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24 Introduction

gated the philosophical underpinnings of musical metaphysics as a dream, born
in the upper echelons of society and disconnected from the narod it had sought
to unite. For some of Nictzsche’s orphans, both in the Soviet Union and in exile,
music became a space of memory, an emblem of a quest for a better world that
had failed to come into being. For others, the values and visions of musical meta-
physics continued to develop (albeit in altered form) in both Soviet and émigré
contexts.

By examining the rise and fall of musical metaphysics, the complex relation-
ship between culture, society, and politics gains new focus. Though seldom ex-
plicitly political in their engagement with music, Nietzsche’s orphans never-
theless sought to overcome the limitations and divisions that they identified in
modern society. The apparent failure of their dream after 1914 resulted in no
small part from their isolation from larger society and from the rise of exclu-
sionary nationalist sentiment, which fractured rather than united their aesthetic
community. That many of their musical dreams continued to reverberate long
after the collapse of the Russian Empire demonstrates both their adaptability and
tenacity. In this sense, the fate of musical metaphysics represents far more than
the rise and fall of a particular aesthetic style—it also reveals how Soviet utopi-
anism and even post-Soviet national visions were themselves born out of the twi-
light of the Russian Empire.

MUSICAL METAPHYSICS IN
LATE IMPERIAL RUSSIA

One who is unmusical will understand nothing,

—Andrei Bely (1904)

In 1913 Ivan Mikhailovich Abramushkin, a voice teacher from the town of
Aleksandriia, sought to convince the Russian State Duma that music alone had
the ability to “combine the will of every separate person into a single collective
will” Rather than citing the authority of Orthodox theology or Russian intellec-
tual tradition to support his argument, Abramushkin turned to the German phi-
losopher Friedrich Nietzsche. According to Nietzsche, Abramushkin claimed,
“a person expresses himself as a member of the highest universality in dance
and song.” For this reason, he concluded, “music is one of the mightiest means
of acting on education, the development of feelings and character formation.”
'This unifying and moral vision of music compelled him to implore the Duma
to require that all elementary school teachers receive musical training and teach
choral singing in their classrooms. By bringing students together into a common
chorus, Abramushkin envisioned a means to overcome social divisions in the Rus-
sian Empire.! Such arguments for music’s importance even gained the support of
State Duma representatives: a vote held in February 1914 agreed that music and
singing should be required subjects for all women training as teachers.? German
philosophy, Russian social engagement, and music had forged a powerful com-
bination. For this provincial Russian teacher, like many of his urban contempo-
raries, music promised sobornost”: unity in multiplicity.

Abramushkin’s letter to the Duma exemplifies how many late imperial com-
mentators reinterpreted Nietzsche’s ideas to fit their immediate social context.
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"Through its unifying power, music could save Russia from the accursed problems
of the modern age: social disintegration, cultural decadence, and despair. 'The
immediate experience (perezhivanie) of music could transform unrest and dis-
sent among the narod into community, reshape individual and social identities,
and provide a new basis upon which to build a unified society. Men and women
such as Abramushkin sought in music both the expression of an ideal, unified
world that was absent in contemporary society and a transformative power that
might bring this ideal world into existence.

This chapter explores the intellectual framework of musical metaphysics
in order understand both how and why music was granted such import, and,
even more significant, how this worldview informed responses to modernity
and attempts to construct Russian identity in the late imperial period. As Jane
Fulcher has argued, understanding the significance and range of music’s sym-
bolic meaning within a given society requires close examination of the ways
in which historical actors sought to ascribe specific meaning to musical works,
often through textual and philosophical interpretation. Such scripts themselves
drew upon larger cultural interpretations that were current within a given so-
ciety.? While valuable scholarship has addressed the impact of Nietzschean ideas
in Russia from philosophical, literary, and musicological angles, no detailed
cultural-intellectual history of musical meaning in late imperial Russian thought
has yet been offered.* In this chapter, I illustrate how key concepts borrowed
from German idealist philosophy combined with Russian intellectual tradition
as philosophers, musicians, journalists, artists, theologians, and literary figures
shaped a distinct worldview that influenced both interpretations of music’s social
import and musical creativity itself.

Late imperial Russians regularly turned to translations and summaries of
philosophical texts in order to find solutions to what they considered the most
pressing problems of modern life. While loosely based on philosophical ideas
drawn from the writings of Nietzsche and Schopenhauer, the understanding of
music they derived from these sources was based on a combination of interpre-
tation (and misinterpretation) of the portions of texts they read, glosses on those
texts written by contemporary commentators, and their own preconceptions.5
Russian translators and commentators on music who were able to read Nietz-
sche’s German texts chose, by and large, to neglect the philosopher’s later works
in favor of his youthful texts, which celebrated the Dionysian dithyramb as the
ultimate unifying force.® In this sense, musical metaphysics emerge/d in Russia
as a process of translation and adaptation rather than direct implementation of
Nietzschean ideas.”
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The translation of ideas and concepts from one context to another is shaped
both by gencral discourse and by individual interpretation. For this reason, my
analysis is built upon a synthesis of a wide range of voices expressing similar
ideas (drawn from the periodical press, personal letters, diaries, and memoirs)
and close analysis of the writings of several individuals who provided particularly
significant expositions of musical metaphysics. By highlighting conceptual cate-
gories and discourse rather than individuals, I investigate the process of transla-
tion and reinterpretation of philosophical concepts, and demonstrate the multi-
faceted and ubiquitous nature of this discourse.

After an overview of how music was interpreted as a metaphysical symbol of
higher reality in late imperial Russia (particularly built on the philosophical lega-
cies of Schopenhauer, Nictzsche, and Vladimir Solov’ev), this chapter explores
the fundaments of musical metaphysics, which was built upon three interrelated
concepts: unity, musical time, and the search for Orpheus. For all its internal
contradictions, this mystical trinity inspired in Nietzsche’s orphans an expecta-
tion of a contemporary “mystery,” an artistic-liturgical act through which con-
temporary reality might be transformed. The exact nature of that transformation,
however, was unclear.

My examination of musical metaphysics closes with the disconnect between
this worldview’s instigators and their intended audience, as embodied in the ex-
perience of the Moscow People’s Conservatory. Despite their yearning to trans-
form Russian society, Nietzsche’s orphans ultimately practiced an insular dis-
course: while shaping and delineating the boundaries of their own aesthetic
community, they were at best only marginally aware of the actual social and po-
litical conditions of late imperial Russia. Convinced that they were seeking unity,
they were in fact often only reinforcing their own isolation and division.

THE FOUNDATIONS OF MUSICAL METAPHYSICS

THE SYMBOL OF MUSIC

In 1844 German philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer penned an influential
interpretation of music as a metaphysical force equivalent to the will that lies
at the basis of existence. Inspired in part by his own love of music (nurtured
by regular practice on his flute), Schopenhauer raised music to the summit of
artistic creation in The World as Will and Representation (Die Welt als Wille
und Vorstellung), arguing that music and the phenomenal world were “two dif-
ferent expressions of the same thing.”® Unlike other art forms, music did not at-
tempt to represent any individual idea or concept; rather music, like the entire
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phenomenal world, provided “a copy of the will itself” that underpins existence
The absence of specific concepts or ideas in music enabled it to express that
which was inexpressible by other means.'* Mere human knowledge was concep.
tually unable to convey the realities that were depicted through music, which
was “in the highest degree a universal language.”” This glorification of music’s
universal nature as portraying something specific and distinct, yet outside the
realm of conceptual knowledge (thus intimately connected with irrational intu-
ition as opposed to rational knowledge), highlighted music as the quintessen-
tial Romantic art form. Schopenhauer’s interpretation was based on a Kantian
dualist description of the world as divided into phenomenon (sensation) and nou-
menon (the thing-in-itself ). Schopenhauer defined the noumenon as Will —a dy-
namic principle, devoid of structure, of which we therefore can have no knowl-
edge. Will ultimately underlies all our actions and is the true cause of them,
despite the fact that contingent explanations may be given. “Representation” or
the phenomenal world is nothing more than the “objectification of Will,” that
is, Will that appears to our perception in multiple forms. While Will itself is sin-
gular, lying outside the concepts of time, space, and causality, it takes on mul-
tiple forms in its objectification in the phenomenal world. For Schopenhauer,
because music was equated with this singular Will, it was, in essence, outside the
phenomenal world.

Schopenhauer’s dramatic interpretation of music’s unique status, while ini-
tially garnering less interest than his older contemporary Hegel’s dialectical phi-
losophy, eventually found an ardent supporter in the young Friedrich Nietz-
sche, who happened across a copy of The World as Will and Representation in
an antiquarian shop sometime between 1865 and 1867.% Nietzsche’s discovery
of Schopenhauer, together with his parallel discovery of the music of Richard
Wagner, transformed his entire life and worldview. His fust book, The Birth of
Tragedy (Die Geburt der Tragidie, 1872), built upon Schopenhauer’s image
of music as an irrational and emotional force that preceded the logical division
of the world into disparate entities and rational concepts.” Developing Schopen-
hauer’s dualistic interpretation of existence, Nietzsche introduced the figure of
Dionysus as the metaphorical representation of the fundamental unity under-
lying and preceding the phenomenal world (Schopenhauer’s Will). Music, in
Nietzsche’s terminology, was the most perfect expression of the Dionysian (col-
lective) impulse and was, in its very essence, opposed to the Apollonian (indi-
vidualizing) impulse.* He equated Apollo with the physiological experience of
the “dream state,” as well as with Schopenhauer’s world of representation, while
Dionysus was linked to the physiological state of “drunkenness” and to Schopen-
hauer’s concept of Will. Attempts to use human language as a means through
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sxpress music’s essence were destined to fail, because “mnusic . . . sym-
h to ¢X] ,

whic
”1s

polizes a sphere which is beyond and before all phenomena.
Nietzsche’s reworking of Schopenhauer’s philosophy transformed the latter’s
negative understanding of human experience and philosophy of quiet resigna-
tion to an active embrace of existence, a reinterpretation of the human condi-
tion that provcd appealing to many. lo Schopenhauer, the contemplation of art
enabled the individual to momentarily step outside oneself, forgetting his or her
own misery. Music, as the highest embodiment of Will (rather than merely a rep-
resentation of the phenomenal world), bypassed the spatial representation of the
hysical world for the experience of Will itself, escaping the cycle of suffering
that defined individual human existence. Nietzsche developed this distinctive
role of music beyond the individual to apply to socicty as a whole, arguing that
music had a crucially important task to play in reuniting an increasingly indi-
vidualized and fragmented modern society. He asserted that music alone offered
a symbolic depiction through which individual suftering could be accepted and
embraced.® The pure Dionysian impulse would overwhelm an individual mind
if expressed in its full force, but its embodiment in a musical composition made
it comprehensible to the human mind.” As an art form, music could thus pre-
sent primordial unity within a form that allowed the listener to comprehend it
without his or her destruction as an individual: the Apollonian power reshaped
the underlying Dionysian spirit into a formal structure that could be grasped
by the limited individual mind. This individualization of music’s expression of
universal or primordial Will provided the symbol through which an individual
could grasp and embrace life as it truly existed. A musical composition was thus
a symbol through which the human mind might comprehend and embrace the
underlying unity of existence.”®
Modernist movements across Europe celebrated the ability of art to open ac-
cess to another realm of existence, but the special status of music found par-
ticular sympathy among Russian cultural elites, who elided the philosophies of
Nietzsche and Schopenhauer with that of Vladimir Solov'ev” Inspired by his
own mystical visions of the “Divine Sophia” and committed to fusing Christian
theology with German idealist philosophy, the Russian Neoplatonic philoso-
pher argued that music was the most “direct or magical” expression of beauty, in
which “the deepest internal state connects us with the true essence of things and
with the other world (or, if you like, with the ‘being in itself” of all that exists),
breaking through every conditionality and material limitation, finding its direct
and full expression in beautiful sounds and words.”? Through this shared em-
Phasis on art and music, Solov'ev provided a key impetus through which Nietz-
sche’s orphans elided Christian morality with Nietzsche’s Dionysian will.
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These disparate intellectual influences (Solov’ev, Nietzsche, and Schopen-
hauer) were drawn together by Russian symbolist writers Viacheslav Ivanoy,
Aleksandr Blok, and Andrei Bely. In evening discussions over a glass of wine,
talks delivered at the Society for I'ree Aesthetics, concerts hosted by the journal
The Golden Ileece, Margarita Morozova’s evening salons, and in written analysis
and correspondence, all three men developed a theoretical worldview in which
music held a central place. Ivanov, whose study of ancient history in general and
Greek mystery cults in particular had left an indelible imprint on his personal
worldview, insisted that music was “the mightiest of arts,” and that the poet of the
new age would “teach with music and myth.”* He believed that this emphasis
on music had been Nietzsche’s prophetic vision for humanity, echoing back to
the Hellenic philosopher Socrates, who shortly before his death “dreamed that
a heavenly voice commanded him to study music,” though it was only in Nictz-
sche that this heavenly command had been fulfilled.?* For Ivanov, music was a
herald of the dawning new age, the symbol of the secret essence of life that had
been lost in the modern era. A new, musical prophet was required to reunite
society shattered by Socratic rationality and give meaning to human existence
again.”’

Rejecting the rationalist worldview of his own mathematician father (a pro-
fessorat Moscow University), Andrei Bely similarly assigned unique metaphysical
import to music.>* Because music had no form in the physical world (being com-
posed purely of sound in time rather than possessing a physical, spatial com-
ponent), Bely elided the concepts of music and symbol, claiming that “music
ideally expresses a symbol” and “a symbol is always musical.”* Such vague meta-
phorical language presented its own issues, as fellow poet Aleksandr Blok, simi-
larly musing over the place of music, pointed out to Bely in 1903. “Your face was
hidden at that very moment when it was time to state whether music was the ulti-
mate or not the ultimate,” Blok complained, concluding that “it would be better
to say that musical art will cease to exist as soon as we ‘return to a religious under-
standing of reality.”2° Blok’s critique exposed an important contradiction within
the emerging discourse of musical metaphysics: music was conceived both as a
compositional art (consisting of specific works) and as a symbol of religious tran-
scendence (a path of mystical insight into a higher reality). It seemed unlikely
that music per se could effectively fulhll both tasks.

Blok’s critique notwithstanding, Bely’s elision of music as a metaphysical
symbol and music as a specific art form was common in the cultural circles of
his day. For St. Petersburg composer and music critic Aleksandr Koptiaev, di-
rectly inspired by his own translations of writings by Richard Wagner and Fried-
rich Nietzsche, only the “mysterious, hidden art” of music could overcome the
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failings of modern, rationalistic culture that had gained hold in the current age
and providc the transformative impetus for re-creating life on a fundamentally
pew basis.”” Moscow music philosopher Konstantin Eiges also argued in meta-
physical language that music, unlike other arts, did not simply “re-create reality
bear some relation to a structure in the phenomenal world.”?* Rather, it
{72

or. -
was the “highest spiritual embodimen

incarnating the “uplift into another,
higher world.”*® Music “immediately touched upon heavenly beauty, which has
no relation atall to the phenomenal world, the world of representation.” Drawing
directly on Solov'ev, Eiges concluded that music was a “magical” art, which intu-
itively gave access to the underlying essence of existence® For the artist Wassily
Kandinsky, music “has been for some centuries the art which has devoted itself
not to the reproduction of natural phenomena, but rather to the expression of
the artist’s soul” — and thus provided an example of a more “spiritual” path that
al] art should follow in the modern age.’ Such intimations provided little guid-
ance about musical style but invested great importance in the art of music per se.

Through an active embrace and adaptation of these various intellectual
trends, late imperial Russians came to interpret the impact of music as essen-
tially spiritual: a path from ordinary reality to higher spiritual insight, from the
“real” (realia) to the “more real” (realiora)® This framing of music’s transfor-
mative power was admittedly vague, linked more to a metaphysical symbol of
music than to the experience of a given musical work. But the very vagueness of
its formulation enabled adherents to freely adapt musical metaphysics to those
musical styles most appealing to their individual tastes. Rather than determining
specific stylistic attributes, musical metaphysics thus provided a framework of
shared expectation within which musical experience was interpreted by edu-
cated Russians: a future transformation focused upon concepts of unity, musical
time, and the search for Orpheus, which together gave rise to the expectation of
a contemporary “mystery” (misteriia).

MUSIC AS UNITY

Unity (as the final goal in art and life) and music (as its ultimate expression)
arose as the most influential symbols from this late imperial Russian melding of
Nietzsche, Schopenhauer, and Solov’ev—even though the form and content of
that unity remained undefined > For Nietzsche, the Dionysian art of music was
the artistic embodiment of “primordial unity” that underlay and preceded the
Pherfon1cnal world. As the uniting spirit, Dionysus had struggled to overcome
the individualizing influence of the phenomenal world* Modern society had
become too individualistic and lost touch with this u nderlying unity of existence,

atrend that Nietzsche identified as the triumph of Socratic rationality over both
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Apollonian and Dionysian artistic impulses® Tragedy, Nietzsche argued, had
been the artistic means through which the ancient Greeks had learned “the fun-
damental knowledge of the oneness of everything existent, the conception of
individuation as the prime cause of evil” and broken “the bonds of individua-
tion,” replacing them with “a restored oneness.”?” He insisted that in ancient
Greek tragedy “a public of spectators, as we know it, was unknown.”* Rather,
there was a unity between creator, actor, and spectator that reflected the under-
lying unity of humanity. Theater offered a symbolic embodiment and reinterpre-
tation of primordial, Dionysian unity, re-created through the purifying lens of
Apollo. In this way, Nietzsche suggested, unity could be enacted or created. Tm-
manent in Nietzsche’s thought was also the concept of zhiznetvorchestvo (life-
creation) —art as means through which to transform or “create” life, one of the
central tenets to emerge in Russian symbolist literary thought in the late imperial
era— though the philosopher spoke of “overcoming” (iiberwinden) or “transfig-
uring” (verkliren) existence, rather than “creating” it

For Nietzsche, transcendent values or morality did not exist: value was as-
signed to existence through the creative act itself. In its Russian translation,
however, the Dionysian concept of unity (edinstvo) merged with two additional
concepts with deep religious significance: theurgy (teurgiia) and collectivity (so-
homost’), a reinterpretation that drew heavily upon the writings of Nietzsche'’s
Russian contemporary, Vladimir Solov'ev. Like Nietzsche, Solov'ev stressed
art’s transforming power. For Solovev, however, human artistic creativity was
intimately linked with the idea of theurgy or “divine action”: artistic creations
not only transformed but also spiritualized reality. limphasizing the division be-
tween spiritual (eternally perfect) and material (existing) reality, Solov'ev saw
in art an embodiment of Beauty that served as a link between these two realms.
“Beauty” served to transfigure (preobrazhit’) material reality through the “incar-
nation of another, higher-than-material element in it.”** Solov’ev imbued his acs-
thetic theory with a specific Christian mission: the “transformation of physical
life into its spiritual counterpart.”*! Thus the transforming power of art was im-
mediately connected with a moral goal: Beauty always worked to advance Truth
(istina) and Goodness (dobro); indeed, beauty was “only the physical form of
Goodness and Truth.”* In Solov’ev’s vision, human history was an expression of
the “cternal battle between the cosmic (harmonizing) beginning and the cha-
otic process of cosmogenesis.”* This gnostic vision of reality emphasized the
historical process, the gradual spiritualization (harmonization) of the material
world over time and the deification of humanity (hogochelovechestvo)." Art held
an important place in this process, because it symbolized the bringing of form
to initial chaos and advanced the transformational process itself. Solov’ev asso-
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cated moments of chaos with forms of destruction, death, and evil.** Thus, while

NictzsCl'lC started from an ambivalent view of the nature of reality itself, Solov'ev
imbued reality and the historic process with Christian morality, criticizing the
(ermarn philosnphcr for his abandonment of any religious, mystical basis for his
philo.mphy- As Trina Paperno has noted, this theological slant entered into later
dings of Nietzsche's philosophy in Russia, which in turn influenced the devel-
46

red
opment of musical metaphysics.

Nietzsche's orphans were enthralled by Solov'ev’s claim that contemporary
European art had reached its highest development as pure art and now required
the appearance of a new, theurgic art that would reunify material and spiritual
realms. They prophesied that the theurgic art soon to appear would not merely
represent but transform (preobrazhat’) the world.*” Ior Nikolai Berdiaev, who
abandoned his youthful Marxist convictions after 19os and devoted himself in-
stead to religious philosophy, it was clear that “in our nervous, searching, tran-
sitional, unembodied and unfinished epoch, the spirit of music rules.” Never-
theless, dissatisfied with the disunity of the current age, Berdiaev awaited the
future appearance of true “theurgic art, [which isf synthetic and collective [so-
bornoe]. [Theurgic art] is something that is still unseen, an undiscovered pan-
art.”*8 For Moscow-based composer Fedor Akimenko (who divided much of his
time between composing salonesque pieces for piano, writing Nietzschean-style
aphorisms on art, secking ways to access the higher “astral plane,” and musing
upon the potential existence of Martians and the quality of their musical life),
music unquestionably possessed an uplifting influence upon the moral and spiri-
tual abilities of its listeners, eliminating mere physical desires. Art— particularly
music—was, he concluded, the “religion of the future”* Troubled by Nietz-
sche’s rejection of religion, Bely argued that the divine spirit must be returned
to the artistic creative process, claiming that “creativity, carried to its conclusion,
directly turns into religious creativity: theurgy.”>® Echoing these theurgic ideas
as late as 1917, the young music critic [gor Glebov (who would later, under the
name Boris Asaf’ev, enjoy acclaim as the father of Soviet musicology), argued

|”** and that, in the end, while “the

that “art is transformation [preobrazhenie
musical element is the basic element of all genuine art,” “all art is ultimately de-
fined by its relation to religion.”* For Viacheslav Ivanov, the form of this religion
was also clear in its basic outlines. Arguing for the “internal oneness of Beauty
and Goodness” and equaling the true Nictzschean superman with Christ, he
claimed that Nietzsche’s failure had been his inability to reconcile his own
visions with Christianity.”®

'Nietzschc's image of a unifying, Dionysian spirit found fertile soil in a country
With a lengthy intellectual tradition focused on the concept of sobornost’, a term
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derived from Orthodox theology and developed in particular by Slavophile
writers Aleksei Khomiakov, Ivan Kireevsky, and Konstantin Aksakov in the mid-
nineteenth century* Sobornost’ suggested a communal or collective existence,
“the quality of being in accordance with the unity of all, of the unity of humanity
in God”% The noun soborost’ was related to the adjective “sobornyi” (the Slavic
translation of the Greek term katholikos, meaning “universal,” “whole,” or “all-
embracing,” which was employed in the Nicene Creed to refer to the unity of
Christian faithful in a single community) and to the noun sobor (alternately
meaning “gathering,” “council,” or “cathedral”)*® The Slavophiles emphasized
the collective (sobornyi) nature of Russian peasant life as a fundamental cul-
tural characteristic distinguishing Russia from Europe. This idea of a communal,
unified people became inextricably linked with the image of Russia’s national
character and its imagined future messianic mission. Music was considered to
be particularly evocative of sobornost’, as demonstrated by Aksakov’s 1859 meta-
phor that compared the ultimate embodiment of sobornost’—the peasant com-
mune — to a “moral choir” in which the voice of the individual “is heard in har-
mony with all other voices.””

To differentiate his aesthetic thought from the political connotations con-
nected with the Slavophiles, Solovev coined the alternate term vseedinstvo (all-
unity), defining artistic theurgy as the “active transformation of reality for the
goals of achieving positive or true vseedinstvo.”*® In other words, theurgic art was
to reunite the physical and spiritual realms, ushering in a new era of unity and
harmony. The term sobornost’ was employed in a similar way by neo-Kantian phi-
losopher Sergei Trubetskoi, the elder brother of Fvgenii Trubetskoi, head of the
department of philosophy at Moscow University, and editor of Russia’s first philo-
sophical journal, Voprosy filosofii. His unexpected death in 1905 turned him into
an inspiration for and symbol of Russia’s quest for spiritual and intellectual truth.
Both terms (vseedinstvo, sobornost’) subsequently entered into the general vo-
cabulary of Nietzsche's orphans, while the messianic underpinnings of Slavo-
phile thought continued to enjoy popularity as an interpretation of Russia’s task
in the modern world.*® That the idea of sobornost’ found such broad social reso-
nance in late imperial Russia has been further demonstrated by Julia Mannherz.
Amid her analysis of the communal emphasis granted to occult-mental prayer,
she observes that “ordinary readers and occult publishers” “shared aspirations
with symbolist writers and religious thinkers” in seeking ways through which to
enact this desired commumnality.® Yet it was music that seemed to offer a particu-
larly striking enactment of sobornost’ for many members of educated society.

Aksakov’s vision of sobornost” inspired Orthodox priest, mathematician, and
theologian Pavel Florenskii to combine it with a more accurate understanding of
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Peasam song. lligh]ighl‘in?g the he'terophonic style of singing that existed among
the Russian peasantry (in contrdst to both the homophonic and polyphonic
styles of the West),®* Florenskii insisted that Russian peasant choirs possessed
«fyll freedom of all voices, uniting with each other, rather than one voice domi-
nating another. . . . unity is achieved in the internal mutual understanding of the
Performcrs. and not through external boundaries, Each individual, more or less,
improvises, but this does not destroy the whole. Quite the opposite, [the whole]
is firmly connected, because every performer agrees with the general act . . .
in other words, Russian song is the realization of that ‘choral beginning’ upon
which the Slavophiles thought to prop up Russian society.”** In his own philo-
sophical work, Florenskii “wished to say the same thing that the soul of the Rus-
sian narod express in song” —to express this quest for sobornost”.*”

Against this eclectic philosophical backdrop of Nietzschean, Slavophile, and
Solov'evian thought, the gulf separating the common people (narod) from the
educated few became clear amid the flames of revolution in 1905, leading to
reinvigorated calls for unity within Russian society.** Caught up in the spirit of
the times, Bely determined that the very structure of Russian society would have
to be transformed before true communal creation (sobornoe tvorchestvo) could
be achieved: the current context, he argued, made communal art impossible,
as there were merely “individualists who dream of sobornost’, and individualists
who do not dream of it”% Both Ivanov and Blok similarly mourned the division
between educated society and the people, seeing this divide as symptomatic of
modern times.*

This confrontation with popular discontent in 1905 helped to grant music’s
unifying role a more explicitly social slant, as musical harmony was regularly em-
ployed as a metaphor for social unity. This approach was itself based in part upon
the Greek concept of harmonia, used variously to refer to musical consonances,
the ordering of the cosmos, and the harmonious interactions of peoples.*” In this
vein, Aleksandr Maslov, editor of the music journal Music and Life (Muzyka i
zhizn’) and an ethnographer with populist sympathies, argued that “music calls
forth a harmony of feelings between various distinct individuals and is a means
of making the heart beat in sympathy, just as the strings of a musical instrument
or human voices sound in consonance. . . . music is an instrument of social unity
and agreement.”®® The greatest task that music faced in the modern era, con-
cluded numerous commentators, was to overcome the social divisions within
X\/hich it had developed: the split between educated society and the narod. The
decline” that some people had commented upon in modern music was believed
to spring from the fact that it was distant from the needs and desires of society as
awhole. In the past, argued an anonymous critic, art “was not divided into ‘low’
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art and ‘high’ art, but was all-national [vsenarodnyi | —even more than that, it was
769 (Classical music had evolved as entertainment for the

collective [kollektiviyi |
upper class; it was now necessary for music to reach people of all social origins, in
order to reforge the social fabric of the empire.” Inspired by such populist ideas,
in September 1905 Aleksandr Koptiaev momentarily forgot his obsession with
Nietzschean philosophy and expectation of a latter-day Orpheus, and warmly
encouraged the formation of peasant orchestras and choirs as means through
which the narod could engage in the process of making music and rebuilding
social bonds.” Through reuniting society and transcending class conflict, it was
believed that music would fulfill its proper role as an educational, civilizing, and
unifying (in short, a harmonizing) force.

The Russian narod that Maslov, Koptiaev, and others hoped to reach was itself
a construct: an idealized image of a pure Russian folk awaiting the guiding hand
of the intelligentsia to form a coherent national group. For members of edu-
cated society who worked more immediately among the people, music was not
simply a means of creating a unified narod; it was an instrument through which
to forge a particular kind of collective unity or identity. For the Orthodox clergy,
music (embodied in the reintroduction of communal singing into liturgical ser-
vice) was scen as a means of combating the divisive influence of sectarianism
within peasant society. In a July 1905 missive to the Holy Synod, Bishop Gury
of Simbirsk argued that in current Orthodox practice “the clergy offer their
hymns of thanksgiving, supplication, and glorification, [while] the people are
reduced to the role of passive listeners””? In contrast, the emotional appeal of
music in sectarian worship, in which people could frecly participate, was luring
away Orthodox believers. The obvious solution, Bishop Gury concluded, was the
Orthodox revival of communal singing, a call seconded by other members of
the clergy. Between 19os and 1917, it was regularly argued (both in letters and in
the press) that communal singing should be employed in the Orthodox liturgy
to reawaken spiritual devotion among the peasantry and to protect the confused
souls of Orthodox peasants from the seductiveness of both revolution and sec-
tarian worship.”> Music in this framing was connected not just to national unity
but also to religious unity.

In the liberal press, music was further envisioned as a symbol for creating po-
litical unity. Philosopher Evgenii Trubetskoi found in music a metaphor for a
transformed Russian Empire, in which patriotism toward one’s own country
would replace “narrow nationalism” and allow all peoples of the empire (in-
cluding Jews, Poles, and Russians) to find common ground. In Trubetskoi’s
vision, the “music of the future” sounded the triumphant strains of equal citizen-
ship rights, the end of autocratic power, and an embrace of Christian morality as
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the governing basis for society.™ Other political figures voiced similar ideas in the

age - .
Mikhailovich Petrovo-Solovovo (Marshal of the Nobility of the Tambov region,

s of Trubetskoi’s journal Moscow Weekly (Moskovskii ezhenedel’nik). Vasilii

member of the Octobrist party, and one of the founders of the Tambov division
of the Russian Musical Society) emphasized music’s ability to transcend social
Jivisions by developing “mutual solidarity between people” and furthering “the
striving to combine personal and social life into a single whole.”” Historian and
Jiberal activist Sergei Kotliarevskii employed the figure of Frédéric Chopin as a
Symbo] of the underlying “physical and spiritual commonality” shared by Poles
and Russians, a commonality that now demanded recognition, he concluded,
through political reform.”®

[n 1908 the idealistic young singer Maria Olenina-d’Alheim returned to
Moscow after several years in Paris with her own unifying vision: the creation of
a communal performance space that would eschew capitalist relations and em-
body the true values of collective creation. With the support of her husband, the
musicologist and philosopher Piotr d’Alheim, she founded the House of Song.”
Expanded into a regular society in 1912, the House of Song sought to create
2 communal environment in which “three necessary factors: artist-creator, per-
former, and the public” worked together for the creation of a true artistic work,
and in which the public would have “as important a place” as the artist-creator.”
Because of this emphasis on collective experience, the society published all the
texts of songs performed in Russian translation and circulated them to members
prior to each concert. Texts for any potential encores were similarly included
in the precirculated bulletins, as the spontaneity of performing a piece “off the
cuff” did not permit the audience to reflect on the synthesis of music and textual <
meaning.”” [sven more unusually, the House of Song did not sell tickets for its per-
formances, which were open only to paying members of the society. As Olenina
dAlheim explained, “for twelve years, the founder of the House of Song has
striven to attract to her concerts not chance listeners, but those who consciously
take part in communal creative activity [sovmestnoi tvorcheskoi deiatelnosti],
on the basis of a common understanding of art. These listeners are members
and candidates of our Society. Opening our doors in this fashion [by selling con-
cert tickets| not only contradicts the goals of the institution of our Society, but
would even bring into question the very purpose of our Society’s continued exis-
tence.”* Ironically, the theoretical limiting of attendance for the House of Song
Was even greater in practice. Open in theory to anyone who wished to subscribe
and attend concerts (and of course pay the membership fee —already restricting
access to a small portion of Moscow’s overall population), this “collective” was
In fact restricted in size by the most mundane of causes: the Small Hall of the
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Moscow Conservatory (where most performances were scheduled) had limited
seating and could only accommodate a portion of those interested in partici-
pating®'

This emphasis on collective participation extended far beyond the question of
concert attendance. The House of Song regularly sponsored contests for trans-
lations of poetic song texts mto Russian, and each season Olenina d’Alheim
performed a concert whose program was decided entirely by society members
through a democratic vote. Similarly, musical classes connected with the House
of Song sought to create conditions in which “the unifying spirit of saintly Art”
would genuinely develop, creating “new artists” who, “free from the concerng
of service or commercial considerations,” would embrace this collective artistic
path pioneered by the society®” Such considerations encapsulated the emphasis
on unity and life transformation through art that were at the heart of musical
metaphysics, and thus appealed to many contemporaries from Moscow’s cul-
tural elite®® Captivated by the idea that music combined national expression
with universal human goals, Olenina d’Alheim similarly emphasized programs
that incorporated various European song traditions and (to the chagrin of less
tolerant supporters such as Emilii Medtner) insisted on the central place of
Jewish folk music for European culture as a whole.

Such liberal expressions of musical unity coexisted with exclusionary nation-
alist thetoric. Boris Popov, a music critic tied to cultural circles in both Moscow
and Perm, elected a sharply ethnic understanding of “Slavicness” that excluded
those composers without sufficiently Slavic heritage from identification as “Rus-
sian” artists® In contrast, Popov’s sworn enemy Emilii Medtner devoted his life
to the development of closer cultural ties between German and Russian culture,
even while seeking to exclude what he considered to be “foreign Jewish” influ-
ence from European culture as a whole* Of course, the definition of musical
style according to ethnic identity was not inherently negative; as James LoefHer
has demonstrated, Rimsky-Korsakov’s challenge to his Jewish students to de-
velop a Jewish national musical style found fruitful soil in the final years of the
Russian Empire® Moscow’s House of Song similarly sought to build an under-
standing of music that emphasized both what the society considered as the in-
herent ethnic-national content of musical composition and the universal ele-
ment underpinning all genuine art®” Nevertheless, the insistence that musical
style was intimately connected with ethnic identity existed uneasily alongside
the image of music as a unifying force: could music truly be universal if it con-
tained inherent national characteristics? Moreover, with the growing nationalist
movements within the Russian Empire in the aftermath of 19os, the quest for ex-
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ression of a distinctly Russian ethnic identity increasingly seemed to suggest a
failure to establish a coherent Russian imperial (rossiiskii ) identity.

Although music inspired many educated Russians to envision a new world that
yanscended the divisions of modernity, contemporary listeners cherished their
own hopes and expectations of what that unity would entail. The goal of unity
was a silver thread running through all discourse on musical metaphysics, bul
the form that unity should take was vigorously disputed. Emphasis on ethnic na-
tionalism interacted uneasily with the realities of musical life in the multiethnic
Russian Empire, in which individuals from a wide range of ethnic backgrounds
(including Russians, Jews, Germans, Ukrainians, Estonians, Poles, and many of

mixed heritage) cooperated in building an imperial musical community.

MUSICAL TIMIL

Temporality —the human experience of the passage of time (rather than the
“objective,’ “universal,” or “natural” time connected with the external world)—
is, as David Couzens Hoy has argued, “a basic feature of interpretations of the
world.”® When experiences of temporality change, overarching interpretations
of the external world and human existence also change. Reinhart Koselleck has
shown that post-1789 Europe experienced a shift from cyclical, repeated time
(embodied in tradition) toward progressive, linear time (a product of the Fn-
lightenment); society increasingly mused on the future rather than the past as
the imagined ideal and goal® Faith in linear time nonetheless began to lose
ground in late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Europe: the impacts of
industrialization, urbanization, and modernization potentially came to portend
the decline rather than the improvement of human life. But a return to tradi-
tional patterns of religious and spiritual belief was seen as an even less viable
alternative. In no small part, this quandary emerged from a growing crisis of per-
ception, because new technological innovations and scientific discoveries were
transforming the lived experience of both time and space. Distances seemed to
shrink with the expansion of railroad networks, the measurement of time was
standardized to simplify schedules, and in 1905 Albert Einstein’s special theory
of relativity critiqued the very possibility of a single, objective time.”® Within this
increased discourse on time and temporality, music emerged as a crucial method
through which to engage with time itself.

In 1905 German philosopher Edmund Husserl employed music as a means to
€xamine the phenomenological experience of time. Rejecting earlier attempts
to define the lived experience of temporality as a series of “now” moments that
fade into the past, Husser] based his philosophical analysis in part on the ex-
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ample of a musical melody to theorize how time itself was experienced. He em-
phasized the unity of experience that enabled a listener to link together the ex-
perience of hearing an entire melody as a single event spread out temporally,
incorporating both an aspect of recent memory (retention) and the expectation
of what was to come (protention). The temporal aspect of one note preceding
or following another was an inherent part of the experience, both in the initial
experience and in any later remembrance of the melody, demonstrating that
temporality itself served as an inherent aspect of human psychological experi-
ence and was not equivalent to external measurements of time.” French philoso-
pher Henri Bergson similarly applied music to demonstrate what he called “dura-
tion” or “psychological time,” which, he argued, contains an indivisible unity
“melted together like the notes of a melody,” contrasting with uniform time,
which was a measurable quantitative entity, analogous to space. For Bergson,
duration offered intuitive insight into genuine reality, in contrast to the formal,
mechanistic knowledge bequeathed by Kantian philosophy.”? For both philoso-
phers, music —an art form intimately connected with time rather than space —
provided a key way through which to conceptualize the temporal, subjective ex-
perience of life itself.

In the Russian context, focus on the passage of time usually gave way to the
transcendence of time— through music. Embracing the metaphysical image of
music he had previously critiqued in Andrei Bely, poet Aleksandr Blok wrote of
“calendar time” and “musical time,” in which the former referred to the measur-
able, linear passage of time captured in history, and the latter described the “in-
calculable” experience of immediate connection to the spirit of music underpin-
ning reality” “Musical time” facilitated a way to “emerge from calendar time,
from the flight of the days and years of history which gives no knowledge [of
the All}” an argument that highlighted the transformative significance granted
to music in late imperial Russia more broadly’* This image of temporal tran-
scendence mirrors the conceptions of time voiced by Russian religious figures
such as Simon Frank and Evgenii Trubetskoi, who both, as Katerina Levidou
has observed, critiqued Bergson for “ignoring the essentially timeless nature and
all-encompassing unity of the absolute” in his concept of duration.” Thus, in
contrast to Bergson and Husserl, the connection between music and tempo-
rality generally expressed in the Russian context was connected with mystical
transcendence through artistic theurgy. Musician Nadezhda Briusova identified
in music a “moment of insight” that was itself “outside of time” (i.e., musical
time) while the path to it was “through time.” Dismissing the division between a
musical composition (which exists in time) and this moment of insight that exists
outside of time, she argued that through the action of creative will expressed in
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2 musical composition, “unruly time [i.e., historical time] must become a pure
expression of light itself . . . without temporal death. Time that has been entirely
mnsformc(l [preobrazhennym)| is eternity.”*
«musical time” to reference this attempt to step outside space and time and

Broadening Blok's terminology,
1se
qccess the absolute. Musical time was seen as a messianic or eschatological tran-
scendence of linear time, a path to higher reality”” Whether attained through
historicz‘il progress or recognition ofancient truths contained in an idealized past,
musical time suggested a moment of transformation from the existing (often de-
graded) state of human experience to a higher one. For Nietzsche’s orphans,
musical time offered a symbolic means through which to transcend current
reality and enter into a higher level of existence.

The categories of progress and decadence underpinned contemporary de-
bates over musical time. While “progress” in this context emphasized the devel-
opment of humanity (technologically, scientifically, and intellectually) from a
Jower to a more advanced phase of existence, “decadence” offered an alternate,
anxiety-filled interpretation of the path of history. In the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury, Hegelian philosophy had postulated a completely logical account of the
history of human civilization, based upon the assumption that historical time
told a story of unending progress (embodied in nature, art, and human reason
itself ); in contrast, fin-de-siecle culture throughout IEurope was criticized as rep-
resenting not the advancement of human civilization but rather the decline and
eventual collapse of Europe’s leading role, a reinvention of a cyclical concep-
tion of time in which civilizations rise and fall. The image of historical decline
was evoked in Max Nordau’s Degeneration (Intartung, 1892), which was quickly
translated into Russian. It inspired concern over the degeneration of contempo-
rary society both in human psychological and physical health as well as in the
artistic realm ®® Fears over the direction of Russian social change vied with more
optimistic assessments, and the popular press dwelt at length on the “decline”
and “decadence” of contemporary Russia.

Particularly in the aftermath of 1905, emphasis on music’s transformative im-
pulse expressed a deep-seated anxiety about modern life and a thirst to transcend
the problems of the present. Music was believed to offer a means of salvation for
humanity through an eschatological break with the past: in the words of Blok, a
move from “calendar time” to “musical time.” Through its direct appeal to mood,
emotion, and experience rather than human reason, music was seen as an escape
from the present age. For those uneasy with the apparent growth of individu-
alism, positivism, and materialism in modern life, music offered spiritual and
psychological transformation, an expression of higher spiritual and emotional
forms from which a more advanced humanity would emerge in the future. Per-
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haps the most spectacular artistic envisioning of “musical time,” Aleksandr Scria-
bin’s envisioned Mystery (through which he expected to bring an end to time
itself) was part of a larger discourse more modestly expressed in the contem-
porary press. Evgenii Braudo (who after 1905 divided his time between serving
prison and exile terms for revolutionary activity and writing philosophically in-
spired music criticism) insisted that by emotionally preparing the human psyche
for a new form of existence, a musical work had the potential to usher in the revo-
lutionary break from calendar time to musical time. Music, he argued, “opens
before us a realistic picture of the feelings of the new future man and accustoms
us, amid the prosaic conditions of contemporary life, to the spiritual life of the
future.”””

Conceptions of musical time were not limited to metaphysical musings;
rather, they found expression in specific debates over the evolution of musical
style. For philosopher Boris Schloezer, already under the mystical spell cast by
his idol Scriabin, the increased musical dissonance of modernist works expressed
a transfigured human spirit, freed from the earlier limitations of human history.
Once, Schloezer claimed in Schopenhauerian-inspired terms, music had known
no other possibility than to shift from consonance to dissonance and back; simi-
larly, human existence had known only two paths: either the endless cycle of
striving to satisfy desires (ever replaced by new ones after momentary fulfillment)
or else the denial of all desire and a search for calm. Contemporary music, in his
view, expanded dissonance while minimizing consonance; it increased the pro-
cess of change, striving, and motion while minimizing rest or resolution. While
such a focus on constant striving suggests Bergson’s idea of duration, Schloezer
nevertheless connected his interpretation of music with a more eschatological
vision of temporality. The fact that at least some modern humans were now able
to find pleasure in dissonance suggested that a “deep transformation has taken
place in the human spirit” and proved that “a small group of people, more or less
consciously, develop in themselves different ideals of life” By listening to new
music, these select few were undergoing individual psychological transforma-
tion, which Schloezer saw as a necessary prerequisite for the transformation of
human society as a whole*

Taking time away from her self-proclaimed mission of reawakening the com-
munal spirit of the narod through teaching them collective song, Nadezhda Briu-
sova likewise argued that Scriabin’s experimentations with harmony and rhythm
offered “a portent of an entirely still unseen and to us incomprehensible sen-
sation of time,” destined to usher in a changed humanity* Such ideas echoed
occultist and Scriabin disciple Piotr Demianovich Uspenskii’s call for the emer-
gence of a “new higher race” that would solve the social and political questions
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sso sharply apparent in our time” on an “entirely different level and in an en-
tirely different form than we imagine.”** Even St. Petersburg composer and
music critic Viacheslay Karatygin, no great admirer of the metaphysical musings
of his contemporaries, embraced an image of music that emphasized a progres-
give historical view: while dismissing Scriabin’s philosophical rantings, he em-
praced his progressive search for new musical forms to express contemporary
experience, while critiquing both Medtner and Rachmaninoff for continuing to
explore “outmoded” forms of musical creativity.'”*

Although this emphasized break with past traditions suggested a modernist
worldview in which new sounds and techniques would forge a new human psyche
(often connected with the music of Scriabin), calls for overcoming the present
through musical time were not limited to critics who espoused a modernist
musical style. Rather, music of all types was commonly connected with a rupture
in human history itself. The journal Music and Life, while devoted to the study
of Russian folk song and Orthodox church music, defined its view of music in ter-
minology reminiscent of a modernist manifesto: “the old art no longer acts on us
because it has lost its living connection with life, [which is} changing its forms,”
argued an anonymous contributor in the journal’s first issue** For Aleksandr
Maslov, an outspoken opponent of Scriabin’s music and worldview, musical time
was intimately connected not with modernist techniques but with social revolu-
tion. The only true advancement in music, he argued in a 1906 letter, “has been
closely connected with political revolution and with the renewal of the life of the
narod . . . the successes of the agrarian workers’ revolution are also the successes
of music.”'*® Emilii Medtner, while fundamentally opposed to any discussion
of “progress” in the musical realm or modernist compositional techniques, pro-
posed nevertheless that music could lift individual experience out of temporal
reality and offer access to what he defined as “absolute reality”**® Regardless of
aesthetic style, music was thus envisioned as a mystical force capable of both
transcending mundane experiences of temporality and ushering in a new reality.

IN SEARCII OF ORPHEUS

The image of an artistic genius whose music was destined to mend the rifts in
contemporary society was central to the worldview of musical metaphysics.””
In"The Birth of Tragedy, Nietzsche had called for the appearance of a “genius”
in whom both Apollonian and Dionysian impulses would be united.”* He de-
scribed this unity of impulses as “the union, indeed, the identity, of the lyrist with
the musician” that existed as the central component of ancient Greek art. He
called for a similar figure to appear in the modern era, described as the “music-

Practicing Socrates,” who would combine the rational and irrational impulses of
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humanity®® Such a creative artist would provide a symbolic depiction of Diony.-
sian unity through the embodiment of music’s essence in space and time, a pro-
cess made possible through the Apollonian impulse that offered form and struc-
ture to inchoate unity"’

While the image of Zarathustra and the “overman” has dominated popular
understanding of Nietzsche’s philosophy, it was this image of “genius” in The
Birth of 'I'ragedy (rather than the “overman” of Thus Spake Zarathustra) that
underpinned musical metaphysics. In his first work, Nietzsche took great pains
to differentiate between the figure of genius and individual identity. The “self”
of the lyric genius was “not the same as that of the waking, empirically real man”
but rather the “truly existent and eternal self resting at the basis of things.”™
While both individual and universal components (genius and nongenius) co-
existed, the individual subject had no impact on the creative process as such,
serving only as the individualized expression of the unified creative impulse, “the
medium through which the one truly existent subject celebrates his redemption
through appearance.”"? The genius thus embodied the universal.

In Russia, Nietzsche’s image of a “music-practicing Socrates” who would unite
the rational and irrational aspects of humanity elided with another figure bor-
rowed from Greek mythology: Orpheus. Because of the emphasis on music’s
theurgic power and the transformative moment to be reached in “musical time,”
the figure of Orpheus or, in Viacheslav Ivanov’s words, “the miracle of Orpheus”
(the ability to transform material reality through art) was evoked as a symbol of
true theurgic genius® Alternate traditions glorified him as a 'Thracian singer,
“the father of song,” or the priest of the “mysteries of Dionysus.” His parentage
itself was traced to the Muse Calliope and Oeagrus, or to Apollo himself. Among
the many tales surrounding Orpheus, the two most enduring were his ill-fated
journey to the underworld to retrieve his wife, Eurydice, and his death at the
hands of Thracian bacchantes. The constant in these myths was Orpheus’s con-
nection with mousike, the “art of the Muses” Orpheus’s music was more than
just an art form; it had an immediate impact both on his listeners and upon the
natural world. This Orphic power captivated the imagination of generations of
European composers; in the context of the Russian Empire, it found particu-
larly vivid reinterpretation in the imaginations of Vladimir Rebikov and his con-
temporaries, who envisioned the composer as a prophetic or even a messianic
figure.™ If music was truly the highest form of art, the underlying unity out of
which the entire material world sprang, then the composer—the individual who
controlled the art of giving order and harmony to sound —was, at least poten-
tially, the ultimate prophetic visionary.

While this fascination with Orpheus predated the events of 19os, the role of
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the artistic genius was given particular attention in the aftermath of revolution.
flor Aleksandr Koptiaey, it became clear that Nietzsche’s philosophy was, in the
end, of limited use for contemporary Russia, because it failed to solve the in-
herent conflict between individual genius and the crowd. For this reason, Nietz-
sche’s mission had to be adapted for the contemporary Russian context. Only in
Russia, Koptiaev believed, could unity be attained between the narod and the
great composer who would arise to lead them. “Believe me,” he argued dramati-
cally in 1908, “in Russia something never before heard of is beginning”" Devel-
oping the same strand of thought, music eritic Evgenii Braudo hinted that it was
the duty of a future Russian composer to transcend the division between music’s
aristocratic background and its future connection with the narod "

Regardless of such hopes, in the aftermath of 1905, the disconnect between
artists and the narod remained strong, Ivanov concluded that the very emergence
of the concept of an individual genius was a symptom of the divide between
the people and the intelligentsia. In its purest form, he argued, genius was inti-
mately connected with the collective identity of a people rather than with any
individual ™ While the 1905 Revolution and its aftermath had emphasized the
division between the narod and the educated classes, Ivanov claimed that this
gap could not be bridged by political leaders; it demanded a “singer,” whose cre-
ation of new unifying myths would imply a reawakening of the collective spirit
of Dionysus. Russia’s current crisis was due to an overemphasis on individualistic
dreams and isolation from the narod, which Ivanov considered the “basic fact of
the contemporary history of the spirit” Rather than enlightening the narod with
higher knowledge, contemporary artists were stranded at the heights of artistic
inspiration, glorying in their own, secret knowledge. Thus Ivanov mourned in
1906 that “the crowd has lost its organ of speech: the singer”"™ In contrast, he
celebrated the figure of Orpheus as the “bearer of the ideas of wholeness and uni-
fication.” Ivanov’s outlook resonated with his contemporaries. Mesmerized by
the envisioned role of a Russian Orpheus, in January 1911 Emilii Medtner asked
Ivanov to submit an article on Orpheus for a book series devoted to mysticism
forthcoming from his publishing house, Musaget.*

‘The Russian Musical Newspaper gave visual expression to these utopian
visions of a latter-day Orpheus who could overcome the divisions made so evi-
dent by the 1905 Revolution, when it introduced a new sketch into its pages in
1906: a Greek figure holding aloft a lyre and a small vessel with flame (fig. 1.1).
The outline of a sun behind the androgynous figure’s head suggested an affilia-
tion with Apollo, but the lack of textual references left specific interpretation
of the unnamed Creek deity open for the viewer to determine. In future issues
the sketch tended to be placed prior to articles or stories that dealt with more




46 Musical Metaphysics in Late Imperial Russia

mystical aspects of musical experience, and its placement immediately before
Vladimir Rebikov’s story “Orpheus and the Bacchantists” in 1910 deepened the
potential for direct association with Orpheus**

Russian visions of Orpheus also mingled with Christian messianic imagery,
Ivanov saw in Orpheus the synthesis of Apollo, Dionysus, and Christ. “Orpheus,”
he wrote, “is the creative Word that moves the world, and signifies God the Word
in the Christian symbolism of the furst centuries.”'?* Developing this religious
aspect of Orpheus as creator, Bely argued that a theurgic approach to art required
a creative personality that served as a “temple of God in which God dwells.”13
Philosopher Nikolai Berdiaev echoed this image of a divine spark, housed within
the individual creative genius, claiming that the role of the artistic genius was
“another kind of sainthood.”'** Eliding Orpheus and Christ as embodiments of
spiritual (rather than physical) existence, Rebikov contended that “Orpheus is
not a myth” but rather “one of the parables of the Unknowable God. A parable
of the battle between Spirit and matter.”'* The prophetic task of the composer
was to keep alive the message of God in times of spiritual darkness, to “catch,
from time to time, particles of [Orpheus’s] song,” a calling that required spiritual
and moral purity. “In order to create,” wrote Rebikov in a letter to fellow com-
poser Stepan Smolenskii, “you must have a soul that resembles a temple. You
must have a pure soul. Then you will see God.”** Similar Christian terminology
emerged in texts by Scriabin’s followers, who employed terms such as “prophet”
(prorok), “Lamb of God” (agnets), and “Messiah” (messiia) when referring to
their composer of choice.*?

But this messianic vision of Orpheus carried potential dangers, as Vladimir So-
lov’ev warned in his analysis of Pushkin’s death. For Solov’ey, the embodiment of
genius in human form brought with it both the responsibility of greater morality
and the danger of failure (due to fallen human nature)."® Even a supreme genius
such as Pushkin could be mistaken or go astray, succumbing to the weak, all-too-
human aspects of his personality. Lev Tolstoy further developed this question of
an artist’s moral culpability: if art was defined in terms of its ability to “infect”
others with the same emotion the artist experienced when creating the work, the
question of art’s positive or negative effect could be solved only through refer-
ence to its influence on the audience.®® A work of art was thus only as “good” or
“moral” as the impact it had upon its audience. In this interpretation, the higure
of genius could serve either heaven or hell, awakening both morally beneficial
and destructive impulses in his audience.

Drawing on this tradition, music philosopher Konstantin Eiges developed an
extensive metaphysical analysis of the moral basis upon which musical creativity
took place®® He argued that mysticism in general (and musical mysticism in
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Figure 1.1 Unnamed sketch from Russkaia muzykal'naia gazeta no. 1 (January 1,
1906), 8. Courtesy of the Slavonic Library, National Library of Finland.

particular) could stem both from higher and lower impulses. “Lower mysticism”
was “the mysticism of chaos, manifested as drunkenness, raving, the experience
of horror, etc.” Eiges emphasized that the clearest manifestation of the “higher”
mystical impulse was creativity, while the “lower” mystical impulse found its
purest expression in destruction. Musical creation, he argued, was distinct from
other forms of artistic creation. Only a composer could embody both the lower
(Dionysian) and higher (Apollonian) mystical impulses. Whereas other artists
were inspired by an object or idea in the phenomenal world, which “reflected
heavenly beauty,” the composer “has a different character: strong excitement,
leaning toward drunkenness, seizes him, when in the moment of inspiration
he not only indefinably feels ‘the touch of another world,” but also enters into
this other world with his entire soul and contemplates the transcendental as a
particular sound world-order in all its unearthly beauty.” Eiges claimed that in
entering this other world, a composer experienced the pure Dionysian state, “the
destruction in consciousness of the boundaries between ‘1" and ‘not-I'’” which
would seize the composer, “freeing him from his own, concrete ‘I’ such that
“his will unites with ‘first-unity.”” This direct experience of Dionysian unity
distinguished musical creativity from all other artistic activities, but it also made
musical inspiration particularly dangerous, as the composer entered into a realm
of lower mystical experience.

According to Eiges, the composer’s experience of the frantic, ecstatic, Dio-
nysian state gave rise to the impulse to translate that experience into the most
immediate form possible in the phenomenal world: that of sound (the “will to
sound”). In this interpretation, the inchoate will of Nietzsche and Schopenhauer
Wwas assigned a goal: the striving for sound, most specifically musical sound. The
experience of the Dionysian state then served as the inspirational basis out of
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which music emerged as a higher, mystical experience. 'Through the composer’s
creative genius, the initial chaos of the Dionysian impulse would be transformed
into the “crystallized musical phrases” of higher, mystical experience, referred to
by Eiges as “musical mood.” This mood, together with “contemplative and reli-
gious moods,” was itselfa “mystical state.” “True” music thus transformed Diony.-
sian chaos into a higher, mystical experience beyond the realm of rationality. If
a composer failed in transforming Dionysian chaos into an ordered, mystical ex-
perience, he failed in his creative task. For this reason, the composer who entered
into the lower, satanic realm for creative inspiration held a position of tremen-
dous power and moral responsibility.”*

While the need for Orpheus seemed obvious to Nietzsche’s orphans, the form
he might take and the musical style he might espouse gave rise to sharp divisions,
Writers on music often expressed strong partisanship, passionately supporting
the claim of “their” composer to the lyre of Orpheus at the expense of other
composers. Such debates found their origin in Nietzsche’s own youthful fixation
upon Richard Wagner, and the identification of Wagner’s errors often served as
the starting point in attempts to identify the contemporary Russian Orpheus. In
his 19os article “Wagner and the Dionysian Act” (“Vagner i dionisovo deistva”),
[vanov employed blatantly theological overtones in emphasizing both Wagner’s
import and his shortcomings. Ivanov highlighted Wagner’s place as both the
second founder of the new, Dionysian work (after Beethoven) and the “first fore-
runner of universal myth creation.” Ivanov posed this glorious role as analogous
to the relationship between John the Baptist and Jesus Christ. With the image of
the Baptizer in mind, he proclaimed that “it is not the place of the founder to
be the culminator, and the forerunner must diminish.”*** Just as the preaching of
John had given way to that of Christ, Wagner would give way to a greater artistic
visionary, an Orpheus who would unite elements of Dionysus and Christ and
bring theurgic art to fruition.**

Tvanov’s contemporaries also tended to view Wagner as a transitional figure,
who was expected to be followed by a Russian genius* Reflecting on her
youthful love of Wagner in 19og in a personal letter to Evgenii Trubetskoi, Mar-
garita Morozova noted that her intellectual and spiritual awakening had begun
through performances of Wagner’s Ring cycle that she attended at Bayreuth. At
the same time, she argued that Wagner, though he had recognized the need
for spiritual transformation in Parsifal, had been unable to fulfill this calling, a
“Christian task” that he had left to Russia*® Developing the comparison even
further, writer Sergei Durylin (a frequent guest at Morozova’s salons and secre-
tary of the Moscow Religious-Philosophical Society after 1912) argued in 1913
that Wagner'’s importance for contemporary Russia stemmed from the fact that
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he “was the Jast German in whom the spirit of music was the spirit of Chris-
fianity. ™ In the modern age, Durylin concluded, since Christianity was an in-
herent aspect of Russian rather than German identity, the new Orpheus would
Jhave to be a Russian.

Russian critics and audiences could be fickle, and their preferred composer
might change with little explanation. In an October 1906 article for the journal
The Pass (P ereval’), Boris Popov painted a vivid image of contemporary Russia as
acityin which a great beast stalked the streets at night, and in which fundamental
spiritual truths were daily threatened with destruction.® In this nightmarish sce-
nario, he initially held up the figure of Rebikov as one of the “chosen ones” who
might save Russia from the darkness of contemporary life, an assessment echoed
by other critics. By 1907, however, Popov had cooled toward his former idol. Dis-
gusted with the perceived individualism of the composer’s recent piano compo-
sitions (op. 35 and op. 36), Popov lashed out against both Rebikov and his own
earlier interpretations of the composer’s mission.®” Inquiring into the broader
signiﬁcance of Rebikov’s failure, Popov fell back on an interpretation reminis-
cent of Eiges's warning about music’s potentially negative power, which would
reecho throughout late imperial Russian discourse on music: Rebikov had suc-
cumbed to the seductiveness of “individualism,” demonstrating that “he was not
born to be a leader and teacher.” Rebikov, Popov concluded, was “a momentary
prophet, who spoke of some distant feelings, of the final freeing of music, and
then fell silent, retreating into the depths of his [individual] ‘L"7*° In his next
article for The Puss, Popov had already located another potential Orpheus: Scria-
bin*!

Despite such changes in allegiance, the symbolic language with which these
figures were described remained constant, demonstrating the powerful influ-
ence musical metaphysics held on the contemporary imagination. While critics
such as Popov might back different composers at different moments, the concur-
rent embrace of several composers as the “true” Orpheus clearly demonstrates
both the belief in musical metaphysics and the underlying divisions within
Nietzsche’s orphans. Of central importance for my analysis is not the relative
persuasiveness of one or another assessment of a contemporary composer, but
the exclusivist form of the discourse itself. In each of the three case studies that
follow (Scriabin, Medtner, and Rachmaninoff ), supporters were regularly con-
founded by the problem of how to prove that their selected composer was the
genuine Orphic figure.
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A MUSICAL MYSTERY

By 1912 it was common knowledge in most Moscow cultural circles that com.
poser Aleksandr Scriabin planned to bring about the apocalyptic end of human
history with his final composition —a work of collective human experience he re-
ferred to as the Mystery (Misteriia)** Less widely acknowledged was the fact that
Scriabin’s totalizing vision was itself partially a product of musical metaphysics,
and that this search for a “mystery” was in fact a broader search within educated
society. Conversations and debates over unity, musical time, and Orpheus cul-
minated in a general expectation of a “mystery” —a quasi-liturgical or religious
act through which contemporary Russian society would be transformed. While
this envisioned mystery had its roots partly in Nietzsches celebration of Greek
tragedy, his Russian orphans drew inspiration from a range of sources, creating
an image of a mystery intimately linked to the search for a contemporary Rus-
sian identity. Ivanov’s study of the Orphic cult of Dionysus and his fascination
with medieval religious mystery plays helped him to imagine the transformation
of contemporary theater into a liturgical act! He argued that these medieval
mystery plays, together with tragedy and comedy, “must become the hearths of
the nation’s creative or prophetic self-determination,” a means through which
to define Russia’s path** Bely similarly embraced the concept; while admitting
that Nietzsche had never employed the term “mystery” for referring to the “final
conclusion of our culture,” he rhetorically asked, “Is not the mystery [misteriia]
the final link in the evolution we are experiencing?”*** This concept of a mys-
tery similarly conjured up the idea of musical time. As Walter Benjamin ob-
served, in a medieval mystery play the notion of historical time itself is blurred,

16 Such was the case in late im-

becoming an aspect of eternal (or musical) time.
perial Russia, where the idea of a mystery loosely corresponded to a liturgical or
religious event, enacted to transform existing reality itself.

Most intriguing were the numerous attempts to enact some form of mystery.
In 1908 journalist Vladimir Botsianovskii described a St. Petersburg group that
sought, in all but name, to stage such a mystery. The “Order of Universal Genius
Brotherhood” sought to initiate collective worship (sobornoe sluzhenie) through
collective creative action. Music was granted center stage in this brotherhood, as
shown in a photograph included by Botsianovskii. The “high priest” in charge of
the group’s “rite” alternated between speaking and playing his violin. His outht
was modeled after the traditional robes of an Orthodox priest, with the single ex-
ception of the violin held in his hand, which completed his attire (fig. 1.2)*" In
the closing creed, described by a bemused Botsianovskii, members of the order
synthesized their belief in God with an emphasis on creative action, chanting

BepxosHui ¥peub, HMEHYEMHH TeHEpaTb-NPOBOKa-
TOpPOMB,
(K®b crareh YV reniesn*).

Figure 1.2. Photograph accompanying article “U geniev,” Teatr i iskusstvo no. 22
(1909): 390. The caption reads, “The high priest, who is called the General-Provocator.”
Courtesy of the Slavonic Library, National Library of Finland.
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“may your prayerful address to God appear in creation: personal, individual, and
collective creation.”™* Such an emphasis on combining individual and collec-
tive creativity in liturgical expression vividly embodied the ideal of sobornost’.
Genius and creativity were understood as inherent parts of every person, linking
the individual to the collective. In seeking to stimulate the advent of collective
creation though imitation of a liturgical service, the brotherhood sought, in its
own way, to enact a mystery.

In 1912 the House of Song even more explicitly attempted to produce a col-
lective “mystery,” this time based on a 1903 French translation of the seventh-
century text Uttararamacharita by the Indian poct Bhavabhuti** The “carefyl
and deep study of this drama” was to serve the society’s fundamental goal of
awakening a collective, spiritual creative impulse among participants and society
members. By facilitating performers’ entry into the “secret of creative thought”
and “spirit of creation,” the play would “pull them out of their unconsciousness”
and provoke deeper spiritual insights—all goals typical of envisioned mysteries
of the time To further participation from all members, the House of Song
offered a competition for the best Russian translation of the French text, to be
used in the eventual performance™ All society members were encouraged to
attend rehearsals in 1914, when they began to offer this symbolic experience for
all’® Perhaps most striking, however, was the Nietzschean reinterpretation of
the poem’s significance for a Russian audience. As anonymous authors in the
Bulletin of the House of Song concluded, the text provided a metaphorical depic-
tion of the struggle between secular and spiritual power, embodied respectively
by King Rama (an avatar of the god Vishnu) and his wife Sita (an avatar of the
goddess Lakshmi). This struggle was, they argued in an amazing feat of cross-
cultural misreading, the same metaphorical conflict between secular moder-
nity and spiritual belief that was depicted in the works of both Nietzsche and
Wagner. By sending his wife Sita into exile, King Rama symbolically separated
himself from religious belief. In her exile, Sita gave birth to two children, Kusha
and Lava, who, in the interpretation of the House of Song, symbolized the dual
powers of music and tragedy, a clear reference to Nietzsche's Birth of 'I ragedy.
These two children then brought about the reunion of the two spouses “in an-
other higher world,” mirroring a return to religious belief through the artistic
transcendence offered by the Dionysian and Apollonian powers of music and
tragedy. In this way, the Hindu tale was reinterpreted according to late imperial
Russian desires and concerns.

For many, the idea of a mystery also suggested an imminent fruition of the
connection between religion, Russian identity, and music, and a transcendence
of the perceived threat of disintegration that Russia seemed to face. This con-
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pection was inspired by reflections upon Richard Wagner’s final opera Par-
sifal: commonly referred to as a “mystery” in the Russian periodical press, its
mysticﬂl‘ Christian character served as an inspiration to seek a uniquely Rus-
sjan mystery.™* Al the age of twenty-six, poet and budding religious philosopher
Sergei Durylin was equally inspired by Wagner's Parsifal, Vladimir Solov'ev’s
religious philosophy, and Russian messianism, envisioning a future in which
Russia would take the leading role in contemporary Europe. For Durylin, both
the form and the subject of the awaited Russian mystery was clear. In his 1913
ook Wagner and Russia (Vagner i Rossiia), which appeared under the auspices
of Emilii Medtner’s publishing house Musaget, Durylin argued that Wagner’s
failure to bring about a genuine mystery through Parsifal was caused by a discon-
nect between the composer and the German people —a disconnect caused not
by the composer’s shortcomings but by Germany’s loss of its Christian founda-
tion. Contemporary Germany, Durylin concluded, embodied the individualism
and divided nature of modern life. In contrast, the creation of a true Christian
mystery was a specifically Russian task** Building upon his interest in archae-
ology and cthnography, Durylin cited the myth of the vanishing city of Kitezh
as an example of the Russian narod’s deeply Christian view of the world, sug-
gesting that this particular myth was ripe for artistic development by a Russian
composer. Such a composer would succeed where Wagner had failed, creating
a true Christian and folk mystery because of Russia’s close connection to Chris-
tianity. Rimsky-Korsakov had previously sought to ceate an opera based on the
legend; not having understood his mission, however, he had failed to become
the “artist myth-creator” that Russia needed ™ This Russophile interpretation
of the awaited mystery gained general approbation among many of Nietzsche’s
orphans, and the myth of Kitezh was a particularly fruitful topic for mystical and
increasingly messianic imaginings of Russian identity at this time.*°

Another take on this late imperial quest for a mystery was attempted by
Rebikov, who conceptualized his trilogy of “musical-psychological dramas” (en-
titled Drama of the Spirit) as a commentary on the fall of the human spirit into
the material world; through experiencing the works, he hoped to carry an audi-
ence through the various spiritual and emotional states of the characters, en-
abling them to grasp that “human striving toward knowledge and power” would
lead ultimately to the death of their souls®” To supplement this more negative
commentary, his work The Antichrist was intended to carry its audience through
the “egoism of matter” back to the “victory of Spirit.”**® Like most of the envi-
sioned mysteries, Rebikov’s Antichrist was never completed; nevertheless, based
on sketches shown to him by the composer, Odessa Theological Seminary pro-
fessor Aleksandr Gorskii concluded in 1916 that Rebikov, though unacquainted
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with the philosophical writings of Solov'ev, had intuitively moved Russian reli.
gious thought forward to a new level of development —a task that no philosopher
had managed.””

Common to all these nebulous attempts to evoke a mystery were a focus on
collective experience, the overcoming of composer/performer/audience divi-
sions, and a shared emphasis on music’s awakening of irrational emotion as the
means through which to transcend historical time and, through mystical experi-
ence, access absolute or musical time*” The experience of music in a contem-
porary mystery thus was interpreted as a mystical “act” (deistvo) or “experience”
(perezhivanie), with the potential to transform human existence and under-
standing. The search for this mystery emerged as a common theme, and attempts
to define its content were intimately linked with attempts to define Russian iden-

tity in the modern era.

MUSICAL METAPHYSICS IN PRACTICE:
SOCIAL TRANSFORMATION THROUGH MUSIC

As members of educated society, Nietzsche’s orphans were self-consciously
aware of the divisions between themselves and the broader narod. Particularly
after 1905, they sought through music to overcome these social divisions and re-
unite with the people. However, within these discussions lurked a certain confu-
sion regarding exactly who they sought to reach: discussions focused alternately
on peasants, workers, and members of “middling classes” whose musical tastes
were not considered sufficiently developed. While unclear about the population
they sought to reach, however, Nietzsche’s orphans were clear about their own
task: to enlighten the benighted population of Russia and to direct their spiritual
energies in what they themselves believed to be the correct direction. In practice,
Nietzsche’s orphans thus viewed themselves as a sort of cultural vanguard party
(to adopt a term from Leninist politics). Their contradictory understandings of
the narod, however, together with an inability to recognize the genuine desires
of the people they sought to reach (which seems to have often been personal ex-
pression rather than sobornost’) undermined their practical attempts to create
unity.

Nietzsche’s orphans identified two potential obstacles in their attempts to
overcome social division through music after 19o5: music education and con-
certs were prohibitively expensive for the vast majority of Russian workers and
peasants, and the poorer classes seemed to have lost the ability to distinguish
good music from bad. According to contemporary assessments, the narod was
ever more “polluted” by the effects of modern life, expressed in (among other
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things) popular interest in urban songs. In response to these problems, mem-
pers of Russian musical society genuinely sought to reach out to the “people”:
2 g,-gwing number of concerts offered cheap or free tickets; music education in-
stitutions sought to provide stipends to the most qualified students; public lec-
fures devoted to music history, aesthetics, and good taste aimed to educate the

P

opulation; music libraries opened to provide greater access to relevant litera-
ture; and, perhaps most striking of all, “People’s Conservatories” (narodnye kon-
gervatorii) were founded in several urban centers. The establishment and fate of
the Moscow People’s Conservatory demonstrates, at the individual level, both
the accomplishments and the limitations of musical metaphysics.

Established September 3, 1906, the Moscow People’s Conservatory (or Mu-
sical Section of the Moscow Society of People’s Universities, henceforth MPC)
declared its founding task to be the “spreading of musical knowledge to as broad
a range of the population of Moscow and Moscow province as possible, and to
cooperate in this task within the boundaries of Russia.”**! [istablished as an au-
tonomous organ of the broader People’s University (with a separate board and
election), it proposed to arrange general and special music courses, schools, con-
certs, and lectures; to publish music, books, brochures, and teaching material;
and to provide libraries, museums, music, and instrumental equipment. In its
first year of existence, the MPC enrolled 627 students, sixty-two of whom were
directly admitted to the second, more advanced course.'%?

It was the MPC'’s explicit purpose to expand music education to the narod
to develop greater social cohesion and an improvement in morality among the
population. This educational process was meant to foster spiritual development:
just as the people needed education in the external, scientific realm, they needed
education in the internal, emotional realm. Through the immediate engagement
of song, it was believed, the common people could be taught the value of collec-
tive creation, combining their individual voices into a more complex and unified
whole. Creative, communal performance would further the internal life of the
people and better prepare them for future historical and social developments.'?

In light of its founding principles, the MPC focused almost exclusively upon
choral singing as the basis of musical education** The individual ability to per-
form instrumental works only mattered in the educational program insofar as
this was “necessary for the general musical development of students.” Nadezhda
Briusova, one of the conservatory founders, argued at length about the impor-
tance of developing the creative spirit of the Russian narod through active par-
ticipation in folk choirs. In her mind, choral work would expose the narod to
the immediate experience of collective synergy, whose highest possible achieve-
ment would be the creation of genuine “folk operas,” in which cach individual
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composed a unique part (napev). In these works, each individual’s free creative
potential would combine with all others into a single, collective whole. Briusova
held, nonetheless, that even such a high accomplishment as “folk opera” was not
yet a “true musical drama,” which would include “all the voices of nature.”s
Yet this embrace of popular music education was haunted by a lingering anxiety
about the narod. The organization of concerts for the masses had to proceed cau.
tiously, warned Briusova, as the people had to be educated in the proper manner
of responding to music; otherwise, exposure to high art would cause more harm
than good ¢ Perhaps not surprisingly, she reserved a leading role for the musical
elite. While the narod would collectively create the “folk drama” through indi.
vidual composition of their part, it was Briusova and her colleagues who must, as
leaders, “connect together all the compositions of all the authors” into a greater
whole. In her mind, those who had founded the MPC and taught music to the
workers were therefore “conductors of [the narod’s] musical creation.”*”

By the seventh year of operation (1912-13), choral classes were offered in the
Nikitskii and Sukharevskii districts of Moscow. Students could study at the MPC
for up to three years at a cost of four rubles per year for the first- and second-year
courses, and a variable sum for the third year, depending on the number of hours
and students enrolled. Courses were open to both men and women once their
voices had changed (generally not younger than fifteen to seventeen years of
age). In the first two years, the classes met two times per week from 8 to 10 p.m,,
demonstrating a genuine wish to appeal to workers. No prior musical knowledge
was required of students when they enrolled, though they had to know how to
read and had to possess some level of musical ability. By the second year, stu-
dents were expected to know simple intervals, possess an elementary knowledge
of music theory (scales, thythm, measures), and be able to sing a simple melody
from music at sight. Each year ended with an examination, and at the end of
the third class, students received a certificate®® Space rather than interest kept
the numbers at the MPC limited, as the number of interested students regularly
outnumbered available spaces. Inspired by the success of the MPC, the Artistic
Subsection of the All-Russian Gathering of Activists in the Society of People’s
Universities and Other Educational Institutions of a Private Nature (Vserossiiskii
sezd deiatelei obshchesty narodnykh universitetov i drugikh prosvetitel'nykh
uchrezhdenii chastnoi initsiativy) adopted a 19o8 resolution that the MPC
should serve as a model for the establishment of similar institutions connected
with People’s Conservatories throughout the country.'®”

Despite this relatively coherent structure, division over the MPC’s ultimate
mission continued among its founders, highlighted by an ongoing conflict over
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solo classes. When the program was established on November 8, 1906, it was de-
cided that the MPC should strive to offer access to solo instruments and lessons
to as many students as possible. On January 24, 1907, the possibility of giving
wider access to solo instrument instruction was raised, and further discussed
again on January 31. The decision to broaden solo classes passed with minor
changes on March 29, with the explicit understanding that these classes should
foster musical technique but not develop virtuosity”* The question was again de-
pated on September 1; ultimately, while solo classes continued to be offered, the

qumber of spaces was extremely limited

‘The objections raised against training
soloists reiterated standard tropes from musical metaphysics: it would develop
individuality and empty virtuosity (the ills of modernity) at the expense of the
anified communal artistic experience offered by choral singing.

In practice, educated Russians often found that their goals of encouraging a
collective identity among workers and peasants were met with indifference or in-
comprehension from the very narod whom they sought to protect. Jeffrey Brooks
has noted this divide: while educated clites encouraged a rejection of individualist
aspirations (all too common in the penny press), the mix of moralizing literature
and belles lettres they encouraged met with limited success among the people.!”?
A series of questionnaires completed by students of the vocal conducting pro-
gram of the MPC shows a similar divide. Out of forty-three students, nine re-
spondents seemed dismissive of the very basis of the course in which they were
enrolled (the preparation of teachers to conduct choral ensembles among the
narod ), requesting instead the possibility of studying individual musical perfor-
mance.”* One male respondent specifically asked to study piano, while a female
respondent voiced the same request, stating that she “lived a different life” when
she heard music”* Perhaps the most poignant request for such instruction was
voiced by one lusiia Sokolova, who scribbled out a heartfelt request to Briusova:
“I can ask you only one thing: give me the ability to develop musically, at least a
little bit, to allow me at least a small but active participation in singing and music.
... This question is the most painful for me. [ cannot quietly listen to your lec-
ture because every word of yours shows me my musical illiteracy, and awoke [sic]
in me a thirst for knowledge. . . . before me was the fateful question: why can’t I
play myself, when I love music, when music sounds in my ears at home?”"”” Such
responses demonstrated a clear disconnect between the stated purpose of the
courses in which the students were enrolled and their personal goals in attending
the MPC. Rather than secking collective creative experience, they yearned to
develop their own personal talents and find ways to express their own emotional
perspectives. ‘This divide in turn echoed a larger gap between the expectations of
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educated society, which sought to impose a particular “Russian” cultural vision,
and an urban population more interested in exploring their own personal subjec-
tivity than in forging a new form of collective identity.

Embracing the image of music as intimately connected with emotion, the sty.
dents longed to focus on the individual emotional states expressed in musical
works, evincing a striking disinterest in the MPC’s communal focus. One re-
spondent, tired of the instructional focus on choral singing, complained, “For
me personally, the ability to feel in music that which was felt by the creator of 4
musical work is most important. I think that it would be good if you performed
for us some musical work and explained the feelings and the forms that the per-

"176. Another student

formance awakens in you or that were felt by the author.
wrote that she desired to “listen to the meaning that music has played, plays, and
will play in the life of humanity,” adding critically, “in my opinion, you have little
touched on this so far.”*”” When asked whether he or she could listen to an entire
selection of music without losing focus, a third student responded that this was
only possible if the music “corresponds to my experiences, to the personal music
in my soul.”"”® For these students, regardless of the lectures they attended, music
was first and foremost a means of personal expression, not a tool for the moral
and spiritual transformation of society. Such perspectives echo an emphasis on
the inner self, the “psychological and intimate over the political and social” that
Anna Fishzon, Edith Clowes, and others have identified both with cultural elites
and with Russia’s “middling groups” in society” This suggests that ideals of indi-
viduality and self-expression had saturated Russian society to a degree not fully
acknowledged by the cultural elite, who continued to cling to an idealized image
of an inherently communal narod.

The actual social origins of the students at the MPC further demonstrate
the lack of clarity with which the narod was conceived by Nietzsche’s orphans.
Though courses were held in the evenings to facilitate worker attendance, the re-
quirement of basic literacy prior to commencing studies limited the number of
potential students, while even the modest fee for classes was often prohibitively
expensive. As a result, students tended to come from the universities and lower
bureaucracy, with a decidedly low percentage of workers!*® While acknowl-
edging this shortcoming, no solution was found by the conservatory organizers
for this fundamental problem. The experience of the MPC demonstrated that
the much-celebrated educational and unifying power of music met with rela-
tively little response from workers or peasants, many of whom (it was feared)
preferred the degenerate influence of urban songs and chastushki (a folk genre
of short, lively, and often satirical songs). At the same time, the students they
attracted seldom desired moral and spiritual transformation through collective
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creation; instead they sought the acquisition of specific musical skills, generally
in solo vocal or instrumental performance, which were viewed cither as a means
for self-expression or as practical skills through which to improve their financial
well-being. Misunderstanding and miscommunication, rather than harmonious
puilding of a unified Russian identity through music, scems to have been the

norm.

CONCLUSION

Music provided a powerful symbol of unity through which educated Russians
could grapple with the increasing divisions they saw emerging in contemporary
society, particularly in the attermath of the 1905 Revolution. Music was viewed
not merely as a symbol, however, but also a moral or ethical force with the power
to transform existing reality, thereby transcending increasingly evident societal
divisions. As Rosenthal concluded in her study of symbolist thought, music was
itself the “basis of a new cosmology, a new way of viewing the world, a counter
faith to the rationalism, materialism and economic individualism of the En-
ligh’[enmcnt.”181 Nietzschean thought provided the basis for interpreting music’s
meaning. His metaphysical interpretation of music as the ultimate Dionysian
and unifying art appealed to intellectual traditions centered around both the
Slavophile value of sobornost” and a beliel in Russia’s messianic role in human
history, as well as the intelligentsia’s call for revolutionary social change. This
gave rise to musical metaphysics: a worldview that elevated music as a means
of salvation from the problems of contemporary life. The Orphic figure of the
artistic genius was central to this process, with salvation envisioned as the cre-
ation of social, spiritual, and cultural unity. This Russian concept of unity was
imbued with moral, religious, and national implications that were wholly or par-
tially absent from Nictzsche’s vision of a Dionysian unity.

However, there were three fundamental contradictions inherent in the doc-
trine of musical metaphysics: an unbridgeable gulf between Nietzsche’s orphans
and the ill-defined narod they claimed to represent; a lack of consensus on the
Orphic figure who would lead them toward it; and an emphasis on “Russian-
ness” that was increasingly interpreted in a manner that served to isolate sub-
groups within the aesthetic community rather than to unite them. Lack of agree-
ment over the end goal of social transformation, failure to recognize growing
national conflict within the empire, and inability to bridge the divide between
educated society and the vast majority of the Russian population undermined
musical metaphysics from the outset. In short, musical metaphysics provided
aform of belief without specific content: while the assumed need to transform
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society through a musical Orpheus was shared, disagreement over the basis and
desired end result of that transformation highlighted the divisions rather than the
potential unity within the aesthetic community. Though minor at first, with the
increasing strain of war and revolution, these tensions ultimately led to the im-
plosion of this worldview, experienced by some former adherents as a loss in relj-
gious belicf. In the end, an insurmountable gulf stretched between Nietzsche's
orphans and the “children” they sought to reach. While envisioning themselves
as spiritual and moral beacons for their less fortunate compatriots, in practice
they could not even identify them. In the final analysis, music did not create

unity.

by

ALEKSANDR SCRIABIN:
MUSIC AND SALVATION

Scriabin was a prophet.
He was Orpheus on the edge of a new epoch.

—Aleksandr Brianchaninov, 1915

On April 16, 1915, Leonid Leonidovich Sabaneev, music critic, mathemati-
cian, and composer, stood with a disconsolate stare at the grave of his friend,
Aleksandr Nikolaevich Scriabin, in Moscow’s Novodevichii cemetery. At a time
of raging war, the most celebrated living composerin Russia had fallen victim
not to an enemy bullet on the battlefield but to commonplace blood poisoning
at the age of forty-three. For Sabancev, the death of Scriabin meant the loss of
his idol. Over the preceding five years, Sabaneev had spent almost every evening
with the composer, listening to him perform new works, discussing Scriabin’s
mystical worldview, and basking in the light of his creative genius. Sabaneev had
also penned critical analyses, impassioned proselytizing essays, and piano reduc-
tions of orchestral scores, always to support the same claim: in Scriabin, Russia
had found its Orpheus. The sudden death of Russia’s claimed musical messiah —
who had been in the midst of composing his magnum opus, the Mystery (Mis-
teriia), intended to bring about the unification of all humanity and, in a final
moment of universal ecstasy, to usher in the end of the world-—was incompre-
hensible to Sabaneev. He dreaded the task that lay before him that night. Rather
than pen another passionate defense of Scriabin’s new compositional style or
hint about the significance of the forthcoming Preparatory Act (the forerunner
of the Mystery), he had to write an account of his friend’s funeral

Luminaries of Moscow’s intellectual, musical, and artistic life filed past Saba-
neev’s still silhouette to pay their final respects at the grave: Viacheslav Ivano,

01
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SCRIABIN, ALIEKSANDR NIKOLAEVICH (I&]I—]()l;)
Moscow corposer, philosopher, and mystic. Envisioned bringing about the end of the
physical world through the composition of his Mystery. Died of blood poisoning iy

Moscow.

SHAGINIAN, MARIETTA SERGEEVNA (1882-1982)
Poet and passionate promoter of the music of Rachmaninofl. IFrom 1911, an intimate
friend of the Medtners, romantically involved with Emilii Medtmer Alter 1917, an
ardent Bolshevik and supporter of Lenin and later Stalin. Died in 1982 after a successfyl

writing career in the USSR,

SOLOV'EY, VLADIMIR SERGEEVIGH (1853-1900)
Russian religious philosopher, poet, and mystic. His ideas of artistic theurgy and vseediy,-
stvo (all-unity) as well as his eritique of Nietzsche's rejection of Chistianity deeply influ

enced many of the ideas that became popular in the Russian Silver Age,

TRUBIZTSKOL, EVGENI NIKOLAEVICH (]8()’;—I()20)
Russian religious philosopher, publicist, and political actor of noble background. Sought
to incorporate the rights of the individual into philosophical and political discussion,
Greatly influenced by personal friendship with Viadimir Solovev. Founding member
of the Constitutional Democratic Party (Kadets) but then quickly became disillusioned
with political parties. Sustained an idealized love aflaic with Margarita Morozova, wilh
whose fiancial support he founded the Moscow Weekly (19o6-10) and the religious-

philosophical publishing house The Way (Put’). Died in Novorossiisk.

TRUBETSKOL NIKOLAI SERGEEVICH (1890-1938)
Russian linguist and historian, son of Sergei Trubelskoi, and nephew of Fygenii "Trube-

tskoi. Founding thinker of the émigré Furasianist movement. Died in Vienna.

TRUBITSKOI, SERGEINIKOLAEVICH (]8().2«I()O§)
Religious philosopher, friend of Scriabin and Viadimir Solov’ey, and brother of Fvgenii
Trubetskoi. Edited the journal Questions of Philosophy and Psychology. Professor of phi-
losophy at Moscow University from 189o. Introduced Scriabin to the Moscow Psycho-
logical Society, the main philosophical circle of the day. Supporter of liberal movement

in 1905 Revolution. Died in Moscow.

ULZIANOY, NIKOLAL PAVLOVICH (1877-1949)
Russian and later Soviel painter. Acquaintance of Scriabin, Baltrugaitis, and other sym-

bolist figures. Died in Moscow.
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