide’s scathing attack on Soviet life was all the more
damaging to the French Left because it came from within their ranks. Following the
book’s publication, Gide, who was once the feather in the cap of the intellectual coalition
of the Left, was quickly ousted from these circles. His departure also provoked an exodus
of fellow travelers who believed the writer’s revelations about the hypocrisy of Soviet life

under Stalin.
Throughout Retour, the depersonalization Gide encountered throughout his

journey to the Soviet Union returns like a nasty leitmotif: “in order to be happy,
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conform.”®” Whether in the kolkhozes, the “cultural parks,” or amongst intellectuals and
factory workers themselves, Gide noticed the stifling uniformity of opinion that reined in
the Soviet Union. He became fully cognizant that the dictatorship of the proletariat
promised by the Revolution had been supplanted by the dictatorship of Stalin: “The
image of Stalin is everywhere, his name is on everybody’s lips, he is praised in every
speech without exception...I don’t know if it is idolization, love or fear; always and
everywhere he is there.”®

On the subject of Soviet cultural life Gide was extremely disturbed. In Retour he

recounts a conversation he had in a hotel lobby room with a Soviet artist that deserves to

be retold here:

“You understand,” X. explained, “that was not at all what the public ask for; not at
all what we want today. Previously he had written a remarkable ballet that
attracted quite a lot of attention.” (“He,” was Shostakovich, who some people
spoke about with the kind of praise one normally reserves for geniuses.) “But
what do you want the people to do with an opera from which they can’t even hum
a tune?” (What! Is that what they were concerned about! And yet X., himself an
artist and very cultivated, had, up until then, always spoke with such intelligence.)

“What we need today are works that everybody can understand right away. If

87 André Gide, Retour de I’'URSS suivi de Retouches & mon Retour de I'URSS (Paris: Gallimard, 1978), 41.
8 Ibid., 57. “L’effigie de Staline se rencontre partout, son nom est sur toutes les bouches, sa louange revient
immanquablement dans tous les discours...Adoration, amour ou crainte, je ne sais; toujours et partout il est
1a.”
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Shostakovich can’t feel this himself, we’ll really make him feel it by not listening

to his works at all.”®’

The opera in question was Lady Macbeth of the Mtsensk District, and X., as Gide
reveals later in his narrative, was obliged to tow the line of aesthetic conformism in light
of the infamous Pravda article that had severely condemned Shostakovich’s work.*® Once
they had left the hotel lobby and could speak in private, X., a painter, admitted to Gide
that he did not really endorse what he had just said about Shostakovich. He admitted that
he was obliged to say those things because “they were listening to us before...and my
exhibition is going to open soon.””' It was this fear of punishment for transgressing

aesthetic codes dictated by the State that compelled Gide to harshly criticize the USSR:

...the smallest protest, the smallest criticism can be met with the worst
punishments, which, as it happens, are always kept quiet. I doubt if there is any
country today, even Hitler’s Germany, where the mind is less free, more skewed,

more worried (terrorized), more subordinate.”>

Gide’s about-face could not have been more dramatic, particularly considering his
enthusiasm for Soviet culture and politics throughout the mid-1930s. His change of heart

dismayed the Left because his criticisms simultanecously undermined both the political

* Ibid., 64-65.

% The article is reprinted under the title “Chaos Instead of Music,” in Strunk’s Source Readings in Music
History, revised edition, ed. Leo Treitler, 1397-1399 (New York and London: Norton, 1998).

°1 André Gide, Retour de I’'URSS, 66.

%2 Ibid., 55. “...la moindre protestation, la moindre critique est passible des pires peines, et du reste aussitot
étouffée. Et je doute qu’en aucun autre pays aujourd’hui, fiit-ce dans 1’Allemagne de Hitler, 1’esprit soit
moins libre, plus courbé, plus craintif (terroris€), plus vassalisé.”
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position of the Communists and the anti-fascist stance of the Popular Front. Although
Gide did not explicitly say so, his message was clear: if anti-fascism was inspired by faith
in the political structures of the Soviet Union, the results would be no more liberating
than those offered by the fascists themselves. This was damning to the French Left and
radically weakened support for the Popular Front government at a time when it was
confronted with its first great political challenge — the outbreak of the Spanish civil war.
Gide’s ideas were vastly disseminated. Refour was the author’s greatest commercial
success (the book sold 100,000 copies in two months) and was quoted or reviewed in
every major left-wing publication.”

In the musical world, the Revue musicale was one of the first to react to Gide’s
book. As the Revue had very close ties to the Nouvelle revue frangaise (of which Gide
was a founding member and frequent contributor), its response was somewhat
predictable. But, in his review of a concert of Soviet music performed by the Orchestre
Pasdeloup, which included works by Shostakovich, Miaskovski and Prokofiev, Robert
Bernard expands upon Gide’s criticism of the Soviet Union by using it to attack the new
Soviet music that had recently been performed in the French capital. Bernard believed
that Gide’s book, while pointing out fundamental problems in Soviet society, also
underscored what was delusional in French attitudes towards the Soviet Union. He argued
that Gide’s initial enthusiasm and ultimate rejection of the Soviet Union proved that

>IN 19

intellectuals in France had perceived Soviet life in a skewed (“literary,” “spectacular”)
fashion that was fuelled by “dreams” which had no basis in the reality of Soviet life.*

Bernard could not understand how French artists could continue to be attracted to the

% David James Fisher, Romain Rolland and the Politics of Intellectual Engagement (Berkeley: University
of California Press, 1988), 269.

%4 Robert Bernard, “Concert de musique soviétique,” La Revue musicale, January 1937, 48.
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cultural model being proposed by the Soviet Union. He argued that there were too many
differences between artistic life in France, where “attraction to originality is the result of
minds saturated with culture,” and that of the Soviet Union where artists are “forced...to
act and think not out of a personal whim, but...to conform...to a common ideal.”
Whereas French music was concerned with “technical questions,” and “psychological
expression,” Soviet music, Bernard claimed, was “standardized” and used only as a
“distraction” for the people.96 As a result, Bernard suggests, the works of Shostakovich
and Miaskovski, although certainly fulfilling a social and aesthetic role in their own
country could be of no use to French musicians and French society.

Despite such staunch condemnations, many left-wing sympathizers were content
to hang on to their illusions about the Soviet Union and rejected Gide’s Retour as being
symptomatic of the author’s lack of understanding and commitment to Marxist ideology.
Romain Rolland, for one, called Gide’s study “extremely superficial, hasty and
contradictory” and lambasted the writer in a front-page article for L ’Humanité that bore
the provocative title, “The U.S.S.R. Has Seen Others Like Him.””’ David James Fisher
has described Romain Rolland’s defense of the Soviet Union, articulated with relative
disregard of mounting evidence in France of Stalin’s crimes, as “the politics of uncritical
suppor‘c.”98

Pierre Kaldor, music critic for Commune, shared Rolland’s “uncritical support” of

the Soviet Union, and simultaneously attacked Gide and Bernard in a review of the

Pasdeloup’s Soviet concert. In it, Kaldor calls Bernard an “occupant of the ivory tower

% Tbid.

% Ibid., 49.

7 Letter from Romain Rolland to Madeleine Rolland, 28 December 1936, Fonds Romain Rolland, BN
Manuscrits; Romain Rolland, “L’U.R.S.S. en a vu bien d’autres. Une lettre de Romain Rolland a propos du
livre d’ André Gide,” L’ Humanité, January 18, 1937.

%8 Fisher, Romain Rolland and the Politics of Intellectual Engagement, 267-291.
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and a fervent enthusiast of self-analysis.”” He criticizes Bernard’s condemnation of
Soviet works and argues that Bernard’s conclusions are based on a fundamental
miscomprehension of Soviet society and political ideology. Kaldor claims that Bernard
simply did not understand that the music and aesthetics of Soviet composers had been
dramatically altered as a result of the revolution. He argues that musicians like Prokofiev
and Shostakovich, rather than being pawns of state-imposed aesthetics, were “animated
by the combative willpower” of their revolutionary predecessors. Music, he argues,
cannot exist in an autonomous space independent of the “dialectic relationships” that link
art and society. Musicians who work in an ivory tower ultimately reject “the people” and
prevent them from knowing and appreciating their music. Kaldor argues that the only way
composers can be “appreciated and understood” is by participating in the education of the

d.'® Kaldor’s remarks are

general public — by writing works the people can understan
typical of those who embraced a politics of uncritical support for the Soviet Union in the
late 1930s. Rather than intellectually confronting the injustices perpetrated under Stalin,
these intellectuals regularly condemned dissident opinions on the basis of inadequate
understanding of Communist ideology.'"!

Although Gide’s book caused some popular support for the Communists and the
Popular Front to crumble, its effect on left-wing cultural institutions was less dramatic.
By the end of 1936, organizations like the Maison de la Culture and the Fédération

Musicale Populaire were firmly established and continued to attract a wide-range of

France’s intellectual and artistic elite. In 1937, the number of artists who identified with

» Pierre Kaldor, “A propos d’un article de M. Robert Bernard,” Commune, April 1937, 1013-1017.

' 1bid., 1016-1017.

% Two recent books continue the discussion I have begun here by scrutinizing Franco-Soviet cultural
exchanges following World War II. See Michele Alten, Musiciens Frangais dans la Guerre Froide (1945-
1956): L’indépendance artistique face au politique (Paris: L’Harmattan, 2000) and Frangois Porcile, Les
conflits de la musique frangaise: 1940-1965 (Paris: Fayard, 2001), especially 219-230.
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the government’s cultural and social aims was at an all-time high. Although founded in
the context of pro-Soviet enthusiasm, organizations like the Maison de la Culture, while
maintaining an anti-fascist stance, had developed a discourse that ultimately transcended
slavish adherence to the Soviet cultural model or to Communist political ideology. The
development of the Popular Front throughout 1935 corresponded with an increased
valorization of national, as opposed to Soviet aesthetic and artistic models, exemplified,
as we shall see, through the programming decisions of groups like the Chorale Populaire
de Paris as well as through the Communist Party’s championing of Republican symbols
like La Marseillaise and the 14™ of July. This overtly nationalist discourse had the effect
of opening left-wing doors to even greater numbers of people. The influx of artists of
varied political stripes into left-wing cultural organizations tended to dilute the Left’s
political message, while simultaneously supplying it with important cultural capital. For
example, in 1938 Jean Cocteau — light-years away from endorsing a socially
revolutionary aesthetic — was active both within the Maison de la Culture and as a
columnist for the Communist daily, Ce Soir.'® Yet, as Cocteau’s commentaries on
politics from this period reveal, he was unable to grasp the issues and seemed to take
more interest in the fact that the colors of the streamers and kerchiefs at Communist
meetings were often not red, but pink, orange or violet.'®

Nowhere was the combination of nationalist discourse and Soviet musical
aesthetics more pronounced than at the Fédération Musicale Populaire. As we shall see in

the next chapter, many musical fellow travelers flocked to the Fédération and there, they

122 AN 104 AS 8. Cocteau signed a petition in 1938 demanding that the new government uphold the social
engagements initiated by the Popular Front. He also participated in a spectacle in which he did improvised
drawings at the Maison de la Culture in June of 1938. His most recent biographer, Claude Arnaud,
maintains that Cocteau, despite his participation in some Popular Front events, was “at the antipodes” of the
political movement. Jean Cocteau (Paris: Gallimard, 2003), 504-508.

18 Arnaud, Jear Cocteau, 507.
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experimented with popular Soviet genres like mass songs and folksong transcription, and
participated in elaborate collective theatrical works which combined Leftist and
nationalist themes. Though the FMP championed “music for the people,” it
simultaneously advocated compositional freedom and independence, thus affirming its

faith in musical modernity and thereby articulating its populist modernist aesthetic vision.
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Chapter 3 — The Fédération Musicale Populaire

FMP Objectives

The Fédération Musicale Populaire (FMP) was officially formed on June 2, 1935.
It replaced the small music section of the Association des Ecrivains et des Artistes
Révolutionnaires (AEAR). An internal memo written on June 21%, acknowledged the
contributions of AEAR writers Jean-Richard Bloch and Paul Nizan, the musicologist
Henri Radiguer, and the composer Charles Koechlin, for their roles in outlining a
comprehensive program for the new organization.'! These four founding members
proposed that the FMP should pursue two main objectives within a larger mandate of
bringing music closer to the people.

The first objective was to “coordinate musical efforts,” or in other words, to
consolidate and centralize the activities of the different musical organizations that sought
to promote the development of musical culture among the French working-class
population. Through broad-based cooperation with like-minded musical groups
(including amateur choral organizations, wind-bands, educational institutions, and
publishing companies), the FMP hoped to publish music and present concerts, offer
counsel to musical organizations, ensembles, and musicians, organize pedagogical
programs (ear training and music appreciation), act as a centralized bureau for
information, and participate in left-wing meetings and demonstrations.” In doing so, the

FMP aimed to “form an ardent and enlightened public to whom modern musicians

! “La Fédération musicale populaire est constituée,” June 21, 1935, Archives Jacquet-FMP. I would like to
thank Mr. Francis Jacquet, conductor of the Chorale Populaire de Lyon, for graciously allowing me access
to a collection of documents relating to the FMP.
2 .

Ibid.
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[would] come with music that respond[ed] to the needs of the day.”” The FMP believed
that through involvement with the organization’s musical activities, composers would be
confronted with the challenge of writing for genres (choral and band music) and venues
(outdoor concerts and political rallies) with which they lacked familiarity. As prominent
conductor and composer Roger Désormiere (1898-1963) remarked, this new
rapprochement between France’s musical elite and the workers could help to encourage
renewal and experimentation in the world of French music.*

The FMP’s second objective was to “toss the vulgar, degrading music, which the
bourgeoisic imposes on the people, off its throne.” Generally, the FMP aimed to
challenge the widespread encroachment of unsophisticated popular music, manifest, in its
view, in the ubiquitous rhythms of the tango and other popular dances. It wished to
remove commodified dance music from its “throne” while simultaneously encouraging
musical education and musical participation among the working-class. In order to do this,
the organization had its sights set on supplying alternatives to the dance music and
frivolous chansons (exemplified by popular singers like Tino Rossi) that made up the
bulk of radio programming during the mid-1930s. According to the FMP, the repertory
dominating the airways encouraged cultural passivity and played solely into the hands of
capitalist interests. A specific solution was put forward by FMP member Louis Durey,
who advocated the increased presence of “classical” music on the airwaves and suggested

that the incorporation of specially designed pedagogical broadcasts could help listeners

3 Ibid., “...former un public ardent et éclairé auquel viendront les musiciens modernes avec de la musique
qui réponde aux besoins du présent.”

4 Roger Désormiére, “Le mouvement musical,” L 'Humanité, July 14, 1936.

5 «La Fédération musicale populaire est constituée,” June 21, 1935, Archives Jacquet-FMP. “I1 faut détroner
la musique vulgaire, avilissante que la bourgeoisie impose au peuple.”
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better appreciate the works being performed.® Another solution was to promote choral
and band music by enticing France’s elite composers to create a repertory of works “fit
for the masses.”’

Underlying all of these practical initiatives was a strong belief in anti-fascism. For
the FMP, the hegemony and the ensuing limitations on individual expression inherent in
the fascist political model not only presented a grave social danger, but also a de facto
artistic one. In 1935, during the organization’s infancy, there was thus one overarching

goal: “to fight against fascism, to fight for a new form of culture.”®

This slogan, with its
emphasis on the “new,” suggests that for the FMP anti-fascism and musical modernism

could walk went hand in hand.

Membership

At its inception, the FMP was comprised of five wind-bands, four choirs, and
around ten individual memberships.9 Throughout the following two years, buoyed by the
enthusiasm surrounding the Popular Front, the organization grew rapidly to include 1220
members: twenty-four wind bands, fifteen choirs, and 102 independent individuals. In
addition to this, there were over one hundred groups, though not directly affiliated, that
declared themselves “sympathetic” to the organization’s aims (figure 7).'°

Of all these groups, the Chorale Populaire de Paris was without a doubt the most
visible and dynamic. During the political apogee of the Popular Front, the Chorale was

active an average of four times a week, performing at concerts and demonstrations or

® Louis Durey, “La Musique et la radio,” L’4rt Musical Populaire (August-September 1937): 32.
7«1 a Fédération musicale populaire est constituée,” June 21, 1936, Archives Jacquet-FMP.
8 .
Ibid.
? Suzanne Cointe, “Rapport général,” L’Art musical populaire (August-September 1937): 6.
10 T3,
Ibid.
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engaged in musical instruction at the Maison de la Culture.'' Although grounded in the
proletarian roots of the AEAR choir from which it emerged, the group’s repertory
gradually expanded to include works from the high-art tradition (Beethoven’s Choral
Fantasy, excerpts from Handel’s Judas Maccabeus, works by Gossec and Berlioz), as

well as modern works by FMP composers.

Fig. 7. Musical groups affiliated with the FMP in May 1937. 1

Wind bands, brass bands and jazz bands: Aix-en-Provence, Berre-I’étang, Bessancourt, Carmaux,
Essonnes, Gardanne, Halluin, Hénin-Liétard, Ivry, Montigny-en-Gohelle, Bellevilloise, Transports,
Harmonie populaire de Paris, Métro, Paris-ville, Puteaux, Romilly, Saint-Maur, Saint-Quentin, Troyes,
Villejuif, Villeneuve-St-Georges, Butte rouge, Collectif jazz.

Choirs: Chorale Populaire de Paris, Bagneux, Saint-Denis, Saint-Maur, Toulouse, Achéres, Conflans,
Houilles, Ivry, Nice, Chorale “Le Trait,” Chorale juive, Chorale du Xle arrondissement, Chorale du XVIle
arrondissement, Chorale de 1’Université ouvriére.

Throughout 1936 and 1937 the FMP’s financial situation was stable, and most of
its income was derived from performances for which the Chorale Populaire de Paris had
been contracted. Other income was generated through diverse concert revenues, personal
and collective memberships, pedagogical instruction, and the sale of sheet music and
recordings. According to a detailed financial report published in 1937 in L’Art musical
populaire, the FMP, despite its close links to left-wing political parties, did not receive
funding from the State or from the Parti Communiste."?

Between 1935 and 1937, the FMP succeeded in recruiting a significant number of
France’s most prestigious composers. Although the organization consisted primarily of

composers born around 1900, it also attracted senior composers like Charles Koechlin

" Pascal Ory, La Belle illusion : Culture et politique sous le signe du Front populaire 1935-1938 (Paris:
Plon, 1994), 301. See also the article by Juliette Pary “La musique et les ouvriers,” Regards, September 17,
1935.

2 Suzanne Cointe, “Rapport général,” 6.

13 Gilbert Thomas, “Rapport financier,” L’Art musical populaire (August-September 1937): 4-5.
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(1867-1950) and Albert Roussel (1869-1937). Many different institutional and
professional affiliations were represented among composers within the organization;
members of the Société Internationale de Musique Contemporaine, four former members
of Les Six, André Jolivet of the newly-formed “Jeune France,” professors at the Paris
Conservatoire, two former members of Satie’s Ecole d’Arcueil, former pupils and
teachers from the Schola Cantorum, as well as Jacques Ibert (named director of the Villa
Medici in 1937) all participated, in one way or another, in the work of the Fédération

Musicale Populaire (figure 8).

Fig. 8. Administrative Organization of the FMP in May 1937.1

Honorary President: Romain Rolland
President: Albert Roussel

Executive Committee: Georges Auric, Brunot, Suzanne Cointe, Gilbert Thomas, Gruffy, Henry
Sauveplane, Hanri Radiguer, Alice Pillot, Léon Moussinac, Roger Désormiére, Détruit, Krob, Robert Eon.

Artistic Committee: Charles Koechlin (president), Georges Auric, Elsa Barraine, William Cantrelle, Roger
Desormiére, Henri-Bertrand Etcheverry, Arthur Honegger, André Jolivet, Daniel Lazarus, Locatelli, Darius
Milhaud, Léon Moussinac, Marcel Moyse, Henri Radiguer, Albert Roussel, Henry Sauveplane, Devaux,
Savoye, Serret, J.-C. Simon, Peters-Rosset.

Editorial Committee: Henry and Marguerite Sauveplane (director), Georges Auric, Charles Koechlin,
Henri Radiguer, J.-C. Simon, Peters-Rosset.

Composers: Georges Auric, Elsa Barraine, Henri Cliquet-Pleyel, Louis Durey, Marius-Frangois Gaillard,
Jean Hubeau, André Jolivet, Michel Lévy, Marcel Landowski, Charles Koechlin, Daniel Lazarus, Henri
Sauveplane, Reynold Thiel, Albert Roussel, Arthur Honegger, Darius Milhaud, Jacques Ibert, Marcel
Delannoy, Maurice Jaubert.

Performers, Conductors: William Cantrelle, Roger Désormiére, Henri-Bertrand Etcheverry, Marinette
Fenoyer, Marianne Gonitch, Mme Secondi, M. Modesti, Mme Fabregue, M. Morot, M. Guinard.

Furthermore, the organization, which also boasted an impressive membership of

factory workers and middle-class urban dwellers, attracted prominent intellectuals from

' Suzanne Cointe, “Rapport d’organization,” 3.
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other artistic fields including the writers Louis Aragon, Jean-Richard Bloch, Romain
Rolland, and Léon Moussinac. Ultimately, the FMP united composers, intellectuals,
musicians, amateurs and music enthusiasts — regardless of their personal political beliefs
— around a single objective: to make music more accessible to the people, particularly the

working class.

Historical Antecedents

The FMP’s mission to improve accessibility through performance and education
programs was indebted to a long line of similar initiatives dating back to the middle of the
nineteenth century. One of the earliest and most significant of these was the orphéon
(choral singing) movement. Designed as social clubs that offered musical and artistic
instruction for working-class men, the orphéons were organized by local municipal
authorities, parish representatives and, later in the century, factory owners. The
movement evolved into a huge network of choral groups, wind ensembles and brass
bands. By the turn of the century, competitions and high profile concerts were regularly
organized to promote the orphéon movement, which by then was active throughout the
entire country."

These initiatives developed in parallel with the institutionalized expansion of
orchestral concerts for “popular” audiences. Frangoise Andrieux has traced the growth of
concerts populaires and has shown that these events typically featured works of an easy-

listening variety (excerpts of opéra comique, symphonies, and virtuosic pieces from the

> For an overview of the history of the orpheon movement see Philippe Gumplowicz, Les Travaux
d’Orphée (Paris: Aubier, 1987). On the political thrust of the movement during the nineteenth century, see
Jane F. Fulcher, “The Orpheon Societes: Music for the Workers in Second-Empire France,” International
Review of the Aesthetics and Sociology of Music 10 (1979): 47-56.
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Romantic period) presented to a mass audience at low cost.'® As a rule, modern works
were excluded from popular concerts, and these performances, like Jules Pasdeloup’s
Concerts populaires (inaugurated in 1861), took place in large concert halls like the
Trocadéro or Chatelet theatres.'” In 1898 under Albert Carré, the Opéra-Comique also
began presenting spectacles populaires that offered standards of the repertory at reduced
prices. The troupe of the Opéra-Comique also performed in different theatres in working
class areas of the city between 1904 and 1906, a practice which, as we shall see in
Chapter 6, FMP member Daniel Lazarus attempted to revive in 1936.

A more adventurous initiative in the same vein was Victor Charpentier’s Grandes
Auditions Populaires et Gratuites du Trocadéro, which began in 1905. Indeed, by the turn
of the century, the use of the word “popular” (populaire) implied an understanding and
acknowledgment of the growing social demands of the working classes. This political
aspect is reflected in many aspects of fin-de-siécle cultural life, particularly in the
increased advocacy of musical education for the urban masses and the encouragement of
active participation in performances of ‘“high-art” music. Gustave Charpentier’s
“Conservatoire Mimi Pinson” was exemplary in this regard, for it trained working-class
women for musical participation in professional productions of the composer’s own
works, particularly the open-air spectacle, La Couronnement de la Muse."® Another
important development was Albert Doyen’s Les Fétes du Peuple, a choir formed in 1919

that was comprised partly of workers and which performed well-known repertory of the

'S Frangoise Andrieux, “Gustave Charpentier artiste social: Contribution 4 1’étude de I’éducation musicale
populaire” (PhD diss., Université de Paris IV, 1985), 48-62.

'7 On Pasdeloup’s concerts see Elisabeth Bernard, “Jules Pasdeloup et les Concerts Populaires,” Revue de
musicologie 57 (1971): 150-178.

'8 Andrieux, “Gustave Charpentier artiste social,” 134. For complementary information see Mary Ellen
Poole, “Gustave Charpentier and the Conservatoire populaire de Mimi Pinson,” 19"-Century Music 20
(1997): 231-52.
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eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (Bach, Handel, Beethoven, Berlioz, and Wagner). It
was very successful throughout the 1920s and sung to large audiences, who were invited
to actively participate in the group’s concerts, in a “vast project of self-education.”"’

As Pascal Ory has suggested, the FMP represented the “third generation” in this
ongoing process of musical democratization.”® What set the FMP apart from earlier
efforts, was the explicit politicization of its musical and pedagogical activities within the
framework of contemporaneous left-wing politics. Indeed, the FMP’s musical agenda,
rather than being generally informed by socialist idealism, was intimately linked to the
political goals and tactics of popular frontism. The musical action of the FMP was
unmistakably underlined by general left-wing anti-fascist sentiment, which was combined
with a call for a collaborative effort aimed at ensuring greater social equality and
valorization of the working class. In short, it aimed to unlock the cultural potential of the
working class, and to supply it with the keys to musical self-expression within the explicit
context of Popular Front political action. It also sought to introduce and cultivate an
interest in modern music among workers. By doing so, it differentiated itself from the
beleaguered orphéon movement whose repertory remained stalled within nineteenth-
century conventions.”' The orphéons, despite providing an example of working-class,
“communal” musical expression, received little encouragement from the FMP or the

Popular Front — both groups probably viewed them as aesthetically outdated, and (given

the ascendancy of Leninist-Marxist thought in the 1930s) politically anachronistic.

19 Nancy Sloan Goldberg, “Unanimism in the Concert Hall: Les Fétes du Peuple, 1919-1939,” The French
Review 65 (April 1992): 785. See also Fulcher, The Composer as Intellectual, 126-133.

° Ory, La Belle illusion, 296.

2! Henry Pruniéres, La Revue musicale (January 1935): 56.
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The FMP and the Maison de la Culture

The Fédération was one of the most successful cultural groups working under the
auspices of its parent organization, the Maison de la Culture. The Maison de la Culture,
like the FMP, was built upon ideological and administrative foundations established by
the AEAR. In fact, by mid-1935 the Maison de la Culture replaced the AEAR, a
development that many members viewed as inevitable and salutary. According to left-
wing writer René Blech, from the ideological standpoint of Popular Front politics, the
narrowly defined and highly partisan objectives of the AEAR had come to represent “a
formula that no longer corresponded to the requirements of the epoch.”” Whereas the
AEAR had advocated relatively strict emulation of Soviet cultural practices and
aesthetics, the Maison sought to implement a cultural program that resonated with French
artistic traditions, and which would be widely attractive for a large spectrum of the
French population. As a result, the Maison successfully placed itself at the very epicenter
of left-wing cultural activity in the country. In essence, it functioned as the unofficial
coordinator of the vast “cultural front” that had grown up around the politics of the
French Communist Party and the Popular Front. Its primary role was to encourage
communication between the different artistic disciplines, and thereby promote the
development of a multidisciplinary community of elite artists unified by a common desire
to reach out to the masses. By facilitating broad-based solidarity among intellectuals,
artists and the working class, the Maison fulfilled an indispensable role within the cultural
world of the Popular Front.

The Maison’s drive for solidarity across different artistic disciplines proved

extremely successful. By 1937, it could count eleven important affiliations and over

22 René Blech, Commune, April 1936. Quoted in Ory, La Belle illusion, 121.
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70,000 members. These members included some of the most prominent artists and
intellectuals of the time, and a large number of workers who, as a result of the forty-hour
workweek, now had time to partake in its activities. The Maison attracted many artists
including writers, theatre directors, actors, film directors, photographers, decorators,
metteurs-en-scene, musicians, outdoor enthusiasts, and youth groups. It sponsored
publications, including the influential journals Commune and Europe and its activities
were routinely covered by the Communist dailies L’Humanité and Ce Soir. The Maison
had branches, or “cultural circles” (cercles culturels) throughout France, with important
centers in Lyons, Marseille, Nantes, Grenoble, Bordeaux, Nice, and Cannes. Its influence
was also felt outside continental France, with centers in Tunis as well as in Algiers where

the young writer, Albert Camus, took part in its activities (figure 9).

Fig. 9. Associations affiliated with the Maison de la Culture (1937).24

L’ Association frangaise des écrivains pour la défense de la culture
L’Union des théatres indépendants de France
Ciné-Liberté

La Fédération musicale populaire

L’ Association des peintres, sculpteurs et graveurs
La Fédération photographique du travail

Le Mouvement d’art mural

Les Jeunes architectes-décorateurs-urbanistes

La Maison de la technique

Camping et culture

La Fédération de I’enfance

The Maison de la Culture in Paris was extremely dynamic, and it regularly called
upon high-profile specialists to conduct weekly events at its headquarters in the rue de

Navarin. For example, the Maison sponsored lectures by Lucien Febvre on Marxism, by

2 Ory, La Belle illusion, 123.
24 Ibid., 122.
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Le Corbusier on architectural projects for the ideal city, by André Malraux on French art,
and by Georges Auric on Erik Satie.”® They were held in the evening to allow for the
attendance of workers, and the tone of these conferences was both convivial and didactic.
Periodically, rather than follow a lecture format, the Thursday evening rendezvous was
dedicated to a debate, often over material published in Commune *®

In the most important “cultural circles” of the Maison de la Culture, a “bureau de
spectacles” was opened, where organizations or individuals could hire groups affiliated
with the Maison for concerts, plays, the organization of galas, or public readings. During
the years of the Maison’s greatest influence (1936-37), these “bureaus” were extremely
active. One might say that the Maison de la Culture became the impresario of the Popular
Front, using the different bureaux de spectacles (especially the one in Paris) to coordinate
and produce many cultural events for the government, including ambitious theatrical
productions like Romain Rolland’s Le 14 Juillet (discussed in Chapter 5) and Jean-
Richard Bloch’s Naissance d’une Cité (discussed in Chapter 7). These events, which
relied almost solely on government funding and sponsorship, were naturally intended to
closely represent the Popular Front’s ideological commitments.”” No doubt as a result of
the Maison’s high profile for government contracts, many performers — musicians, music-
hall and circus performers, chansonniers, comedians — independently contacted the
bureaus in order to propose their services.”® In this sense these bureaux de spectacles
were an essential tool for the Maison because they functioned as an intermediary between

the government and the Maison’s affiliated organizations and individuals.

B 1bid., 124; AN 104 AS 9.

26 Ory, La Belle illusion, 124.

7 Ibid., 125.

28 Much of this correspondence is preserved in AN 104 AS 9.
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Political Neutrality?

Despite the Maison’s direct lineage to the AEAR and the presence of Communist
intellectuals in the highest echelons of the new organization’s administration (for
example, Louis Aragon and René Blech), the Maison was careful not to overtly
emphasize its affiliation with this political party. Although its pedagogical efforts, indeed
its entire platform, found its roots within Communist ideology, amazingly enough it
actually attempted to present itself as an apolitical entity. Louis Aragon applauded this
facade of political neutrality, for he understood that ““all of this, which seems apolitical, is
in line with the political game of exterior forces and may, as such, be used for political
ends.”” Indeed, organizers believed that maintaining a seemingly apolitical climate at the
Maison was the best way to bring people closer to an acceptance of Communist ideology.
To quote Aragon once again: “[w]hat we are most interested in are those people who are
in the zone of influence of legitimate Communist supporters and who, by this very fact,
can first be brought to act in the general realm of culture.”

These same tactics were also employed at the Fédération Musicale Populaire. Few
of the well-known members of the FMP ever became card-carrying Communists, and
many, no doubt, simply joined out of sympathy for a cause that resonated with their
liberal and humanist values. Others were surely attracted to the organization for reasons
having little to do with political ideology: commissions, appointments, media coverage
and professional contacts were just some of the possible fringe benefits of being

associated with this youthful and dynamic organization. It is unlikely, however, that

% From a speech delivered by Louis Aragon on February 21, 1937. Quoted in Ory, La Belle illusion, 126.

3% 1 ouis Aragon, Commune, March 1936. Quoted in Ory, La Belle illusion, 126-127. “Ce qui nous intéresse
le plus, ce sont ces éléments qui sont dans la zone d’influence des militants déclarés et qui, par ce fait
méme, peuvent étre d’abord fixés sur le plan trés général de la culture.”
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composers joined the FMP completely unaware of the political issues at stake. Most, if
not all, were undoubtedly attracted by some aspects of the Communist platform — whether
cultural, social, or political — without, however, necessarily endorsing it en bloc. Even the
organization’s presidents during the Popular Front (Albert Roussel and Charles Koechlin)
abstained from obtaining official Party membership.’! For the Popular Front, each new
participant — whether Communist, Socialist, Radical, Catholic, or politically unaligned
liberal thinker — strengthened the coalition’s united “front” against fascism. Even if
members joined the FMP for apolitical reasons, their presence could still be manipulated

(to reiterate Aragon) “for political ends.”

Education

Education was a central element of the FMP’s mandate, and both FMP presidents
expounded their views on the matter during the Popular Front period. Albert Roussel,
whose influence on the organization was no doubt limited as a result of his feeble health
during the last years of his life, made his ideas clear in a number of articles. He was
conscious that technology was making music increasingly available outside of the concert
hall. Not only had music become a pervasive element of modern life, but the forms and
styles of music that people could listen to were extremely varied. In an article entitled
“Know how to choose,” Roussel argued that never before were people so in need of
guides to be able to discern “good music” from “bad music,” a topic which, as we shall
see, was also actively debated within the FMP. Roussel felt that people should be shown
how modern works are indebted to masterpieces of the past, and believed that the

preservation and dissemination of these works was an important factor in bringing about

3! The organization’s third president, Louis Durey, was a PCF member.
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“serenity” in a troubled world. In Roussel’s words, “faith in spiritual values forms the
basis for any civilized society, and Music, of all the arts, is the highest and most sensitive
expression of these values.”

Other articles followed, in which Roussel argued that the national school system
should make a greater commitment to music education. Here, his comments directly
reflected those of many important members of the Popular Front government, in
particular Georges Huisman (1899-1957) who presided over the ministry of Beaux-Arts
between 1934 and 1940. Huisman pleaded for a greater democratization of music, and
asked the government in 1937 whether it was possible “to treat the teaching of fine arts
and music at the same level as math and geography.” Roussel, like many other members
of the FMP, was upset that despite its official place in primary and elementary curricula,
teachers often neglected the instruction of music in favour of other subjects and
activities.** Lucien Lair, a Communist implicated in music education, also expressed his
worries to the FMP over the lack of musical training in school, a situation that he felt
would lead to decreased participation in amateur wind-bands and choirs once children
graduated.”® Roussel shared his concerns, for he believed that although music was
beginning to lose the stigma of being an exclusively “bourgeois” pastime in France, the

country was still far behind many other European countries in ensuring that musical

education was as democratic as possible.’® For children coming from a proletarian

32 Albert Roussel, “Savoir choisir,” in Lettres et écrits, ed. Nicole Labelle, 282-283 (Paris: Flammarion,
1987).

3 Georges Huisman, “A propos des rapports de I'art et de I’Etat (29 April, 1937),” in Meélanges
d’esthétique et de science d I'art offerts Etienne Souriau, professeur & la Sorbonne, ed. Etienne Souriau,
125-127 (Paris: Librarie Nizet, 1952).

34 Alice Pelliot, “L’organisation actuelle de ’enseignement dans les établissements de 1’Etat: La méthode
André Gédalge,” L’Art Musical Popualire (August-September 1937): 22-23.

35 Lucien Lair, “L’éducation musicale a ’école,” L ’Art Musical Popualire (August-September 1937): 22.

36 Albert Roussel, “La musique a ’école,” in Leftres et écrits, 283.
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background, musical instruction could only be assured by the schools; as a result, Roussel
recommended that ear-training and choral singing become a mandatory part of primary
instruction.

Following Roussel’s death, Charles Koechlin became the president of the FMP.
As we have seen in Libérons Thaelmann, Koechlin’s left-wing credentials were
impeccable. In 1937 at the FMP’s second annual congress, the musicologist Henri
Radiguer even referred to Koechlin as “the Jules Guésde of the FMP,” a comparison that
spoke not only to the composer’s political orientation but also to his legendary flowing
beard.”” Like his predecessor, Koechlin outlined a program for popular musical education
that was published as a series of articles for L ’Humanité.*® Koechlin’s ideas mirror those
of Roussel in important ways, but he was more emphatic in his primary thesis: that
musical culture could not be optimally developed without a reorganization of society that
allowed workers a greater amount of leisure time.” Koechlin would soon see some of this
“reorganization” thanks to the initiatives of Léo Lagrange, the Minister in charge of new
programs designed to promote activities as diverse as biking, camping, amateur aviation
and the youth hostelling movement for workers and their families. Koechlin believed that
choral singing should be more broadly encouraged as an amateur activity as well, because
he was aware of the excellent results that amateur choirs (like the AEAR) were capable of

producing. Along with Roussel, he believed musical literacy should be taught at school

37 Henri Radiguer, L’Art Musical Populaire (September-October, 1937): 20. Jules Guésde (1845-1922)
helped form the Socialist Party of France in 1900. It eventually merged with the French Socialist Party
under Jean Jaurés, in 1905.

38 «Culture musicale de la Nation: chant choral et solfége,” March 8, 1936; “Culture musicale de la Nation:
petits orchestres et harmonies,” March 29, 1936; “Culture musicale de la Nation: musique mécanique,”
April 19, 1936; “Education musicale de la Nation: concerts par audition directe,” May 18, 1936; “Education
musicale de la Nation: le répertoire,” June 28, 1936. These articles are also included in Koechlin’s book, La
musique et le peuple (Paris: Editions Sociales Internationales, 1936).

%% Charles Koechlin, “Culture musicale de la Nation: chant choral et solfége,” L ’Humanité, March 8, 1936.
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and that music history should be included in general historical instruction.*® Koechlin had
mixed views about the educational role of what he called “musique mécanique” which
included the radio, recorded music and film music. He worried that these forms of
musical production would lessen the stature of music and turn it into an unrewarding
diversion, rather than a locus of contemplation. Although he acknowledged that they
could all be used to excellent ends, he felt that in order for them to be effective as a tool
for mass education, workers would have to learn to listen attentively. Koechlin also
worried about the programming decisions of radio executives whom he feared did not
view the people’s musical education as a high priority. He conceded that the value of
discs was located in their capacity to introduce workers to a variety of music, but he
pleaded with city dwellers not to neglect the experience of hearing live music from which
they could learn so much more."! Koechlin felt that there should be more concerts
populaires devoted to chamber music and complained that these forms of concerts, which
typically featured traditional symphonic repertory in large halls with poor acoustics, did a
disservice to the people. He also suggested that concert organizers receive tax exemptions
and state subsidies in order to keep ticket prices low. Furthermore, he encouraged the
development of free concerts within the school system to be given by young musicians
for a small fee.** Finally, Koechlin encouraged amateur musical groups to be more
curious in their repertory choices. He regretted that works from earlier periods, whether
Italian madrigals or eighteenth-century oratorios, rarely figured on concert programs of

these organizations. He hoped that they would perform with more frequency modern

40 .
Ibid.
*! Charles Koechlin, “Culture musicale de la Nation: musique mécanique,” L ’Humanité, April 19, 1936.
“2 Charles Koechlin, “Education musicale de la Nation: concerts par audition directe,” L ’Humanité, May 18,
1936.
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harmonizations of France’s folklore — works by Debussy, Fauré, Maurice Emmanuel,
Paul Ladmirault, and Charles Bordes.* Koechlin felt that the modern wind-band
repertory was altogether insufficient and condemned the “vulgarity” often present in this
music. He made it one of the FMP’s mandates to promote the composition of works for

these ensembles.

Yenues
Music is everywhere. From the concert hall to the theatre, where it was once kept
distant and revered, it has moved to the street, it mixes with the masses and, led or
dragged by science, it is installed in bourgeois living-rooms, in the worker’s bed-
room, in the pub or in the workshop, in the cars of the express trains, and even in

the taxi where it keeps a client company for a few minutes.**

Albert Roussel’s description, which depicts music’s ubiquitous presence in everyday
experiences of modern life, points to the multiplicity of venues and modes of musical
transmission that were available to a composer during the mid-1930s. With the rapid
expansion of recording and transmission technologies, the theatre and concert hall were

slowly being abandoned, a characteristic of modern life that the director of the Opéra,

# Charles Koechlin,“Education musicale de la Nation: le répertoire,” June 28, 1936. That Koechlin painted
a composer like Bordes (who helped found the Schola Cantorum in 1894) as an example to emulate is
noteworthy in light of Jane F. Fulcher’s recent claim that the Fédération Musicale Populaire “attacked” the
Schola Cantorum “in unambiguously political terms.” The Composer as Intellectual, 221-222.

* Albert Roussel, “Savoir choisir,” in Lettres et écrits, 282. “La musique est partout. De la salle de concert,
du théatre, ot elle se tenait autrefois, distante et respectée, elle est descendue dans la rue, elle s’est mélée a
la foule et, conduite ou trainée par la science, elle s’est trouvée installée dans le salon du bourgeois, dans la
chambre du travailleur, 3 la brasserie ou a ’atelier, dans le wagon du rapide et jusque dans le taxi ou elle
tient compagnie au client de quelques minutes.”
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Jacques Rouché, viewed as cause for concern in an article penned in 1932.* Arthur
Honegger, writing in 1936, claimed that having a box at the Opéra “is no longer in the
norms of contemporary snobbism” and that “today, the so-called ‘enlightened’ public
goes from the stadium to the cinema, works the buttons on their radio set or plays a
disc.”*

The FMP was aware of these shifts and looked to capitalize upon them. They
recognized that the masses had to be reached on their own turf, leading Suzanne Cointe to
claim that the FMP was the “organization of the streets of Paris and the interpreter of the
wishes, dreams [and] struggles of the Parisian population.”*’ An essential aspect of its
musical program entailed aligning both the performances of its groups and the
compositional output of its composers with those venues and modes of transmission that
directly addressed the masses: stadiums, political rallies, cinemas, the radio, popular fétes,
and the street demonstration.

An example of this approach — many more will be discussed in the following
chapters — took place during the commemoration of the centenary of Rouget de Lisle’s
death, organized by the Communist Party at Choisy-Le-Roi in late June 1936. Suzanne
Cointe later referred to this event, for which the FMP assembled many of its associated
groups from outside Paris and at least 1200 amateur performers, as an important episode
in the organization’s development.”® The celebrations took place over four days and
included two performances by the FMP: one at the Salle Pleyel (joined by, notably,

Albert Doyen’s choir, Les Fétes du Peuple), and one at the municipal stadium in Choisy-

 Tacques Rouché, “L’Opéra et les moeurs nouvelles,” Revue des deux mondes (July 1, 1932): 68-84.

6 Arthur Honegger, “Autre vision,” La page musicale, March 20, 1936; reproduced in

Arthur Honegger, Ecrits, ed. Huguette Calmel (Paris: Honoré Champion, 1992), 144.

g Suzanne Cointe, “Rapport d’organisation,” L’Art musicale populaire (August-September, 1937): 3.
Ibid., 2.
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Le-Roi. The works performed during these two events reflect what was gradually
becoming something of a Popular Front canon of composers: Rouget de Lisle, Gossec,
Beethoven, Félicien David, and Berlioz.

The political stakes surrounding the commemoration were high, for Choisy-le-Roi
was one of the few suburbs in the Parisian “red belt” that had not yet voted a Communist
deputy to the Chamber. In opposition to the Communist-organized celebration, the
“establishment” also scheduled a commemorative event at Choisy-Le-Roi that included
performances by artists from the Opéra, Opéra-Comique and the Comédie-Frangaise.*
The FMP’s strategy was therefore not only to strengthen its symbolic ties (and those of
the Communist Party) with France’s revolutionary heritage, but also to incite the
population of this suburb to understand these links as well. The Communist representative

at the event, Maurice Thorez, triumphantly announced:

The workers, hearing the call of the Communist Party, have relearned La
Marseillaise. They have given it back its significance and its revolutionary flame.
Isn’t it significant that our Communist Party [...] had the initiative for these
grandiose popular demonstrations to mark the centenary of the death of Rouget de

Lisle?>?

¥ Sylvie Rab, “La commémoration du centenaire de la mort de Rouget de Lisle & Choisy-Le-Roi, en Juin
1936,” in Les Usages politiques des fétes aux XIXe-XXe siécles, eds. Alain Corbin, Noé&lle Gérome

and Danielle Tartakowsky, 291-304 (Paris: Publications de la Sorbonne, 1994).

30 Cited in Rab, “La commémoration du centenaire de la mort de Rouget de Lisle & Choisy-

Le-Roi,” 301-302. Thorez’s speech was printed in L’Humanité on 27 June 1936. “Les travailleurs, a appel
du Parti communiste, ont réappris La Marseillaise. Ils lui ont restitué sa signification et sa flamme
révolutionnaire. N’est-il pas significatif que notre Parti communiste [...] ait eu I’initiative de ces grandioses
manifestations populaires 4 I’occasion du centenaire de la mort de Rouget de Lisle?”
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But the program was not only historicist in approach. It also included modern
“revolutionary” works for wind band by FMP members, included J.C. Simon, Henry
Sauveplane, and Charles Koechlin. At the end of the ceremony, fourteen working-class
bands performed Koechlin’s La Victoire as a lead-up to Thorez’s speech and the colossal
renderings of La Marseillaise and L’Internationale. Koechlin’s work was deliberately
conceived in light of the performance forces present at the celebration. La Victoire
(example 3.1) is constructed around the unison presentation of short diatonic melodies,
each of which conclude in “naive” chordal progressions featuring “harmonic mistakes”
which, as we shall see, the composer felt the masses were particularly apt to understand

and accept.

Ex. 3.1. Charles Koechlin, La Victoire — choral pour musique d’harmonie, op. 153, no. 3,
mm. 1-11.
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The FMP’s participation at political events such as this one was frequent, and its
most important representative was the Chorale Populaire de Paris. It participated in a
variety of musical events including: the Communist Party homage to Paul Vaillant-
Couturier at the Palais de la Mutualité in April 1936, visits to occupied factories
throughout the spring strikes, performances during the 14™ of July street demonstrations,

and organized rallies to protest the Spanish civil war later in the year. Ultimately, the
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Chorale, and other groups like it, brought the music of FMP composers to venues
radically different from those considered standard during the 1930s. For the most part, the
FMP shied away from the use of radio and cinema as a means of transmitting its message,
and focused its energy on live performances that would engage the masses on their own
terrain and which would actively encourage workers to partake in the organization’s
activities.

Fig. 10. La Chorale Populaire de Paris performing for workers at a factory in Montrouge
during the 1936 strikes. (Photo Pierre Jamet)®'

Musical Aesthetics at the FMP

The musical aesthetics of the FMP were largely formulated by the organization’s
presidents, Albert Roussel and Charles Koechlin, as well as by its numerous members:
Roger Désormicre, Henri-Cliquet Pleyel, André Jolivet, Maurice Jaubert and others. As

members of the organization, each of these individuals wrote or spoke passionately on

5! Reproduced in Robert Brécy, Florilége de la chanson révolutionnaire (Paris: Editions Hier et Demain,
1978), 282.
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topics pertaining to the intersection of music and politics during this period. They
questioned the role of modern composers in contemporary society and the place of music
in the lives of the French population. Within the FMP, this ongoing debate was rich and
nuanced, and touched on several key topics pertaining to the composer’s relationship to
“the people.” This included considerations about the importance of “rules” in composition
as opposed to an approach informed by “instinct” and “naivety,” the use of folk and
popular idioms, as well as modernist and atonal idioms in modern music for the masses,
and the value of /’art pour I’art in a political climate dominated by the social concerns of
the masses.

Despite the wide diversity of FMP membership, the organization’s aesthetic
vision — particularly as it pertained to the composition of “music for the people” — was
particularly well defined. The FMP’s advocacy of what I have termed populist
modernism expressed itself in many ways, whether through musical works written by its
members, the organization’s pedagogical efforts on behalf of the working class, or the
types of musical events that it participated in.

In the summer of 1937, coinciding with the Exposition des arts et des techniques
dans la vie moderne (discussed in Chapter 7), the FMP held its second annual congress,
the complete transcript of which is reproduced in the organization’s journal, L’Art
musical populaire. This meeting helped to further consolidate the aesthetic platform of
the FMP, which was increasingly dominated by the following themes: the desire for
compositional “freedom,” the integration of popular sources, the search for popular
audiences, and musical education for the masses. As we shall see, the pronouncements of
the FMP’s two Popular Front presidents (Albert Roussel and Charles Koechlin), as well

as those of a number of FMP members (expressed both within L ’Art Musical Populaire or
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other widely distributed sources), articulated a uniform aesthetic vision for the FMP, and

one which would have profound influences on the musical efforts of the organization.

Freedom

As noted above, the FMP’s membership consisted of a diverse cast of musicians
who were drawn from various educational backgrounds and professional affiliations.
Composers with highly developed views about the social utility of music (like Koechlin,
Auric, Wiéner and Durey) cohabited in the organization alongside liberal-minded figures
whose political views on art and culture, though undoubtedly sympathetic to the FMP’s
overall aims, were less clearly defined. In many respects, however, such inconsistencies
in political opinion amongst composers did not prevent the FMP from attempting to
establish a unified aesthetic approach. In fact, in terms of musical style, the FMP did
advocate implicit “norms.” These are so prominent that it is possible to perceive stylistic
commonalities among the works produced by members of the organization. At the same
time, the FMP did not advertise aesthetic formulas like “socialist realism” — viewed as
being too artistically limiting — but rather promoted “freedom” (liberté) in musical
composition and artistic expression. As Communist supporter Roger Désormiére
explained during the FMP’s congress in 1937: “[i]t is necessary then that the goals
pursued by the FMP include the struggle for modern music, which can be reduced, in a
way, to freedom of thought and the freedom to express yourself in whatever language

suits you and as you like.””* In many ways, “freedom” became an FMP catchword,

52 Roger Désormiére, “La défense de la culture musicale,” L’4rt musical populaire (August-September,
1937): 18. “Il faut donc que dans les buts que la FMP va poursuivre, figure la lutte pour la musique
modeme et ¢a se résume, en quelque sorte, par la liberté de penser et la liberté de s’exprimer dans le
langage qui vous convient et comme vous le voulez.”
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carrying with it unspoken and implicit stylistic directives. In the context of the FMP,
“freedom” stood for a particular type of modernism, one that rejected many aspects of the
Romantic nineteenth-century musical heritage, and which embraced the confrontational

modernism of the 1920s — particularly that of Les Six and Erik Satie.

Henri Cliquet-Pleyel: Good and Bad Music

To understand the type of “freedom™ advocated at the FMP, we may consider
what was said by composer Henri Cliquet-Pleyel at the 1937 congress. Cliquet-Pleyel,
who like Désormiére had been a pupil of Koechlin and later a member of Satie’s informal
Ecole d’Arcueil, gave a speech provocatively entitled “Good and Bad Music.” In it, he
charts an aesthetic course for the FMP, one in which he envisages a “constant exchange in
both directions” between the musical elite and the masses.” For Cliquet-Pleyel, the time
“when we listened to music with our head in our hands” has passed. He provocatively
claims that “boring” music of the grand symphonic tradition is the worst music of all.>*
He also indicts those people who have been so well “fed” by the music of nineteenth-
century masters that they “look down upon works that are simpler, more direct, of a
popular vein, and which because of this are seen to be in bad taste.””> As Jane Fulcher has
remarked, Cliquet-Pleyel’s pronouncements seem to take aim at the aesthetic vision

promoted by the Schola Cantorum (typified by composers like d’Indy, Ropartz and

Busser), but also of the entire nineteenth-century legacy of composers “obediently in

3 Henri Cliquet-Pleyel, “La bonne et la mauvaise musique,” L’ Art musical populaire (August-September
1937): 19.

> Ibid., 18.

> Ibid. “Bien des musiciens, habitués depuis longtemps a la fréquentation des grands Maitres et ayant
nourri leurs oreilles et leurs cerveau de tout ce que le génie musical a produit de plus pur et de plus sublime,
sont amenés & mépriser des oeuvres plus simples, plus directes, d’une essence populaire, et qui pour cela
leur semblent de mauvais gofit.”
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quest of the qualities of the “pure” and “sublime”.”*® Cliquet-Pleyel frowns upon certain
“symphonies, in which the paucity of ideas is made even worse by vulgarity and the false
grandeur of style,” and aims to remind people that such works should not be regarded as
“g00d music” simply because they are performed in concert halls.”’

On the other hand, Cliquet-Pleyel praises modern popular music for its dynamism
and melodic appeal and claims that many modern-day chansons possess qualities that
could enable them to become classics in their own right. This is reminiscent of Jean
Cocteau’s enthusiastic statements about chanson and jazz from the early 1920s. Yet
Cliquet-Pleyel does not condone all popular music, stressing that “there are good tangos
and bad, excellent foxtrots and others which are mediocre, waltzes with an admirable
melodic movement, and others that are completely insipid.”*® Clearly, however, Cliquet-
Pleyel urges the FMP to embrace modern popular music because of its ubiquity within the
everyday lives of the workers. He urges the FMP to be aware of “false intellectualism”
and to write music that is “social above all, and more dynamic than ever.””’ Furthermore,
he stresses that the FMP should aim to eliminate in music “everything that selfish
bourgeois culture has wanted [...] to inculcate the people with, in its attempt to exhaust
and burden it with hardships and fascisms of all sorts.”® The optimism with which he

ends his speech is typical of the left-wing rhetoric of the period:

58 Fulcher, The Composer as Intellectual, 222.

*7 Cliquet-Pleyel, “La bonne et la mauvaise musique,” 19. “Mais n’oublions pas qu’il y a des symphonies
ou la pauvreté des idées est encore aggravée par la vulgarité ou la fausse grandeur du style...Il ne faudrait
pas prendre cela pour de la bonne musique parce qu’elle est dite “de concert” et, parfois, assez difficile &
exécuter.”

% Ibid., 18. “Il y a de bons tangos et de mauvais, des fox-trott [sic] excellents et d’autres plus que
médiocres, des valses d’un adorable mouvement mélodique, et d’autres parfaitement insipides.”

% Ibid. “Ce cabotinage de faux intellectuel doit cesser devant les temps nouveausx, et je suis persuadé que le
devoir et le but de la musique, a présent, est d’étre avant tout sociale et plus dynamique que jamais.”
 1bid., 19. “Il faudra déraciner dans ’amour que le peuple porte actuellement a la musique tout ce que
Pégoiste culture bourgeoise y a voulu, de tous temps, implanter, afin d’essayer de 1’abrutir, pour 1’assujettir
aux servages et aux fascismes de toutes sortes.”
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And this will be the conclusion of my exposé: the immense hope that I have to one
day see composers preoccupied with following the liberating current of our epoch;
to see them imbue their songs for the masses, each day more enlightened and
sensitive to beauty, the part of the sublime which is owed to them in the universal
order. One day, we will all work in this way, and then we will no longer have to
anxiously ask ourselves questions about what kind of music we are writing: we

will be certain that it will be “good” music!®!

Charles Koechlin: True and False Music

No sooner had Cliquet-Pleyel finished exposing these views did Charles Koechlin
give a similarly conceived exposé entitled, “True and False Popular Music.” Claiming
that composers should remain “free” by avoiding “concessions,” he too recognizes the
important role to be played by popular music in modern works intended for mass
audiences. He also finds value in modern urban music (a shift in his aesthetic already
noted in his 1935 work, Libérons Thaelmann) and admits that in certain cases there is
beauty “in the little movie song” or in the popular refrains of an opérette composer like
Maurice Yvain.** Although he comes down hard on the tango, calling it “a pretext for

groping,” he confesses that “it is also a form of popular art, and in some circumstances, it

8! Ibid. “Et ceci sera la conclusion de mon exposé, 'immense espoir que j’ai de voir un jour les
compositeurs préoccupés avant tout de suivre le grand courant libérateur dont s’exalte notre époque,
d’insuffler par leurs chants aux masses de jour en jour plus éclairées et plus sensibles a la beauté, la part
sublime qui leur est dévolue dans I’ordre universel. Un jour, nous travaillerons tous dans cet esprit, et alors
nous n’aurons plus besoin de nous interroger plus ou moins anxieusement sur ce que nous écrirons ; nous
serons slirs que ce sera de la bonne musique!”

82 Yvain (1891-1965) was the most prominent composer of opérette in France during the 1920s. His Ta
bouche of 1922 was an enormous success, as was La-haut, a work that featured the popular singer Maurice
Chevalier. It is perhaps important to note that Yvain rarely used American dance idioms, a fact which may
help explain Koechlin’s praise of his music.
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even has character, even beauty, when it is stylized by a real musician. An example: the
Suadades do Brazil by Milhaud.”® With its mixture of popular inspiration and elite
compositional and harmonic procedures, the Suadades are typical of the aesthetic strategy
that dominated the music of Les Six in the early 1920s. They represent, to quote Barbara
Kelly, “the light-hearted Parisian post-war spirit,” while revealing “technical control of
bitonality, texture and structure at its best.”®* Although Koechlin never suggested that
members of the FMP write tangos, fox trots, or light music in general, he did believe that
these forms of popular music, when properly “stylized,” could be truly worthy of the
masses.

Whereas Koechlin believed that urban “popular” music needed to be “elevated” in
order to become “true popular art,” rural folk music required no such aesthetic rescue
mission. In “True and False Popular Music,” he praises rural folk music and proposes that
it serve as an example in the creation of modern music for the masses. Koechlin views
folklore as “true” popular music as opposed to “false” commercially “popular” music,
which he regularly denigrates as bourgeois products created for mass consumption. For
Koechlin, folklore is the ultimate musical language of the people, for it “expresses its
emotions [...], its hopes, its revolts and its political demands.”® Despite such statements,
however, Koechlin does not advocate nineteenth-century compositional practices of

appropriating folk music as compositional material for large symphonic or operatic

8 Charles Koechlin, “La vraie et la fausse musique populaire,” L’Art musical populaire (August-
September, 1937): 19. “...le fango, danse qui n’est qu’un prétexte a pelotage, c’est encore une forme de
I’art populaire, & la rigueur, et cela peut avoir son caractére, cela méme a de la beauté, quand c’est stylisé
par un vrai musicien. Exemple les Saudades da Brazil [sic] de Milhaud.”

$ Barbara Kelly, Tradition and Style in the Works of Darius Milhaud 1912-1939 (Aldershot: Ashgate,
2003), 157.

8 Koechlin, “La vraie et la fausse musique populaire,” 19. “La musique populaire [...] c’est celle qui
exprime les sentiments du peuple, ses espoirs, ses révoltes, ses revendications.”
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works.® On the contrary, he argues that the study of folklore should permit composers to
discover “clear and lively ideas, clean and significant harmonies” and music capable of
expressing a “naive soul.”®” He places folk tunes on a pedestal equal in height to that of
“sublime” nineteenth-century masterpieces, and praises their “instinctual” character,
which he hopes modern composers will attempt to recapture. Ultimately, Koechlin
encourages simplicity and clarity inspired by folksong in modern popular works, a
position closely aligned with Cocteau's pronouncements in Le Coq et I’arlequin.

At first glance, Koechlin’s support for an aesthetic that embraced popular song,
“instinct,” and “naivety” appears incongruous with the composer’s reputation as an
erudite writer of groundbreaking treatises on counterpoint and harmony.®® In fact, less-
informed critics regularly complained that Koechlin’s own music was comprised of
“chimerical logarithms,” a recurring assessment that the composer continuously sought to
debunk. But, writing in his own defense in an autobiographical portrait entitled “Charles
Koechlin sur lui-méme,” he noted: “Nobody is less intellectual in his inspiration, even in
fugal form, which he imbued with sensitive life; nobody’s works depend less on an a
priori plan (a method he always opposed, the plan being for him a function of the idea,

the themes, the feelings); nobody is less “scientific” in his inspiration.”®

8 Charles Koechlin, “La musique en France,” La Revue internationale de musique 1 (March-April 1938):
50. “Je ne dis pas qu’il s’agisse de prendre des vieux thémes paysans pour les incorporer en des
symphonies, mais je souhaite que 1’on sache retrouver la fraicheur d’inspiration de ces artistes ingénues,
d’autrefois...”

87 Koechlin, “La vraie et la fausse musique populaire,” 20.

 See Charles Koechlin, Efude sur les notes de passage (Paris: Eschig, 1922); Précis des régles du
contrepoint (Paris: Huegel, 1926); Traité de I'harmonie, 3 vols. (Paris: Eschig, 1927-1930); Etude sur le
choral d’école (Paris: Huegel, 1929); Abrégé de la Théorie de la musique (Paris: Huegel, 1935), Traité
d’orchestration, 4 vols. (Paris: Eschig, 1954-1959).

% Robert Orledge, Charles Koechlin (1867-1950): His Life and Works (London: Harwood Academic Press,
1995), 301. Emphasis in original.
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The Legacy of Satie

2

Koechlin’s positive assessment of artistic “naivety,” and his equally firm
suspicion of musical formulas and “schools,” resonates with central facets of Erik Satie’s
aesthetic position. Koechlin felt aesthetically close to Satie, and throughout the inter-war
period, rose repeatedly to the defense of some of his most audacious works (e.g. Parade
and Socrate). This esteem was no doubt mutual, because in 1918, Satie invited the fifty-
one-year-old Koechlin to join a group that would eventually form the nexus of Les Six,
entitled “Les nouveaux jeunes.”’’

One of the documents that most clearly points to the aesthetic similarities shared
by both composers is Satie’s collection of aphoristic pronouncements entitled “Subject

»11 Qatie’s text, which was never

Matter (Idea) and Craftsmanship (Construction).
published during his lifetime, is mainly concerned with the primacy of melody in his art
as opposed to the prestige accorded to harmonic “rules” as taught at the Conservatoire. In
the tradition of avant-garde figures like Debussy, Satie disparages “school rules” and
believes that “school has a gymnastic aim, nothing more; composition has an aesthetic
aim, in which taste alone plays a part.”’* In Satie’s view, music conceived in a manner

recalling the rules of “school” remains an exercise, a gymnastic routine that falls short of

what he conceived to be the true aesthetic dimension of music:

" Ultimately, Koechlin could not attend the short-lived group’s inaugural concert, and perhaps as a result,
remained on the sidelines as Les Six rose to prominence at the end of the 1910s.

! They appear on the cover of a notebook containing material for Mort de Socrate. Reprinted and translated
in Robert Orledge, Satie the Composer (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 68-69.

72 Erik Satie, “Subject Matter (Idea) and Craftsmanship (Construction),” reprinted and translated by Orledge
in Satie the Composer, 68. For Debussy’s view on academic formulae (which he calls “dilettante traps”) see
especially his article “Du gofit,” of 1913, reprinted in Claude Debussy, Monsieur Croche et autres écrits,
ed. Francois Lesure (Paris: Gallimard, 1987), 228-230.
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Become artists unconsciously.
The Idea can do without Art.

Let us mistrust Art: it is often nothing but virtuosity.”

Both Satie and Koechlin believed “unconscious” artists — those who create either
through ignorance or willful “forgetting” of compositional rules — are those with the
richest “ideas.” Satie even claimed that “a great many artists lack ideas in general, and
even specific ideas” — an indictment against composers who wrote within accepted
musical traditions rather than in search of something new.”* As we have seen, Koechlin
held the same esteem for “ideas” and believed that “clear and lively ideas” could be found
in those composers possessing a “naive soul.” In an important essay written during the
Popular Front, Koechlin claimed that freedom is necessary “in order to break free of
musical dogmas [...]. The advice and especially the rules of masters, in music, are far
from being infallible: deformed by disciples they become disastrous.””

Koechlin’s advocacy of compositional freedom, with its concomitant criticism of
the potential detriments of schooling and slavish imitation, was also a veiled attack
against French composers associated with conservative compositional approaches.
Koechlin claimed that he preferred “naively written, pretty music over any type of false

sublime [work], even if it is renowned.”’® Like Cliquet-Pleyel, who claimed to be “deeply

shocked [...] by the famous painting in which we see students, wallowing and sobbing

™ Ibid., 69.

™ Orledge, Satie the Composer, 79.

75 Charles Koechlin, “De 1’Art pour 1’Art et de I’état des esprits & ce jour,” La Revue musicale (June-July
1937): 25. “Plus généralement, la liberté est nécessaire pour se débarrasser de tous ces dogmes musicaux
dont Jean Huré mesurait le poids écrasant, et montrait le danger. Les conseils et surtout les régles des
maitres, en musique, sont loin d’étre infaillibles: déformés par les disciples ils deviennent funestes.”

" Koechlin, La Musique et le peuple, 22. “...j’aime mieux une jolie musique, naivement faite, que
n’importe quel faux sublime, méme réputé.”
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while listening to Beethoven,” Koechlin’s criticism of “schooling” was an attack against
the stylistic and formal codes officially encouraged in the pedagogical program of the
Schola Cantorum.”” In essence, Koechlin’s aesthetic of “freedom” — and here, he spoke
for the FMP — was one in which the complete artistic (and social) emancipation of the
individual was the key to truly modern musical expression. The close affiliation with
schools, with formulas and unquestioning imitations of the “Masters” on the other hand,
was artistically limiting and politically reactionary.

Unlike Satie, Koechlin developed this thesis into a more politically relevant
argument. He claimed that musical naivety, when expressed through absolute freedom
with regard to compositional “rules,” could be readily appreciated by uneducated (naive)
mass audiences: “At times, they will understand faster and better than the snobs, than the
unimpressed, than the half-informed; better, especially, than the professionals who are
nothing but pawns.”’® In the first issue of L’Art musical populaire Koechlin reports,
“When I wrote for [mass audiences], I introduced harmonic mistakes, fifths, etc. They
understood it very well and accepted it.”” In fact, Koechlin outlines three reasons why
uneducated audiences are better suited to an appreciation of modern works conceived in a

spirit of total liberty:

1) Because they have not been educated on music, called “classic,” of the

eighteenth century, which is so different from modern music (we know Beethoven

7 Cliquet-Pleyel, “La bonne et la mauvaise musique, 18. “Pour ma part, le fameux tableau ot I’on voit des
étudiants, vautrés et sanglotants, écoutant du Beethoven, m’a toujours agacé et méme scandalisé au plus
haut degré.” Jane F. Fulcher, The Composer as Intellectual, 222.

8 Koechlin, “De I’ Art pour I’ Art et de 1’état des esprits & ce jour,” 32. “Mais, & I’occasion, il comprend plus
vite et mieux que les snobs, que les blasés, que les démi-avertis; mieux, surtout, que les professionnels qui
ne sont que des pions.”

" Charles Koechlin, “Un avis autorisé,” L’Art musical populaire (May 1, 1937) : 4. “Quand j’ai écrit pour
clles, j’ai introduit des fautes d’harmonie, quintes, etc. Elles ont trés bien compris et admis.”
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enthusiasts who would never accept more recent works that have a modal
atmosphere: they still prefer atonal works so long as they are rhythmically
vigorous);

2) And because they have not studied harmony [...] they are not bothered by the
so-called infringements against the rules not long ago held against Debussy, and
then Maurice Ravel [...];

3) Finally, this audience listens with more attention and warmth (we witnessed

this for the music for Romain Rolland’s Le 14 Juillef).*°

In an article of 1937, entitled “Un avis autorisé,” Koechlin condensed these
thoughts by claiming that “the absence of musical culture among the masses is [...] a
guarantee that they will understand” modern music.®' For Koechlin then, “naivety” is an
aesthetic link between creative individuals and the cultural aspirations of the masses.
Those musicians who express themselves in a manner completely free of constraints —
thereby connecting themselves to the spirit of naivety — are truly “popular.”

One cannot help but wonder how these composers — particularly the “Soviet
d’Arcueil,” Erik Satie — would have felt about the social ramifications Koechlin

developed out of an aesthetic credo that valorized “naivety” and “ideas.”®® There can be

8 Koechlin, “De 1’Art pour ’Art et de 1’état des esprits & ce jour, 32. “1) Parce que non éduqué par la
musique, dite classique, du XVIIIe siécle, si différente de la moderne (on sait d’enthousiastes beethovéniens
qui jamais ne “marcheront” pour telles ocuvres récentes, d’atmosphére modale: ils préférent encore 1’atonal
si ¢’est vigoureusement rythmé); 2) Et parce que n’ayant pas fait d’harmonie [...] [ils] ne sont pas génés par
les prétendues fautes contre les régles reprochées naguére a Debussy, puis @ Maurice Ravel {...]; 3) Enfin,
ces auditeurs écoutent avec davantage d’attention et de sympathic (on I’a vu pour la musique du /4-Juillet
[sic] de Romain Rolland).” Emphasis in original.

81 Koechlin, “Un avis autorisé,” 4.

82 Satie, who became a Socialist Party member in the wake of the assassination of Jean Jaurés in 1914,
joined the French Communist Party in 1921. The possible influence of Communist ideology on his works
and aesthetic outlook has not yet been sufficiently explored in the literature.
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little doubt, however, that Satie’s legacy lived on within the FMP, whether through his
former “students” Roger Désormiere and Henri Cliquet-Pleyel, or through the example of
Koechlin who, already in 1924, warmly referred to Satie’s music as demonstrating

“instinct” and “absolute independence.”™

Paul Dupin: Naive Visionary

During the Popular Front, Koechlin singled out the works of French composer
Paul Dupin (1865-1949) as exemplifying a musical aesthetic based on naivety. Apart
from a short musical apprenticeship under Emile Durand, Dupin was entirely self-taught.
He worked at a job for a French railway company until 1908 at which time he and his
music were “discovered” by Romain Rolland. As a working-class musical autodidact (in
a fin-de-siécle musical environment notably influenced by the innovations of the self-
taught Mighty Five) Dupin became somewhat of a musical curiosity in the years
preceding World War 1. His time in the limelight, however, was brief, and he fell just as
quickly into obscurity, unemployment, and financial difficulty.** By the 1920s, although
rarely performed, Dupin’s works were criticized for their “mistakes.” Nevertheless, a few
friends in the musical world (including Koechlin), supported him through positive articles
and press reviews throughout the 1920s.%°

In an article from 1923, Koechlin praised Dupin’s “contrapuntal instinct” and

“naive constructions” and suggested that the composer was to music what the former

83 Charles Koechlin, “Erik Satie,” La Revue musicale (March 1, 1924): 193.

8 Jacques Tchamkerten, “Paul Dupin,” Grove Music On-Line, ed. L. Macy (Accessed February 6, 2006),
http://www.grovemusic.com.

% Michel Fleury, “Un compositeur a redécouvrir: Paul Dupin (1865-1949),” Revue internationale de
musique frangaise 18 (November 1985): 115.
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customs officer Henri Julien “/e Douanier” Rousseau was to the world of painting.®
Later, in 1937, Koechlin compared Dupin to yet another celebrated autodidact,
Musorgsky, and applauded his friend as a true “popular musician” by virtue of a musical

style that was not corrupted by “schooling” or overly influenced by notions of “craft.”*’

Nothing is less “literary,” or less invented. It is so direct, as if coming from a
profound heart, without intermediary! Naive and immediate, not at all “primary”
either, never inane nor puerile, but on the contrary, rich in the pure beauty of

childhood, the passion of adolescence and the meditation of old age.*®

For Koechlin, Dupin’s harmonically quirky Noéls (example 3.2) combine “the
subjective expression of a poet,” with a “universal, collective character.”®
“Grammarians” he continues, “can discuss some irregularity of his autodidactic

b

technique, but it doesn’t matter, because it will always be “music,” and often these
“irregularities” are in fact necessary discoveries.”° Dupin’s Noéls contain none of the
false grandeur repudiated by FMP composers like Cliquet-Pleyel, but rather a charming

awkwardness typified in numerous “irregular” examples of voice-leading and harmonic

fluency (see for example measures 5-8). Perhaps these are the “subjective expressions of

8 Charles Koechlin, “Paul Dupin,” La Revue musicale (January 1923): 227, 230, and 240. Henri Julien
Rousseau (1844-1910) retired as customs officer in 1893 and was later celebrated by the avant-garde for his
naive yet evocative paintings.

87 Charles Koechlin, “Salle de ’Ecole normale de musique: concert Paul Dupin,” La Revue musicale (May
15, 1937): 283-284.

8 Charles Koechlin, “Paul Dupin, musicien populaire,” L’Humanité, April 3, 1937. “Rien de moins
“littéraire” ni de moins fabriqué. Cela est si direct, comme venu du ceeur profond, sans intermédiaire! Naif
et immédiat, nullement “primaire” d’ailleurs, jamais niais ni puéril, riche au contraire de toute la pure
beauté de ’enfance, de la passion de 1’adolescence, de la méditation de 1’dge mr.”

% Ibid. “...et ses Noéls, sont-ils I’expression subjective du poéte, ou bien gardent-ils un caractére universel,
collectif ? Ceci et cela tout ensemble...”
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