


193 Adorno’s three critiques

Stravinsky [in Philosophy of New Music] is commonly deemed to have played
its part in causing the demise of neo-classicism’®

It is understandable that most critical attention concerning Adorno’s
interpretation of Stravinsky’s music has been directed at Philosophy of New
Music, precisely because it was a book which, without trying, coincided so
exactly with the historical moment it had anticipated. Some commentators,
such as Carl Dahlhaus® and Peter Biirger,” have criticised its claims through
seeing them in relation to Adorno’s later reading of Stravinsky from the
early 1960s, the essay ‘Stravinsky: a dialectical portrait’ (1962). To these two
readings | add another: Adorno’s early view of Stravinsky dating from the
late 1920s and early 1930s. | shall consider some recurring themes from
each of these three Stravinsky critiques in turn, using a cluster of key con-
cepts taken from Adorno’s philosophy of music history, and with particular
emphasis on the concept of irony. It seems to me that, out of the contradic-
tions, changing judgements, but also continuities of these three critiques,
a convergence emerges which helps make sense of the immensely difficult
and much misunderstood hermeneutic task Adorno had set himself.

A commonly held view has been that Adorno simply sanctified Schoen-
berg and demonised Stravinsky. This is certainly a crude simplification.
What he did do was to put forward a philosophical evaluation of the truth
or untruth of their music in terms of the interaction of subjectivity and
objectivity and of their alienation within the musical work: a problem-
atical and contentious project criticised by, among others, Jean-Frangois
Lyotard in his essay ‘Adorno as the devil|, on the grounds that the concept
of the ‘subject’ itself remains unquestioned, and is easily equated with the
‘expression’ theory of art.® Schoenberg himself was not fooled by Adorno’s
apparently positive reading of his work, clearly recognising a criticism of his
serial music when he saw it. As for Stravinsky, nothing is quite what it seems
when it comes to the devil. An underlying theme of this essay is therefore
Adorno's presentation of Stravinsky as devil, particularly in his repeated ref-
erencesto The Soldier's Tale. It needs to be remembered that Adorno’s writing
comes from a long German literary tradition of using the extremes and the
rhetoric of exaggeration, irony and the grotesque, as strategies for revealing
underlying truths. It goes back to E. T. A. Hoffmann, finds its greatest expo-
nent in Nietzsche, and its most accomplished twentieth-century master in
Thomas Mann (Adorno's own cameo appearance as the devil in intellectual
guise in Mann’s Doctor Faustus, delivering whole passages lifted straight out
of an early draft of Philosophy of New Music, neatly reinforces the point).”
Stravinsky’s diabolical aspect needs therefore to be seen as a necessary part
of Adorno’s scheme, and the ‘inauthenticity’ of his music as an aspect of its
truth.
































