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The Intellectual Audience

X ANYONE wWHO attends musical and other artistic events eclectically
must notice that certain of these bring out an audience thickly sprinkled
with what are called “intellectuals” and the others do not. It is manage-
ments and box offices that call these people intellectuals; persons belong-
ing to that group rarely use the term. They are a numerous body in New
York, however, and can be counted on to patronize certain entertain-
ments. Their word-of-mouth communication has an influence, moreover,
on public opinion. Their favor does not necessarily provoke mass pa-
tronage, but it does bring to the box office a considerable number of their
own kind, and it does give to any show or artist receiving it some free
advertising. The intellectual audience in any large city is fairly numer-
ous, well organized, and vocal.

This group, that grants or withholds its favor without respect to paid
advertising and that launches its ukases with no apparent motivation,
consists of people from many social conditions. Its binding force is the
book. It is a reading audience. Its members may have a musical ear or an
eye for visual art, and they may have neither. What they all have is some
acquaintance with ideas. The intellectual world does not judge a work of
art from the talent and skill embodied in it; only professionals judge that
way. It seeks in art a clear connection with contemporary esthetic and
philosophic trends, as these are known through books and magazines.
The intellectual audiernce is not a professional body; it is not a professors’
club either, nor a publishers’ conspiracy. Neither is it quite a readers’
anarchy. Though it has no visible organization, it forms its own opinions
and awards its own prizes in the form of free publicity. It is a very diffi-
cult group to maneuver or to push around.

In New York it is a white-collar audience containing stenographers,
saleswomen, union employees of all kinds, many persons from the com-
fortable city middle-aged middle class, and others from the suburban
young parents. There are snappy dressers too, men and women of thirty
who follow the mode, and artists’ wives from downtown who wear peas-
ant blouses and do their own hair. Some are lawyers, doctors, novelists,
painters, musicians, professors. Even the carriage trade is represented,
and all the age levels above twenty-five. A great variety of costume is
always present, of faces and figures with character in them. Many per-
sons of known professional distinction give it seasoning and tone.

The presence of such an audience at a musical event is no result of
paid advertising or of standard publicity. Its representation is small at
the Metropolitan Opera, the Philharmonic, and the concerts of the NBC
Symphony Orchestra, though it will go to all these places for special
works. Dimitri Mitropoulos, for example, drew a brilliant audience for
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his recent performance at the Philharmonic of Strauss’s Elektra. The
smaller symphonic ensembles, the City Center opera, the New Friends of
Music, and the League of Composers bring out lots of intellectuals. So
do certain ballet performances and the spectacles of Martha Graham,
though not, on the whole, for musical reasons. The International Society
for Contemporary Music, the Composers” Forum, concerts and opera pro-
ductions at the Juilliard School and at Columbia University, and certain
recitalists are definitely favored. Wanda Landowska, harpsichord players
in general, Jennie Tourel, Maggie Teyte, Martial Singher, Gold and Fiz-
dale, sometimes Josef Szigeti are all notable for the interest they offer to
persons of high mental attainments.

The conductors chiefly favored by this group are Reiner, Monteux,
and Ansermet. The intellectuals often come in a body to hear them. They
come individually from time to time to hear Toscanini, Koussevitzky,
Bernstein. They have shown no consistent interest in Rodzinski, Mitro-
poulos, Munch, Ormandy, or in recent years Stokowski. Beecham’s audi-
ence appeal, for all his high cultural equipment, remains strictly musical,
though his recordings are collected by many persons from other
professions.

Flagstad too is a purely musical phenomenon; and so is Horowitz. The
latter, indeed, no longer pleases wholly even the musical world, if I read
his public right. One sees fewer and fewer known musicians at his re-
citals, more and more a public clearly not familiar with standard piano
repertory. The music world attends en masse Landowska, Schnabel, and
Curzon. The last two, however, have never made full contact with the
world called intellectual, the world of verbalized ideas and general es-
thetic awareness.

Management’s aim is to mobilize the ticket buying and propaganda
power of this world without alienating the mass public. The latter is re-
spectful of intellectual opinion, which it learns about through the maga-
zines of women’s wear, but resistant to the physical presence of the
intellectual audience. The varieties of fancy dress and interesting faces,
the pride of opinion in overheard conversations, the clannish behavior of
these strange and often monstrous personalities are profoundly shocking
to simpler people. Their behavior expresses both a freedom of thought
and a degree of ostentation that are not available to the standardized
consumer. Much as he would like to enjoy everything that is of good
report, he is really most comfortable among his own kind listening to
Martan Anderson. This is why the Philharmonic and the Metropolitan
managements make little or no play for the intellectual trade and dis-
courage efforts in that direction from the musical wing. They have a mass
public of sorts already, do not need intellectual promotion. They seem to
fear, moreover, that the intellectual influence, bearing always toward the
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left in program-making, may keep away more paying customers than it
brings in.

Beneath all of management’s dealings with the intellectual group lie
two assumptions. One is that intellectuals like novelty and modernity.
The other is that the mass public dislikes both. I think the first is true.
I doubt the second. I am more inclined to believe, from long acquaintance
with all sorts of musical publics, that it is management which dislikes
novelty and everything else that interferes with standardization. I sus-
pect that management’s design is toward conditioning the mass public
to believe that it dislikes novelty. Some success has already been achieved
in this direction. If intellectual opinion has any carrying power beyond
the centers of its origins, there is a job to be done, a war to be fought
across the nation. The intellectuals’ own survival, even, may depend on
winning it. For unless these bright ones carry some weight in the forming
of everybody’s opinions and tastes, they are a useless body and can be
by-passed by any power group that wants to use art for its own ends.

January 15, 1950

Star Dust and Spun Steel

X AnToN WeBERN's Symphony for Chamber Orchestra, the nov-
elty of last night’s Philharmonic concert in Carnegie Hall, was “ad-
vanced” music when first played here twenty years ago; and it still is.
For all the worldwide spread of twelve-tone technique that has taken
place since then, it would be hard to find today five living adepts of it
whose writing is so firm and so sophisticated as Webern’s was. The audi-
ence effect of this work attested also to its vitality. Not only were re-
peated bows taken by Dimitri Mitropoulos, there was actually booing in
the hall, a phenomenon almost unknown at the Philharmonic.

The piece itself offends, as it delights, by its delicacy, transparency,
and concentration. The first movement, for all its canonic rigor, is some-
thing of an ultimate in pulverization — star dust at the service of senti~
ment. Each instrument plays just one note, at most two; then another
carries on the theme. The theme itself is a row of tones isolated from one
another by wide skips. The texture is thin too. One note at a time, just
occasionally two or three, is the rule of its instrumental utterance. And
yet the piece has a melodic and an expressive consistency. It is clearly
about something and under no temptation to fidget. Its form, I may add,
is roughly that of a binary, or Scarlatti-type sonata; and its rhythmic
pulse, save for a few retards in the second movement, is steady.

This movement (there are only two) is a set of variations on the work’s
whole twelve-tone row, first stated completely at this point. Rhythm is
broken up into asymmetrical fragments, The melodic pulverization is less
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