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Abstract
The last century has seen the rise in status of cathartic popular culture, prompted by the rise of popular sovereignty. Popular culture now has a moral dominance over sedate, oppressive, elitist or “stifling” high culture, like Bruckner. This essay will try to describe some of social and psychological forces that created this decline in aesthetic sense and values.
 *  *  *  *

Modernism, that is Western culture since the French Revolution, is an inversion of the Platonist psychology, culture and politics of the ancien regime. In psychology, Plato believed that it is just for reason to use the will to control the appetites. He analogized this to the state, and believed that it was righteous for  an educated upper-class to control the lower. For Plato, mind and its forms of comprehension, like math, are more real than nature and the body. By the early nineteenth century, people started to believe the opposite, or that righteousness is represented by the lower-class control of the state, and by association in the Platonic psychology, the emotions should be viewed as good and should dominate reason; this is what people get excited by today. Wagner was a proponent of these ideas. For instance, he participated in the Dresden uprising, and similarly, he said, “The emotions are the beginning and end of the intellect.”
 And he was opposed to laws, contracts and marriage, and instead believed that free love could unite people. So again we see the bottom up perspective. Wagner belonged to a group called “The Young Germans,” and one of their beliefs was sexual liberation. There were similar perspectives developing in the visual arts and literature with the rise of realism and an interest in nature or the “low”. Take these ideas to an extreme and you have the culture of the New Left or their total collapse into individualism and subjectivity. This contrasts with the ethical thinking for close to 3000 years of history, and with the idea that there is a clearly defined social psychology for a group.
As Louis the 14th said of his own appetites, “I’m under control.” With the Enlightenment, this status hierarchy was inverted. The rise of the new God-endowed natural rights resulted in the legitimacy or justice of popular sovereignty. This new source of “low” power occurred in the context of the prevalent Platonic psychology and justice—so, by association, the popular will started to enforce a culture more of the emotions: at first, during the eighteenth century, more of the higher sentiments, and then eventually, by the late nineteenth century, of the lower appetites. And, in turn, by association with the emotions, we see a growing interest in dynamic and empirical nature. Victor Hugo said, “Be rabid,” arguing that Romanticism is liberalism in art. And Jeremy Bentham captured the new era well when he said, regarding animals, that the issue is not whether they have reason, but if they suffer. This is perceived to represent justice, and so moral insight. This impulse is the norm today on both the Left and most of the Right.

The Left rose to power during the last three centuries with the cry, “We want social justice!” Hence the cultural ideal eventually became, “Sex, drugs, and rock ‘n’ roll!” or a popular culture of bottom-up individualism, self-expression, catharsis, increasingly percussive pop music since the 1950s, obesity, narcissism, and skyrocketing crime; human intuition is commonly extolled today. People think that popular culture is legitimate, just, and good. It is a big part of popular culture to believe in “going with the flow” and “letting it all hang out,” and, consistent with the inversion, to denigrate the mind, the new “low.” 
A recent pop song included the phrase, “Do you have street smarts, or are you just an intellect?” Woody Allen says, in his film Annie Hall, that “the mind is an overrated organ.” And in his film Midnight in Paris, a character says, “Logic dictates…, but who cares about logic!” And I recently saw a huge billboard in Rome that read, “I’m with stupid, be stupid.” A young female attorney I know, who was raised and educated in California, said that it’s fashionable to be a fool today. This body over the mind perspective is what is perceived to represent justice, and so moral insight or righteousness. With these ideals, why go to the concert hall, when you can just stay home, get drunk and have sex. This is the prevalent ethic in the West today. During a recent year, the market for classical music is only 2%. And that this is representative of the world is shown by the fact that only about 2% of all whites in the world, which is about a billion, have watched Pavarotti sing Nesum Dorma on YouTube. The traditional idea that the high arts, are just that, a kind of social ideal that should inform our lives, is pretty much gone from the culture. It is now just one pastime among many, and no more valuable than drag racing, for instance.
A recent study has found a strong trend of anti-intellectualism among the young.
  The inversion of Platonic justice is also shown in the rising status of cathartic popular culture and the lowering of the status of “illegitimate” high culture—the implication being that high culture has elaborate, oppressive modes of mental control. A recent study has found that fewer young people today attend performing arts events than did thirty years ago.
  

Others have noticed the inversion. Sir Joshua Reynolds was director of the Royal academy during the late eighteenth century, and he said, in his Discourses, that the Romantics were inverting the academic hierarchy, that “scale of perfection” of rationalized or controlled human body, history, and nature. And Arthur Lovejoy, in The Great Chain of Being, says that developments in science and theology by the early nineteenth century resulted from the inversion of Platonism. And Louis Markos, an English professor at Houston Baptist University, said that the Romantics inverted Platonism.
 Prof. Joseph Kerman wrote: “All human experience, said Schopenhauer, consists either of emotions and drives—which he called ‘the Will’—or of ideas, morals, and reason, which he downgraded by the term ‘Appearance.’ He insisted that the Will always dominates Appearance.”
 This is a clear inversion of Platonism, right down to the aesthetics of mere “Appearance.” Again we have a perceived just relationship or accurate moral perception. And Wagner was heavily influenced by Schopenhauer. So we see that political and cultural changes in the last three centuries pivoted on the firm idea of justice and power in the context of a retained Platonic dualism. This, apparently, is real. I believe that this model for modernism supports Foucault’s idea that culture is a pattern of control, but corrects his portrayal of power as arbitrary.
The inversion of Platonism is reflected in opera plots. Because of their resistance to the new popular sovereignty, the upper classes and government are often portrayed as illegitimate and evil, as in the Count in Mozart’s The Marriage of Figaro and the Don in Don Giovani, the Nibelungen and Gods in the Ring, the Duke in Verdi’s Il Trovatore, and the chief of police in Puccini’s Tosca. The inversion also explains the increasing realism in opera, literature, and art during the nineteenth century. It also explains the extreme subjectivism of modernism and post-modernism that is perceived to be just, good and accurate. So we see today that reason, morals and aesthetics follows power. But it should also noted that appeals to the people have always been viewed as intrinsically righteous. Emperor Napoleon III expressed this during his reign.

What is new in this research is the conclusion that human beings function in a hierarchical structure and are not, among other things, rational actors. If you assume this kind of autonomous individual, the social psychology of power goes out of control. This is why we are going out of control today. The traditional argument was that reason needs to be enforced with social pressure or that it was too weak on its own. This is evident on the streets today and pop culture. Crime started to skyrocket around the West during the 1960s, and, depending upon the country, is up 1000% to 15,000%.
 One journalist recently reported that property crimes are pretty much out of control in Europe. 
During the nineteenth century, sex and the body were viewed as evil, but notions of class, gender and race were viewed as good and legitimate. With sexual liberation, evil was displaced to the public sphere, creating the evil images and impulses of class, oppressive high art, gender and race which were to be “purged” in the name of justice. As we were in a state of denial over sex, now we are in a state of denial over class, high art, gender and race. As we once only talked about sex in order to condemn it, now we only talk about race etc. in order to condemn it. As it was a sure sign of virtue to deny the importance of sex, now it is a sure sign of virtue to deny the importance of the high arts, class, race and gender. As expressing and enjoying sex was viewed as evil, now expressing and enjoying high art, class, gender and race, at least for whites, is viewed as evil and unjust. This perception of evil is why Bruckner, and the rest of the high arts, is much less popular. Wagner is commonly portrayed as evil. An example of this is the recent study A History of Opera by Abbate and Parker, and the Metropolitan Opera sells this book on their website. They acknowledge that Wagner is a genius, but often they are seething with anger and disgust when discuss this music dramas. 
A BBC Podcast on the Dreyfus Affair said that almost the entire Left during the nineteenth century was anti-Semitic, so the targeting of Wagner, and German music in general, has some other source. A Beethoven specialist at Baylor University refused to explain why German music is the best, and his reason was that it promotes antisemitism. Christian Thielmann was interviewed on the Berlin Philharmonic Digital Concert Hall, and he made a sheepish reference to German music, and then immediately referred to Mendelsohn. 

This is why the fear of biological determinism is common today; when one starts to mention biological factors in an area of culture, most people become nervous, because they fear the slippery slope to unjust race, class and gender or to the evil desires for these uppity perceptions and categories. Temptation! Harvard psychologist Steven Pinker makes this point in his recent study The Better Angels of our Nature or that it’s the fear of racism that creates the fear of biological determinism, and cultural elitism. As we were in a state of fear of slipping back to the body, now we are in a state of fear of slipping back to high art, gender, class and race. 
As a strategy to attack the evil, people have conveniently concluded that everyone is perfect and loveable. It is common today to spin negative facts about people so as to make them innocent and pitiable. As we wanted to rise above the body, now we want to rise above high art, class, gender and race. As we wanted to defeat the evil body with love, now we want to defeat evil high art, class, race and gender with love. This is what is perceived to be just and good. And it is indeed taboo to be judgmental today, and with it comes the risk of being accused of being biased or evil. During the nineteenth century, not only did power move into the lower-classes, but so to did divinity.

There are several examples in history of the fact that political power is closely associated in people’s minds with religion or religious power. God is commonly conceived of as all powerful, and in antiquity it was common for rulers to thought of as gods. Early modern monarchy commonly ruled by divine right. So with the transference of power during the last three centuries, divinity was also moved from the godly King to the godly or righteous people. A common notion during the eighteenth century was “the voice of the people is the voice of God.” As kings used to represent justice, like in Lohengrin, so now do the “natural” people, as they do by Siegfried in the Ring.
There is clear evidence that the lower-classes during the nineteenth century felt themselves to be Christ-types. For instance, Victor Hugo, in his novel Les Miserable, calls his lower-class and “suffering” main character “Jesus”, and two other lower-class characters Hugo describes as being God. And when Wagner was a young man, he walked into a church, saw a crucifix, and then imagined himself being crucified. When Gustav Mahler was a child, he said that he wanted to grow up to be a martyr. Martyrs are Christ-types. And today, hippies look and talk like Jesus with ideals of love, humility, peace, poverty and brotherhood. The deification of the lower-classes resulted, by association in the Platonic psychology, in a gradual empowerment or moral vindication of the appetites during the last two centuries. Four clear examples of this today are sexual liberation, skyrocketing crime around the West, and violence in the media, and obesity or excessive eating. In music this can be seen in the popularity of rock ‘n’ roll, with its heavy and physically stimulating rhythm, and Italian opera with its greater catharsis or physicality. So fundamentally what has happened is that we have extended the idea of political freedom to social and cultural areas of our individual and social psychologies. This was strongly argued against by most during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.   
What the nineteenth century believed was that political freedom was based on social and cultural conservatism, as in “freedom with responsibility.” Obviously we tossed that out in the last century and so the more rebellious or more physical music of the Italians and rock ‘n’ roll are now popular. Cathartic rock ‘n’ roll is the “Versailles” of modernism as both are displays of power.
During the eighteenth century, opera was an aristocratic art form and reflected their power, and so they had a very enthusiastic attitude toward it. It belonged to them. For instance, people would talk, eat and cheer the singers. One person stood up while a singer sang, and recited a poem praising the singer. We see the same enthusiasm today with cheering rock ‘n’ roll audiences, but classical music audiences are very subdued because what we do is morally suspect. (Another aspect of this, as described by Blanning, is that the Romantics sacralized art, turning their venues into places of quite veneration.) Of course, popular culture is righteous, at least today, but not during the nineteenth century.
Another effect of the inversion was the change in the opera voice type during the nineteenth century. During the previous century, the preferred voice type was the castrato, and it is easy to see how its brilliance was congenial to a refined and brilliant aristocracy decked in satin gowns, wigs, fine manners and diamonds. And the light Mozart tenor and soubrette comes to mind here complete with Despina pouring chocolate. (There are no parlors in Wagner and Bruckner would simply shatter them.) But right after the robust French Revolution, the castrato started to look perverse and people started to demand a more natural voice type. Mendelssohn expressed explicit disgust at the castrato. And in clothing fashion a dower black replaced the brighter colors of the jovial and chirpy eighteenth century. As the century progressed the social pressure became greater, and, combined with larger orchestras, the voice type became heaver and heaver until there developed, for instance, Verdi’s Tenor Robusto, and of course, Wagner’s Heldentenor, which is a baritone with a tenor extension. And of course, the orchestra grew to Brucknarian dimensions. 
There were certainly heroes during the French Revolution, and Beethoven also responded to this with his Eroica symphony. So preceding the rise of pounding rock ‘n’ roll was a more physically heavy sound from the singers and heroic yelling in the streets. To pursue the analogy a bit further, we can say that as belief in the idea of the low became more and more intense, high culture just eventually collapsed completely and dropped off the culture map to be replaced by ascendant pop culture. The president of the Wagner Society of Northern California said that pop culture has replaced high culture, and this is emphatically promoted by many liberal arts professors with their frequent accusations of elitism. Ten years ago, both San Francisco and Los Angeles had two classical music radio stations, while today they have just one, and they are listener supported. And I have heard that this is happening around the country. So we now see this was the natural result of increasing popular sovereignty and its traditional psychological and cultural associations. In some sense we are as elitist today as in the past, we just venerate the low instead of the high. We see a similar process in the rise of the new aesthetics of socialist realism in the Soviet Union or from their inspiration from low power. We can say that the rise of pop culture, generally conceived, has been the aesthetic battle flag of the left during the last three centuries. In Delacroix’s painting, in the Louvre, Liberty Leading the People, the topless heroin is brandishing a flag.
 This new, low moral status for high art is a big part of the motive for the whole sale decline in the popularity of the fine arts in the last century. Opera in San Francisco is about 10,000% less popular today as it was in 1850. In other words, they would need to have 20 opera houses running 7 days a week if opera today was as popular as during the mid-nineteenth century. San Francisco today has one, part-time company. A European opera singer was recently interviewed in Opera News, and she noted the decline in popularity of opera in Italy. 
Simon Schama is a history professor at Columbia University, and he is probably the most famous living historian: he makes documentaries on history and art history for PBS and the BBC. His books are published by big commercial presses. In his history of the French Revolution, Citizens: a Chronicle of the French Revolution, this is how he characterizes the changing political and cultural condition during eighteenth century France:

“From Richelieu [a high government minister] onwards a succession of rulers had learned through the didactic parallel between horsemanship and statesmanship the importance of self-control, the breaking of the spirit and the display of authority. But during the 1760s, the growing cult of sensibility, with its dramatic emphasis on the natural rather than the tutored, and on freedom rather than discipline, had supplied an alternative model for social and even political conduct. And what began with childish acts of sympathy for recalcitrant animals would not long after flower in a generalized preference for liberty over authority, spontaneity over calculation, candor over artifice, friendship over hierarchy, heart over head and nature over culture. That was the making of a revolutionary temper”.
 All of this should sound familiar to us today.
Schama continues: Madame de Pompadour, Louis the 15th mistress, …”organized the first performance of Rousseau’s opera The Village Soothsayer at Fontainebleau in 1752. Its composer took great care to dress down for the occasion “with a rough-combed beard and ill-dressed wig.” In the simplicity of its rustic setting, story and music, the opera exemplified the victory of childlike Nature over the products of urban and court culture. The Mercure de France praised it precisely for the “truth and rare naivety of expression in the music”.

Schama describes how by the late eighteenth century, “It was the official theater that was losing its vitality, and to some extent, its audience. And it was the popular theater that was becoming the main attraction. Even more striking was the phenomenon, widely noticed by contemporaries, that the worlds were not so much pulling apart as coming together. A single public was in the process of forming, hungry for entertainment and stretching from the royal family and the court all the way down to the artisans, shopkeepers, tradesmen and soldiers. They flocked to see [Beaumarchais’ play] The Marriage of Figaro at the Comedie-Francaise...”.
 Schama goes on to describe how low comedy became more popular. Napoleon said that the play The Marriage of Figaro was the first stone thrown during the French revolution. There was a conservative reaction during the early nineteenth century to this debasement, but it came back with a roar by the late nineteenth century and has only became more extreme reducing the arts and opera to their present marginal state. There is a book on contemporary culture published by Columbia University Press entitled, Carnival Culture.
Around 1900 Wagner was the most popular opera composer in Europe, but by the '30s he was surpassed in popularity by Verdi, Puccini, Mozart and Lortzing. This was caused by the increasing popularity of the ethics of emotion during the “roaring 20s” with its love of exciting Jazz. As the body and emotions became a bigger part of mass and high culture, people were more attracted to the lower level or more physical music of the Italians. This, in turn, lessened the popularity of Wagner's higher level, or more mental music. Bruckner, even more than Wagner, suffers from this. Charles Rosen said that Romantic music more alludes to musical relations, apparently making the mind reach across the body of sound to create unity.
 A woman recently complained that Wagner’s music was “heavy”. We certainly don’t want the mind pressing down or oppressing people’s love of catharsis today. People yell, “Sex, drugs and rock ‘n’ roll!” So though Wagner thought that his politics of the low was good, it ultimately lessened the popularity of higher level or more symphonic German music.
      With Italian opera, the politics and philosophy are more on the surface. Tosca, with its clear portrayal of the good democrats as oppressed by the evil tyrants is a particularly good example. With Wagner, the politics is more symbolized. I saw and enjoyed the Ring about 3 times without being really aware of how the characters symbolized Wagner liberal philosophy and politics. You have to read books that explain this. With Tosca it’s crystal clear and requires no special knowledge.


During the last three centuries people were becoming fed up with the traditional confinements. And Hume famously said that the passions should control reason. And Blanning’s characterization of Rousseau and the other Romantics is helpful: “Indeed, it might be said that romanticism was institutionally erotic.”
  So things were starting to change in terms of how we thought about and reacted to our emotions. Herder described Fuseli, a romantic artist: “The wildness of the warrior—and the feeling of supreme sublimity!...His spirits are storm wind, his ministers flames of fire! He goes upon the wings of the wind. His laughter is the mockery of hell and his love—a deadly lighting flash.”

This sounds like a description of the Vikings. And Blanning said of Fuseli that, “Naturally, too, he venerated all the rough and ready rule-breaking geniuses of the past, especially Shakespeare: that is to say the Shakespeare of violence, the occult, and dreams, of Macbeth’s witches and Titania’s erotic fantasies. It was those irregular characteristics of Shakespeare that appalled the classicists the appealed to him most. As he put it…’Shakespeare is to Sophocles as the flashes of lightning of a stormy night are to daylight.’ The academic artists from around Europe he encountered in Rome he dismissed as ‘vermin.’”
 This is the new perception and just conclusion. This is what we today rebel against, this new evil, like Wagner and any other bosterism for German music.

Plato and his theory of justice were inverted or turned on their heads. Like with the low in art, the lower class came to be viewed as righteous, good, and wise while the upper classes started to be viewed as mindless, hubristic, and evil. This is evident in operas of the time like The Marriage of Figaro, Trovatore and Tosca as we’ve seen.
The nineteenth century also saw the rise of nationalist movements that focused attention on a bottom-up perspective. Also at this time was an increased interest in biological understandings of group differences, like race and gender. Johannes Brahms complained that Tchaikovsky’s was elite “parlor music” while his own “came from the soil.” This logic generated Marx’s economic determinism and his notion of the dictatorship of the proletariat. Marx’s ideas have a family resemblance to the Enlightenment idea of popular sovereignty. As an example of the low, eighteenth-century poet Schiller wrote:

In the work of the Divine Artist, the unique value of each part is respected, and the sustaining gaze with which he honors every spark of energy in even the lowliest creatures manifests his glory not less than the harmony of the immeasurable whole. Life and liberty to the greatest possible extent are the glory of the divine creation; nowhere is it more sublime than where it seems to have departed most widely from its ideal.

This quote exemplifies the particularism and the bottom-up perspective that inspired the Romantics and the lower-class revolutionaries. Life and liberty can be interpreted as no more confinements. Who would want to stop justice? There is a recent film called, The Elegance of the Hedge Hog. The nineteenth-century anarchist Bakunin said, “To the destruction of all law and order and the unchaining of evil passion.”
 One cannot get more blunt. Bakunin was a good friend of Wagner. This view would certainly redeem the lower classes since they commit most violent crimes. In the traditional ending of the ballet Swan Lake, good triumphs over evil; in the Nureyev choreography from the 1960s, evil triumphs over good. Regarding the leftist movement Syndicalism, Stoddard noted:

Syndicalism is instinctively hostile to intelligence. It pins its faith to instinct—that “deeper knowledge” of the undifferentiated human mass; that proletarian quantity so much more precious than individualistic quality…[and] art is “a mere residuum bequeathed to us by an aristocratic society.

As leftist leader Georges Sorel put it, “Man has genius only in the measure that he does not think.”

In Wagner’s Ring cycle of operas, the folk hero Siegfried is a Christ-type who suffers to redeem humanity, and battles against the evil power of the aristocracy, or the gods and the moneyed elite. Wagner recycles Christian and pagan imagery and ideas at the service of resurrecting the natural in human nature.
 Siegfried is Wagner’s “ideal man.”

In act two of Wagner’s music drama Tristan and Isolde, the titular couple sings for about 30 minutes about how unreal and fake day or light is, while darkness is the preferred condition or more real. Darkness symbolizes desire, which for Wagner and many today was more real than lucidity or mind. Tristan sings in act 3, “The torch is extinguished! To her! To her!” And Isolde sings, “Unconscious, highest bliss!” Darkness and the unconscious, traditionally viewed as signs of evil, were viewed as rich in expressive value among the Romantics, and of course this is dogma today.

Gilroy Gardens, a nature theme park in California, advertises with the phrase, “Where children play on a higher ground.” We see an inversion of Plato with nature as high. A contemporary philosopher believes that rocks have the highest or most real existence. This would certainly have appealed to Mozart and Wagner. In Verdi’s opera Il Trovatore, Leonora, a Christ-type, says that she will sacrifice herself to save the life of her boyfriend Manrico. Manrico’s mother is a lowly Gypsy, who at one point says, “Even the wretched have a God.” This is viewed as a just and revealing insight. The Gypsy, Manrico, and Leonora are all oppressed by the evil Duke, or by upper-class societal dominance and rules. Gilda in Rigoletto, Cavaradossi in Tosca, Liu in Turandot, are all Christ-types as they suffer at the hands of cruel authority figures or for the sins of “society.” This is an inversion of the traditional schema whereby the state suffers for the sins of the individual and takes appropriate action. Of course, today “The People” take appropriate action against the sinful state, and this drives the left and most of the right. Recall here that Wagner participated in the Dresden uprising.
The sharp decline in the popularity of Wagner’s music in Germany during the 1930s is surprising. Appeals to the people, even by the National Socialists, so eroded notions of the power of the mind that it lessened the popularity of Wagner’s higher-level, more mental or grand music. A professional Wagner tenor recently said that Wagner’s music is more mental. This can be said for German music in general, like Bruckner. And a woman who attended the Metropolitan Opera for 50 years agreed that Wagner’s music is more cerebral. 

A common complaint against Wagner is that his music is “heavy.” It is easy to immagine that this would also be the perception regarding Bruckner. This is consistent with the conceptions of modernism that we have seen. If to boogie is the ideal, as can be seen among tribes, like the Vikings, than more physical music, like the Italians, would be preferred, while Wagner and Bruckner, whose music is more mental, or top heavy, is experienced as oppressive, heavy or unjust and to be thrown off. Another way of describing Bruckner’s more mental music is “sublime” or even “light” as one singer recently put it, but one would only think of these terms if you liked that particular effect, aesthetic, priority or ranking effect of the music.

It should be said here that the Germans had a more symphonic conception of orchestral writing, as opposed to the more bouncy “um-pa-pa” of the Italians, and this creates the grander and the greater mental engagement or animation. One writer likened the writing of the Italians as like a big guitar. It is like the difference between a Beethoven symphony and a Strauss waltz. No one would confuse the two; at least no one with any taste, discernment or moral neutrality. Interestingly, a person with a Ph.D. in music recently said that he could see that Wagner’s style could be considered “pompous and overblown.” So we see the metaphors of the formally maligned body applied now to malign high culture and the mind. This is an example of inversion. German music, is, simply, at best, meretricious, a fake or evil pleasure. Similarly, it is common for people to say that some romantic music, like by Tchaikovsky and Wagner is too emotional; of course, we don’t like indulgences of society, but the body is fine. (Wagner once quipped that “the people” make a better concept than reality. In general he thought that they were brutes, and they are the model for the crude characters of the giants in the Ring.) By the 1930s, the unconfined people collapsed into themselves and into the lower-level music of Verdi and Puccini (and, they eventually generated rock ‘n’ roll); though certainly the lyrical writing of the Italians is wonderful and very worthwhile. Though with our skewed values, it is clear that we need to return to a more functional definition of power or, in other words, return it to empowering the mind. If we do, as we did during the nineteenth century, then our aesthetic senses and priorities will probably improve accordingly.

Seeking redemption through art was a common idea during the nineteenth century, and was adhered to by Chopin and Wagner. Wagner was clearly trying to achieve redemption from a perceived evil with both his politics and music dramas. One of his books is called Art and Revolution. And Bruckner is famous for his piety.
Wagner once said, regarding his compositional procedures in the Ring that, “I practice the art of transition.” It is clear that modern composers define themselves by their ability to simply do anything that is irregular, like unresolved dissonance and disjointed writing in general.  It is common for composers, like Werner Henze, to say that their music is a form of rebellion. Picasso said as much. Joachim observed about the Sibelius violin concerto that it is “hideous and boring.” This is what defines “modern” music and is perceived by the savvy to be more real. So we see the anti-aesthetic, and that’s the title of a book on modern art. Modernism is simple ritual rebellion and doesn’t have anything really positive to say. It is simply “streaking” or “revolution” in art. It is not psychologically complex and expressively deep, and this is the source of the resistance to modern music among many rank and file concert goers. Ritual rebellion is also the motive for the ugly opera productions that are the norm in Europe.
Notice the equation in musical culture today between the amount of noise in a piece and the judgment of how modern it is. For instance, as composer Charles Ives got older he went back and included more dissonance in his earlier works. So, Schoenberg is more “modern” than Mahler, while Boulez is more “modern” than Schoenberg, etc. One music historian said that around 1900 “The young composers saw in Debussy a new Moses who could lead them from the bondage of traditional tonality and to the promised land of new music.”
 Notice the use of the well-known religious narrative of escape, also used by Martin Luther King, and the word bondage as in confining, a common term. The music of both Debussy and Stravinsky exemplify the collapse into subjectivity. This idea of progress or escape, as we saw in the comparison of Debussy with Moses, is an aesthedicized version of the post-modernist philosophy of particulars and the politics of diversity; it is a high version of streaking and rock ‘n’ roll, both also perceived to be “progressive” or more real. Aaron Copland wrote his Fanfare for the Common Man and An Outdoor Overture. 
The fragmentation of form is also evident in popular or folk dance. In the eighteenth century, people danced in social forms resembling square dance or contra dance. Within a decade of the French revolution, the waltz roared into fashion, which critics described as “hugging set to music.” Couples-based dancing remained the norm until the 1960s, when social dance fragmented completely and the people started dancing individually or at some distance, with anyone who happened to be available. It is “hands off” today as most don’t want to be oppressed by anyone else. In a film from the 1960s, a character says, “This is the twentieth century; no one possesses anyone else.” This is what defines savviness today.

The dragon plays an important part in the Ring, so I think it is good to go into some detail about this in the context of Wagner’s politics. Anthropologist David Jones, in his study An Instinct for Dragons, shows that we are hardwired for the image of a dragon because of the evolution of predator avoidance among primates and hominids. For instance, innate fear of snakes appears in human infants at 11 months. In his discussion of the cultural and mythic expressions of the dragon, Jones says that it is common, around the world, for heroes to kill dragons, and anthropologists commonly categorize him as a “culture hero” who defeats the chaos of nature. 

Jones also notes that in many later societies, like in Asia and England, the dragon becomes a domestic or political symbol. So the power is harnessed to the creation of good order, an order on the wild individual. We can see how the inversion of Platonism is expressed in predictable ways in dragon imagery. The dragon now represents the evil state, the “chaos,” with the displacement of evil we have seen, which is defeated by a nature hero, not a culture hero. As we have seen, culture is the enemy. So instead of people imagining themselves being an evil dragon or possessed by the devil, as we did traditionally, now we imagine upper class white men, the military and private business as the evil dragon and that need to be defeated by a good nature hero, like Siegfried. Instead of the domestic or political dragon being a vehicle for order, now it is threatening with our new perspective on the state and high culture. In the films Titanic and Alien, nature heroes slay the dragon of society. Wagner, in Siegfried, also used this inverted value when he portrayed the nature hero Siegfried as slaying the dragon of evil society, or the capitalists. This is clear evidence that we are hardwired for a conception of legitimate and illegitimate power, or good and evil, as mentioned earlier.
The general rebelliousness against form and coherence is common today. For instance, the motto of Idaho Dance Theater is “Experience the Unexpected.” Anything to undermine the predatory norm. They featured on a dance program a piece called “Body Works.” The motto of Opera Long Beach is “Expect the Unexpected.” About the best thing you can say about an artist today is that they “break barriers.” The liner notes to a recent recording of Chopin’s piano music has the title, “Lord of misrule: Chopin the rebel” and starts with the following sentence, “The whole of Chopin’s piano output might well be published under Ronald Dahl’s title, Tales of the Unexpected.”
 And it is common for people to make this point about Tristan and Parsifal, or how modern they are. Similarly, an art magazine is called Juxtapose. Matthew Guerrieri started his history of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony with the story of how a Dadaist “artist,” Stephan Wolpe, in 1920 took 8 record players and played the Fifth at the same time, but each player played at a different speed. Commenting on this performance, or “provocation” Wolpe describes how: “One of the early Dada obsessions, or interests, namely the concept of the unforeseability. That means that every moment events are so freshly invented, so newly born, that it has almost no history in the piece itself but its own actual presence”. So there is no narrative barring down on it like an evil dragon. We want Beethoven’s Fifth to be out of character or free. Obviously this event has no aesthetic value, but it clearly has some appeal, and as we have seen, it is moral, or is ritual subversion of beauty and greatness. These ideals are killing German music and the rest of the high arts. On the opening night of Lohengrin at the San Francisco opera, the balcony was one third empty. This ritual subversion is the motive for the increasingly bizarre opera productions. These production, while having the appeal of subversion are mostly incomprehensible. A recent production of Parsifal at the Royal Opera was so distorted that no new comer would have been able to understand the plot. So this further alienates people. And we can all agree that opera in general, and especially Bruckner and Wagner, has to be heard live to really feel the greatness of the music and singing.    
As the Mass was the ritual subversion or destruction of the evil body, now, with displacement of evil, modern politics and art are ritual subversions of evil history, in general, and the social and cultural traditions especially. If one starts to defend the tradition, blood pressure goes up for most people. A journalist recently wrote in Opera News that you have to make a case today for the arts.
Wieland Wagner is the grandson of Richard Wagner, and was director of the Bayreuth opera festival during the 1950s. He said that his productions were “an adventure in the quest for an unknown goal.”
 Whatever results would be unexpected or irregular, and this is the rebellious and subversive point. This is a vision of subversive salvation. Kevin McKenzie, Artistic Director of American Ballet Theater, said in print:

In a world where you can preorder entertainment—comedy, romance, adventure—an evening at the ballet takes you someplace that’s unpredictable. Even if you’ve seen that particular ballet before, it will be different each time, because of the human element. You may be impressed with the dancers’ athleticism or with the work’s theatrical energy, but in any case your assumption will be challenged. That’s why we go to live performances [emphases added].

Musicologist Joseph Kerman said that it was a desire for freedom that was driving stylistic change during the nineteenth century,
  just as we always wanted freedom from our evil bodies. An example of this is that after Wagner heard Brahms perform his retro Handle Variations, Wagner said, “It is surprising what can be done with the old forms with some talent.” We see the same attitude with the Dada performance of the Beethoven, and this is common today. Becker, in his The Heavenly City of the Eighteenth Century Philosophers, makes the point about the enlightenment that they were more interested in destroying than understanding, so it was not a great era of history writing. This destructive impulse is particularly clear with Rousseau. What mattered was that you were pointed in the direction of heaven at the end of history. So, similarly in art today, it doesn’t make any difference what you do, as long as you don’t do that. So all “art” is ritualized freedom or subversion; like the freedom that comes from dancing around a golden calf or avoiding or subverting an evil predator like the dragon, Wagner and the German composers in general.

This idea has penetrated pop culture. For instance the motto of a restaurant chain is “No rules, just right.” Of course, multi-culturalism is based on no rules, but you then you “get it right.”  Any idea of objective standards is long gone. All that matters is subverting society, or the very idea of standards. Similarly, a student said that what defines quality in art is a work’s ability to be different. In other words, art as streaking or the avoidance of evil like with Byzantine icons. A recent newspaper article, in the “Life” section, on a TV documentary about the body, had a picture of several children wearing White T-shirts, and on each shirt was written in a large font one word such as, “VOMIT,” “EAR WAX,” “SWEAT,” “MUCUS,” “PUS,” and “TEARS.”
 Modernists see this as purity incarnate. Just the body, and no rules of containment, like among the wild Vikings.

An announcer for a show distributed by Public Radio International read a published poem that included the phrase “beautiful vulgarity.” There are two music groups called The Beatles and The Monkeys. There is a recent film entitled The Elegance of the Hedge Hog. The subtitle to a recent book is A Conversation with Grass Hoppers. An artist recently sold a work of art to a museum comprised of a can of his shit, entitled Artist’s Shit. The best part is that it will eventually explode. Another artist put a crucifix in a jar of urine, apparently to help create “relevance” for modern viewers or the savvy. This is a transitional device from the old to the new images of righteousness and sublimity. Matthew Guerrieri is the music critic for The Boston Globe, and he recently published a book on the history of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony, and the book was published by Knopf. His music blog is named Soho the Dog. Similarly, there is an internet search device called Dog Pile. So we see that as beauty was a vision of purity, now, for the savvy, vulgarity is a vision of purity and elegance or at least avoidance of evil.
The inversion of Platonism is the driving force of the plot to the blockbuster film Titanic, which takes place on an ocean liner in the year 1912. In overview, Rose is a young woman who is engaged to Cal, a wealthy, overbearing or oppressive man dressed in a tuxedo like Wotan or Scarpia. She claims to love him, but expresses throughout the film nothing but contempt and fear of him, of his upper-class friends, and of their confining and impure milieu. In contrast to Cal, fun-loving and down-to-earth Jack is a poorly dressed, penniless artist. He’s like Siegfried. He sees Rose in public and falls in love with her. He approaches her, they speak, and she grows to feel the same way. Her growing feelings for him are punctuated with innuendo and declarations that he and his low lifestyle are better than the overly delicate, refined, and threatening lifestyle of her wealthy fiancé. You definitely get the impression that Cal presses down on people for a living, like a dragon. Jack represents pure nature, while Cal represents evil and polluting culture. Control! How meretricious! 
An early scene in the film shows Rose to be a modern woman. She has purchased a Picasso, the painting “Demoiselles d' Avignon,” which portrays flat and distorted figures of prostitutes, and comments that “It has truth but no logic.” Of course, it is precisely the absence of logic, or being out of character, that is the truth of modernism. Notice that they never let illogic get in the way, especially in politics. (Logic would get in the way of the blind veneration of goodness.) In response to the picture, Cal shows his true colors by saying, with an arrogant tone, “Picasso, he’ll never amount to a thing!” It is clear that he wants to press down on Picasso, and for that matter Rose, and she senses it. As the body was dumb and short sighted, without consciousness, now Cal is dumb and short sighted, without consciousness. Both need to be subverted or enlightened by goodness as Siegfried subverts Wotan and Tosca Scarpia. After watching Siegfried break Wotan’s spear and Tosca killing Scarpia, the audience feel appropriately chastened and enlightened, just like after attending Mass or imagining a Saint triumphing over the Devil. (As it was common knowledge that the devil could never completely be defeated, most people today are resigned to the ever-presence of white men, though the battle continues, and the savvy white men get on board with this glorious agenda or holy war.)
In a later scene, Rose, in disgust, runs away or escapes from a party of her rich fiancé’s friends, and says to herself, as she is running, that she is sick of their “mindless chatter.” It is common for the impurities of the regular and confined to create sickness and so should be attacked and purged. The plot makes clear that the upper class, not the lower, is impure and mindless, like an evil predator. She runs to the end of the ship in an attempt at escape, and is about to commit suicide by jumping off, when Jack sees her and convinces her to not jump. This is the beginning of their bonding. A little later, she shows him her engagement ring, and it is so large that he says, “That would have taken you right to the bottom.” Marriage certainly is “heavy” or oppressive as Wotan says to Fricka in Walkure. It makes one feel bowed over by something dominant and polluting. It makes you feel bared down upon like by a dragon.

Cal and his rich friends learn that Jack saved Rose’s life and in appreciation invite Jack to an elegant dinner complete with parlor music. After the meal, Jack invites Rose to a real party comprised of lower-class people having a good time getting drunk and dancing to folk music. For Plato, mind and its capacity for intelligible control were real while the material world and emotion were incoherent flux. For Jack, and now Rose, the lower classes and their jovial entertainment are real, a haven for escape from the dragon, while the fine manners and art of the upper classes are unreal, fake or impure false consciousness: meretricious .
 The best thing you can do in this situation is escape, if you can’t destroy it, as Siegfried did.

As part of Rose’s new and improved reality, Jack teaches her how to spit. Her first attempt is timid, but he gives her more robust examples of the fine art of spitting, and she improves. As part of her moral reform, Jack tells Rose that “she is trapped by her rich fiancé and lifestyle, and that it is up to her to save herself or else the fire that he loves in her will go out.” Notice the word “trapped” as in “confined.” She needs to save herself or subvert and escape her character. By “fire,” he is referring to the wild emotion that animates most young people, something that Wagner would have liked. Both Jack and Rose would have fit in well with Siegfried and the Vikings.

As part of their escape from the rich people, Rose and Jack go to the bottom of the ship and have sex in a car. After the sex, she says, “When we dock, I’m getting off with you.” He responds, “This is crazy.” She says, “It doesn’t make any sense: that’s why I trust it.” Notice the similarity here to her to comment about the Picasso. Except that now she has extended it to include the element of trust. Naturally, one would only trust what has greatest reality; in this case escape or salvation from the meretricious world that is full of oppressive characters, like that heavy Bruckner. 
It becomes clear to Cal and his rich friends that Rose and Jack are in love. Cal becomes angry and confronts Rose. She becomes even angrier and yells, “I’d rather be his whore than your wife!” then spits in his face. We see clearly the influence of both Toulouse-Lautrec and Picasso during her visit to Paris. This represents the victory of nature over culture, and of ritual salvation over damnation.  

At the end of the film, Rose is portrayed as an old woman. Thinking back on the affair, she says, “He saved me in every way a woman could be saved.” Again we have the theme of ritual escape from an entrapment. As traditionally the lower classes looked to improve themselves by imitating the upper classes, now the upper classes are saved or purified by the irregularities of the lower. Hugo, and the rest of the Romantics, would agree with this. Notice the use of the powerful word saved as in “Jesus saved me.” He saved her from drowning in both the ocean and the abyss of an upper-class marriage, as Moses saved the Jews during the crossing of the Red Sea. We see the triumph of the low by the end of the film to the point that it even appropriates Christian images of salvation and escape to this end.


This film is essentially the same as the Ring in its conflict between righteous nature and the lower classes, on the one hand, as against evil money and everything that it buys, like opera houses and expensive productions. The Nibulung and the Gods represent evil society, and Fricka represents evil marriage, while Siegfried represents good, redeeming nature and this is the same dichotomy as in Titanic. 

Wagner may have thought that his ideals would only get taken so far, but that apparently was a misjudgment. We have taken rebellion to such an extent that tonality itself, or at least coherence as Wagner and Bruckner understood it is gone from art music. Of course Wagner himself helped to usher this in with the harmonic instability of Tristan. It’s interesting that he wrote Tristan during the Ring, and the writing is very different. In the Ring he practices what he himself called the art of transition, while in Tristan, the writing is much more ecstatic. I think he probably meant it to be so only in the context of an opera about love, and that it would end there. But this was not how it worked out. The moral idea of political freedom and freedom from evil were increasingly imported into art and social relations, and this ideal eventually made the idea of control itself repugnant to people in general and so lessened the popularity of Bruckner’s and Wagner’s higher level or more mentally controlled music. We can’t relive history, but at least now that we have a good understanding of the mechanics of the problem, we are significantly empowered to start to rectify it. We no longer have to be satisfied with ritual noise or subversion for culture, musical styles and opera productions.
Paul Dachslager has a degree in philosophy, and he studied music composition at the Manhattan School of Music. For his three books he was inducted into the American Philosophical Association, the International Plato Society, and granted Ph.D. equivalence by the American Philosophical Society.
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