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Anton Bruckner in the Third Reich
and After: An Essay on Ideology
and Bruckner Reception
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[ do not believe that we as yet know how to think what Nazism is.
Jacques Derrida, The Ear of the Other

It is no secret that Anton Bruckner figured importantly in the cultural
pantheon of National Socialism.! Like many other German-speaking
artists of the past, Bruckner was exploited by the Nazi cultural pro-
gram. Both the image of Bruckner and his music were imagined to
exemplify the essence of Aryan art and were thus enlisted in the cam-
paign to legitimate Nazism. The outlines of this datck chapter in the
history of Bruckner receprion are well documented.? Bruckner’s music
was featured at overtly political events; each of Hitler’s cultural
speeches at the Nuremberg rallies, for example, was preceded by the
performance of a movement from a Bruckner symphony.? Radio
broadcasts were announced with the rrumpec theme that opens Bruck-
ner’s Third Symphony.* The Nazi government sponsored numerous
Bruckner festivals.” Hitler even hoped to hold an annual Bruckner
festival in St. Florian that would rival the prestigious Bayreuth Festi-
val. Although these plans were never fulfilled, in 1943 the Reichs-
Bruckner-Orchester of Linz was formed for this purpose.® Such crass
political exploitation of “German” culture was characteristic of
National Socialism; yet the Nazi appropriation of Bruckner was
extreme even by the standards of its time and place. As Mathias
Hansen put it, Bruckner, even more than Wagner or Strauss, was
“occupied by fascist ideology.”?

© A number of coincidental circumstances fueled the National
Socialist appropriation of Bruckner. Bruckner’s music fic Nazi aesthetic
desiderata: with its monumental sweep, its outwardly clear and bal-
anced formal outlines, its chorale-like passages, and its prominent use
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of brass instruments, it was easily heard as profoundly “German” music
untainted by decadent cosmopolitanism. Adolf Hitler publicly declared
his fondness for Bruckner's music, and seems to have identified per-
sonally with the composer: not only were both he and Bruckner born
in Upper Austria, but Hitler imagined that his own unsuccessful
attempts to establish himself as an artist in Vienna paralleled Bruck-
ner’s ambivalent reception by the Viennese music community. With
characteristic paranoia, Hitler ascribed both his and Bruackner’s diffi-
culties in Vienna largely to the hostility of the Jewish Viennese estab-
lishment.® In addition, the tenor of Bruckner criticism in the 1920s
and 1930s facilitated the Nazi appropriation of Bruckner. Bruckner
had been an icon for conservative and reactionary elements in Aus-
trian society since the 1890s.” By the early part of this century the
image of Bruckner and his music had become identified with militaris-
tic, feudalistic, and nationalistic tendencies.!® This pattern of recep-
tion only intensified after the First World War; the Bruckner literature
of the 1920s is shot through with antimodern mythologizing and parti-
san rhetoric.!! The consistent rightward slant of much, if not most,
Bruckner reception in the early decades of the twentieth century effec-
tively prepared the ground for developments in the Third Reich.

These conditions— consideration of musical style, Hitler’s per-
sonal predilections, .and trends in Bruckner criticism —certainly did
facilitate the Nazi appropriation of Bruckner. Taken by themselves,
however, they are insufficient to explain the trajectory of Bruckner
reception in the Third Reich; something else was at work. We can
only make sense of these developments if we account for the dark
political ideology that informed them. Consider the enshrinement of
Bruckner in Walhalla, an ersatz nineteenth-century Parthenon built
by Ludwig I of Bavaria, during the Regensburg Bruckner Festival of
June 1937.12 At the culmination of the ceremony,. Hitler personally
consecrated the new bust of Bruckner by laying a laurel wreath at
the foot of its pedestal.’®> One observer characterized Hitler's gesture
as “an elevated symbol of the unlimited solidarity of the Fiihrer and
the German people.”™* In reciprocation for the honor granted to
" Bruckner, Max Auer, the president of the Internationale Bruckner
Gesellschaft, presented Hitler with the society’s first Ehrenmedaille,
describing it as “a small token of our deep gratitude for the admission
of the bust of Bruckner to Walhalla.”?>

The symbolism of these events was glossed in no uncertain terms
by the other speakers at the festival. In his address at the unveiling
ceremony, Joseph Goebbels claimed Bruckner as a mystical symbol of
German destiny. !¢ “As a son of the Austrian soil,” Goebbels said,
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“Anton Bruckner is a particularly apt symbol of the spiritual and emo-
tional community of destiny, insoluble even to this day, that unites
the entire German people.” His installation in Wathalla was “a sym-
bolic event of more than simply artistic significance for us.”? The
comments of Peter Raabe, the head of the Reichsmusikkammer,
painted a less overtly political, yet still rendentious, picture of Bruck-
ner’s personality and his historical position.'® He depicted Bruckner as
an artist out of step with the negative tendencies of his epoch: a sim-
ple man in an era of pretentious and cultured artists, a mystically
religious man in an age of secularism—in short, a healthy man in a
decadent world. As a result of its lack of artifice and its ideal genuine-
ness, Bruckner’s music was able to express something essentially Ger-
man: “Therefore, for those who are receptive to them, listening to
these works is something more than simply enjoying art: it is a return
to the ‘mother lodes,’ to the sources of feeling, to which no thinking
can lead, nor knowledge and research, rather only the Will, small
before the infiniteness of creation but great in its striving after
good.”1?

The speeches by Goebbels and Raabe, like the agenda of the
Regensburg festival as a whole, are so transparently political that the
temptation is strong to dismiss the entire event as nothing more than
politically expedient propaganda. While it is true that Nazism
exploited Bruckner—among others—for political purposes, it is not
sufficient to leave the analysis at that. The enshrinement of Bruckner
in Walhalla was politically expedient, and it was a perverse misappro-
priation of the coraposer. But it was more than that: far from being an
eccentric or isolated event, the Walhalla ceremony was a public per-
formance of the ideology that subtended German Bruckner reception
berween 1933 and 1945.%° It is in the nature of performances to focus
ideological energy and to represent it in a desired form. As Richard
Poirier wrote, a performance is an “exercise of power” that produces
“a form that presumes to compete with reality itself for control of the
mind exposed to it.”?! The goal of this essay is to uncover something
of this ideological underpinning in the hope of understanding an
important phase of the genealogy of modern Bruckner reception.
Since current views of Bruckner are still shadowed by traditions of
reception that crystallized under National Socialism, this history has
immediate pertinence. Ultimately this project means to clear the way
for more critical and sensitive approaches to the composer. We may
not, pace Derrida, “know how to rhink what Nazism is”; bur by
patiently unraveling how National Socialism appropriated Bruckner
and his music, we might grasp the conceptual dynamics that governed
Bruckner receptrion in the Third Reich.
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National Socialism and the Ideology
of Bruckner Criticism

Although the Nazi state was governed with previously unimagined
brutality, its political authority was founded on the exploitation of the
cultural power of aesthetic values as well as authoritarian terrorism.
Since even this most brutal of totalitarian regimes was unable
to exert actual physical control over all phases of life, the stability of
the Nazi government depended not only on state terror and mass
murder but also on the compliance of the populace. As Wolfgang
Benz has argued, a populace willing to comply with National Social-
ism was engendered by what he termed the “ecstasy of the ruled.”
This “ecstasy” was fostered largely by aesthetic means: the self-
representation of the regime in flattering terms, state rituals that sub-
stituted for religion, and the stylization of the people as a “cultic
fraternity.”?? As Peter Adam wrote, these “rituals and public activities
with quasi-religious overtones . . . had one purpose in common, to
enfold Party members and, by extension, all Germans in a seamless
web of propaganda.”?? The aestheticization of politics and power was
a necessary constituent of the National Socialist project; it aliowed
totalitarian terror and appeals to the greatness of German art not only
to coexist but to reinforce each other. A

It was necessary for this aestheticization of .politics to remain
largely beneath the threshold of conscious public awareness; had it
been consciously recognized, it would have lost much of its efficacy.
As Goebbels put it, “This is the secret of propaganda: whomever pro-
paganda seeks to capture is thoroughly imbued with the idea of the
propaganda without realizing at all that he is thus imbued.”?* Yet at
the same time, the National Socialist government loudly and fre-
quently proclaimed that art was a fundamental part of the totalizing
“geistige Kampf” it was waging. Not only did the ideology of National
Socialism systematically exploit the propagandistic value of culture
and artistic representation as sources of both power and legitimization,
but it saw art as a way of formulating and promulgating ideologically
desired consciousness. The ultimate goal of Nazi aesthetics was o
affirm ruling ideological paradigms; above all, art was called upon to
promote and valorize the myths of race, Volk, and German essence,
and to offer idealized metaphors of the fascist order. These tropes are
evident in Goebbels’s screed on the role of the art in the new state:

The mission of art and artists is not only to unite, their mission is, far
more, .to form, to give shape, to get rid of the sick, ‘to clear the way for
the healthy. As a German politician | am therefore not able simply to
recognize the distinction . . . between good and bad art. Art should
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not only be good, but it must also appear to be conditioned by the Volk
or, better said, only an art arising out of the total Volkstum itself can,
in the end, be good.®

This conceptual desire to regulate art—to separate the “good and
bad” —was supported by extensive, and brutal, practical means. All
artistic, literary, and musical activities were subjected to a highly
regimented campaign to take control of the apparatus of artistic pro-
duction. As part of this Gleichschaltung of German culture the Nazi
government organized the Reichskulturkammer, headed by Joseph
Goebbels, in the fall of 1933.26 The official charge of the Reichs-
kulturkammer was to “promote German culture on behalf of the Ger-
man Volk and Reich” and to “regulate the economic and social affairs
of the cultural professions.”??

Equally important were the ways in which Nazism drew upon
well-entrenched traditions of cultural reaction, and by selectively
exploiting them generating, in Allan Sreinweis’s words, “key areas
of consensus between official policy and prevailing sentiment in the
art world.”?8 We can see this dynamic at work in the large body of
Bruckner criticism that appeared in the 1930s and 1940s.2° Read-
ing Bruckner criticism from these years is an often jarring experience;
much of this literature often seems absurdly beholden to reactionary
political agendas. Bruckner and his music are often glossed in terms of
the wvolkische narrative of cultural decline and imminent rebirth. The
two paradigmaric manifestations of this tendency were the prevalent
representations of Bruckner as an Aryan hero and the identification of
Bruckner’s music with a mythical lost spirituality. Here is a remarkable
example, written in 1936 by Max Auer:

For four years destruction was visited upon Europe [i.e., the First World
War]. . . . Out of deepest need the people called our for guidance.
False leaders brought nations and peoples to the edge of the precipice
in the following decades. . . . Without spiritual renewal, recuperation
was not possible. A yearning for elevation ourt of the misery caused by
the crass materialism of the preceding century grew ever greater. . . .
Artistic bolshevism was carried to extremes. Against all this there was
but one remedy: a retumn to the pure sources! What art was purer than
that born of the deep religiosity of Bach, Beethoven and Bruckner!
Especially Bruckner’s God-consecrated art now found a fertile ‘soil, at
last it was rightly understood. For many thousands it was the guide to a
beautiful, spiritual world and thereby the foundations were laid for a
healthy and strong Bruckner movement, which is only now, after the
World War, succeeding with elemental power.3°
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The bizarrely apocalyptic rhetoric of this example may be unusual, but
its themes are not. Besides evoking a number of leitmotifs that echo
the authoritarian Fihrer cult, its diagnosis of the ills of modern society
was in keeping with the party line, as was its call for “a return to the
pure sources” and a concomitant spiritual renewal and salvation from
decadence and modernism.

An even more sharply political view can be seen in Fritz Skor-
zeny’s article “Anton Bruckner in Light of the German Resurrection”
which allied the increased popularity of Bruckner’s music with the
imagined “resurrection” of the German spirit effected by National
Socialism.?! Skorzeny claimed that these two moments were two sides
of one coin: the source of the new “understanding” and “love” of
Bruckner’s music was nothing other than the rebirth of the German
Volksgeist. “It was reserved for our age,” Skorzeny wrote, “to experi-
ence for the first time, with the deepest emotion, the break of dawn
light, the great ‘Awake, the day draws nigh.’ In this light the miracle
of Anton Bruckner is fulfilled.”3? Although these passages by Auer
and Skorzeny are extreme, their tendentiousness is sympromatic. Both
exploited the political resonance of portraying Bruckner as an inno-
cent soul persecuted by nefarious (often ostensibly “Jewish”) modemn
critics, representing Bruckner’s music as spiritual, pure, free from the
contamination of modernity, and sacralizing it as an embodiment of
the German Volksgeist.3?

One recurrent subtext of real topical import was the belief that
Bruckner symbolized the rightful status of Germany and Austria as one
nation. After listening to a recording of the Seventh Symphony given
to him by Goebbels, Hitler is reported to have said: “How can anyone
say that Austria is not German! Is there anything more German than
our old pure Austrianness?!”*4 Skorzeny’s article, which appeared only
weeks before the Anschluss, related Bruckner reception to German
expansionism in no uncertain terms.

The earth of this land [Austria] is perhaps the most precious and sacred
in all Germany. In the remote past, profoundly stirred up by the plow
of Barbarian invasions, having drunk the blood of all the German races
over the course of centuries such soil became profound, powerful and
fateful, like the people that sprang from it. Thus long ago it transpired
that Austria was selected as the spiritual seedbed for the plant garden of
the entire German people. Her gardeners were certainly not always the
best, however, and often pemmitted weeds and poisonous plants to long
hinder the noblest seeds. When these were transplanted in the wide
German mother-earth they became mighty trees and bore ripe fruit.
Herein lies the crux of Austrian destiny.35
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Skorzeny further claimed that “just as Bruckner's personality embodied
the essential image of the Austrians, the destiny of his works is, in its
deepest essence, characteristically Austrian.”3® His works, like Austria
itself, could come to full fruition only when they were replanted in
Germany. The metaphorical unity between Austria and Germany,
publicly endorsed at the Regensburg Bruckner Festival by the en-
shrinement of Bruckner in Walhalla and in Goebbels’s speech, was
made concretely manifest less than a year later with the Anschluss in
March 1938.37 '

Racism was never far from the surface of vélkisch Bruckner criri-
cism. Certainly, Bruckner’s status as an Aryan was essential to his
canonization, and discussions of the essentially German profundity of
Bruckner’s music presupposed that he was an Aryan. (In fact, Emst
Schwanzara actually “demonstrated” the “purity” of Bruckner’s blood-
lines by tracing his lineage back to the fourteenth century.38) While
issues of race remained relatively discrete, anti-Semitism was often
explicit. Thus, the slow public acceptance of Bruckner music in
Vienna in the 1880s and 1890s was often interpreted in racial terms;
in Skorzeny’s brazenly anti-Semitic view: “As Bruckner set out on his
artistic life journey, world Jewry, in the guise of European liberalism,
had already taken up the battles against the German Geist which had
begun to stir in art.”3? Or consider Karl Grunsky’s complaint that
Herman Kretzschmar's Fithrer durch den Kongzertsaal devoted excessive
space (eleven pages) to Felix Mendelssohn’s five symphonies, in con-
trast to the short shrift—“barely more than one page” —given to
Bruckner’s symphonies. It was, he wrote, a “gross instance of imbal-
ance between Jewish and Aryan in a German book!#°

The critical remodeling of Bruckner also flowed along ideological
channels that are perhaps less immediately apparent. On the one
hand, National Socialism set out quite deliberately to appropriate the
tradition of “German music.” The canon of Austro-German classical
music was identified with the Aryan race and was seen to symbolize its
greatness; in 1939, for example, Peter Raabe went so far as to identify
Germany as “das Volk Bachs, Beethovens und Bruckners” and to ally
the fate of the Third Reich with the fate of German music.4! Indeed,
the legacy of great German composers not only was seen as a sign of
German intellectual and spiritual power but was actually imagined to
have prefigured the “awakening of the German people” and the rise of
Nazism.*? On the other hand, this nationalistic agenda also had
other, less obvious dimensions. Perhaps the most important function
of the exploitation of this repertory was its symbolism of power.*> As
Bernd Sponheuer wrote, “High art as such appeared—like the Fiihrer,
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the Volk, and the state—as the representation of ‘eternal laws,” which
demanded subordination and unquestioning obedience.”** The desired
stagings of power through music depended on a complex interpretative
edifice that included not only ritualized performance contexts but also
verbal and critical explanations of the meaning and significance of the
music. Due to the nonrepresentational (and thus radically polysemous)
character of music, this ideological appropriation had to circumscribe
the potential meaning of German music.*> Thus the project of musical
propaganda in the Third Reich needs to be seen, in large measure, as
a systematic remodeling of musical hermeneutics in terms of the hege-
monic narrative of Nazism.

This reinterpretative process had several facets. The most basic
included purposeful exploitation of music in the context of Nazi rituals
and the coupling of exemplary classical music with popular or explic-
itly Nazi music in broadcasts.#*® The use of music in such definitely
politicized contexts attempted to impose a rigidly disciplined musical
hermeneutics: by seeking to ensure that music served the unified,
totalizing telos of National Socialist mythology, and thereby narrowing
the possible meanings of the musical compositions it employed, it
pressed them into the service of contemporary ideological needs. All
refractory tendencies that might have been latent in either an arcwork
or its Wirkungsgeschichte were erased or masked beneath a ritualized,
prefigured interpretation. -

The hermeneutical remodeling of Bruckner also encompassed
biographical revision. It embraced the volkische tradition of portraying
Bruckner as parochial and oddly anachronistic. This biographical tra-
dicion emphasized Bruckner’s piety, naiveté, simplicity, provinciality
(as opposed to urbanity), mystical profundity (as opposed to intellec-
tual calculation), and essential Germanness; at its most extreme, it
saw Bruckner as a “prophet of the wélkische and racial rebirth of
greater Germany and the victory of ‘earthy,’ stable life-will over deca-
dent civilization.”*? Bruckner, like the vélkische movement itself, was
believed to be ahead of his time. As critical actacks against Bruckner

-in the liberal press in the 1880s and 1890s supposedly demonstrated,
during his life the German culture was not yet ready to recognize the
genius of Bruckner’s works; such hostility was taken as a sign that “his
time was yet to come.”*8

These biographical constructions were then read back into
Bruckner’s music. Since Bruckner supposedly stood outside of the
cultural and historical currents of his time and place, his works were
imagined to be free from the influence of practical contingencies and
the corruptions of the marketplace.*® Indeed, Bruckner’s music was
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often considered to represent a primordial mystical experience, an
Urmusik that expressed archetypical Germanic truths.”® These musical
qualities were often openly linked with vélkisch appeals to Bruckner’s
“peasant” origins, his rural nature, and his “rootedness.” Consider, for
example, Werner Danckert’s comments from 1938: “After decades of
unusually stubborn misunderstanding, an audience, prepared by experi-
ence, has presently developed for the master of St. Florian. There is
no lack of smart and informative explanation for this. However, it
seems to me, an essential prevailing tendency in Bruckner’s work and
life has eluded virtually every comprehensive interpretation: Bruck-
ner’s unique position in his historical environment.”>! According to
Danckert, Bruckner’s music contained a  ‘subterranean’ transmission
of the South German—Austrian baroque.”>? The composer was, in the
strict sense, unzeitgemdiss: he was the “continuer, indeed the consum-
mator, of an age-old world of expression, that flourished in the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries but was later swamped by other
artistic currents[. [t is] filled with powerful sensuality, love of bril-
liance, and a mighty richness of form drawn from a ‘preclassical,’
appealingly ‘objective’ sense of form.”>? This strange historiography
played with the covertly political mythology of art as timeless verity;
such mythic interpretations of Bruckner tied into the continual
appeals to “eternal values” by the German Right during the upheavals
following the First World War and the Weimar Republic.’* Hitler, for
example, claimed that “true art is and remains eternal. It does not
follow the laws of fashion: its effect is that of a revelation arising from
the depths of the essential character of a people.”>> This jargon of
timelessness was deeply complicit with Nazism. As Berthold Hinz
wrote: “The notion of ‘eternal German art’ was often invoked as a
proof to support the idea of a Thousand-Year Reich, which was itself a
metaphor for permanence and immutability. At the same time, the
National Socialist concept of history, based as it was on the aesthetic
category of ‘greatness,’ precluded any possibility of progress or
change.”%

The Musicological-Appropriation of Bruckner

Most of the critical writing about Bruckner that emanated from Ger-
many in 1930s and 1940s is so clearly a function of the corrupt cul-
tural climate of Nazi Germany that it demands a highly suspicious
reading. Today very little of this output retains any degree of legiti-
macy; instead, the enduring contributions to Bruckner studies date—
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with few exceptions—from either the 1920s or from after the war.
Nevertheless, one product of this musicological appropriation of
Bruckner has remained largely unchallenged: the central issue in
modern Bruckner scholarship—establishing “authentic” editions of the
composer’s works—is still largely governed by arguments and interpre-
tations that originated in connection with the first critical edition of
Bruckner’s works, the Anton Bruckner, Simitliche Werke: Kritische Ge- |
samtausgabe, edited by Robert Haas, which was prepared and published
between 1930 and 1944.

Haas began the Gesamtausgabe, unexceptionably, by publishing
works that Bruckner had left unpublished, including two early masses,
the first version of the First Symphony, and the Ninth and Sixth
symphonies. But in the mid-1930s, when Haas turned to works that
Bruckner had published—a group that included seven of the nine
numbered symphonies—he took a revolutionary position, namely that
the published texts of these works had been corrupted by intrusive,
unauthorized editing and thus needed to be supplanted by modern
editions based exclusively on the “pure” texts of Bruckner’s autograph
manuscripts. Following this approach, Haas produced new editions of
all of Bruckner’'s numbered symphonies, except the Third.

Haas’s edition refigured the canon of Bruckner’s works. It made
available a substantial number of important texts, including previously
unpublished versions of the First, Fourth, Fifth, and Ninth sympho-
nies. The text-critical program of the Gesamtausgabe did, however,
have a more radical dimension; Haas’s dogmatic insistence that works
not preserved in extant autograph manuscripts could not be accepted
as authentic, entailed abandoning the versions of a number of
compositions—notably the Second, Fourth, Fifth and Eighth
symphonies— published during Bruckner's lifetime and supplanting—
not supplementing— them with modern editions based solely on the
earlier versions preserved in Bruckner’s holographs. Indeed at times
Haas’s zeal to produce new, “authentic” editions prompted him to
employ highly questionable editorial methods: for example, his edi-
tions of the Second and Eighth symphonies do not correspond to any
known versions Bruckner himself wrote; rather Haas conflated discrete
texts to produce what he imagined Bruckner would or should have
written in the best of all possible circumstances.

Whatever their philological status, Haas’s editions differ musi-
cally from those published in the 1880s and 1890s. While they are
basically similar in their fundamental thematic, harmonic, and rhyth-
mic substance, the versions of the symphonies Haas favored often
contain passages—typically short ones—not found in the original
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published scores. In addition, the orchestration of the Gesamuausgabe
scores tends to be more rugged and, especially in the brass, more
imposing, if occasionally less transparent and finely judged. More-
over, as a rule, Haas’s scores are considerably sparer in their notation
of nuances of tempo and dynamics than are the texts Bruckner pub-
lished, and thereby convey a more massive and thus less dynamic
image of the music, a factor that bears crucially on performance
practice.

The historical justification of the categorical judgment against
the authority of the editions printed during Bruckner'’s lifetime is, as
[ have argued in detail elsewhere, beset by a number of unresolved
historiographic and evidential problems that render it highly doubt-
ful.>7 For example, Bruckner never attempted to suppress the editions
published in his lifetime nor did he ever publicly renounce or even
criticize their authenticity; moreover, substantial textual evidence
exists that testifies to the authority of these editions. These concerns
were countered (and still often are) by assertions that Bruckner may,
whether as a result of expedience, naiveté, or coercion, have allowed
his scores to be altered, and even partially rewritten, prior to publica-
tion, and that he always believed his unpublished manuscripts con-
tained the “real,” essential versions of his works. Thus, by publishing
these texts, the Gesamtausgabe claimed to carry out Bruckner’s ulti-
mate will. Many critics saw the Gesamtausgabe as the disclosure, after
decades of obscurity, of the “true Bruckner.” As Franz Moissl wrote,
the Gesamtausgabe was “a liberation of the true symphonic will of the
master,”'>8

Although many of the arguments and rationales that were used
to justify the outright dismissal of the first printed editions of Bruck-
ner’s symphonies and, by extension, to promote the exclusive preserve
of the Gesamtausgabe may seem tenuous to a skeptical observer, their
claim to truth came to seem all but self-evident in the Third Reich
(and indeed beyond). This acceptance was, in part, an overtly politi-
cal affair. The new edition was not only consistently heralded and
praised in state-sanctioned journals, but it received financial and moral
endorsement from the Nazi government. In his speech at the 1937
Regensburg Bruckner Festival, Goebbels declared that since Bruckner’s
symphonies were a precious national legacy, the Bruckner Gesellschaft
would henceforth receive an annual contribution to fund the editing
of the “original versions.” Goebbels not only offered financial support
to the Gesamtausgabe, he also granted it Hitler’s imprimatur:

The Fihrer and his government consider it their honorable duty to do
all that is within their power to permit the whole German people to
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receive this [i.e., Bruckner’s] fortunate legacy and, by means of a large-
scale promortion of Bruckner cultivation, assist its effects to penetrate
not only deeply, but broadly. On these grounds they have decided to
make a substantial annual contribution to the Internationale Bruckner-
Gesellschaft for the editing of the original versions of his symphonies
until the complete works of the master are produced in the form he
envisioned.>°

The politicization of the new Bruckner edition directly affected
the course of its reception and legitimation. When the initial volumes
of the Gesamtausgabe began to appear in the early 1930s their merits
were debated vigorously in the German musical press. This debate,
the so-called Bruckner-Streit, occupied pages of the leading journals
and was joined by both staunch opponents of Haas’s methodology as
well as those in favor of Haas’s text-critical position. Yet by 1937 the
Bruckner-Streit had fallen silent and the Gesamtausgabe was clearly
established as the authoritative source of Bruckner's works. Gesamtaus-
gabe editions largely replaced others in performance, and, more impor-
tantly, the arguments in their favor were generally accepted by the
German-speaking scholarly community.

The tenor of the whole discussion about the textual problems of
Bruckner’s works clearly changed in the wake of the Regensburg festi-
val as historical and philological questions gave way to ideologically
overdetermined aesthetic and stylistic issues as the main concern of
Bruckner scholars. The support given to the Gesamtausgabe by Goeb-
bels and, by proxy, Hitler at the Regensburg festival had a pivotal
effect. In the ideological climate of the Third Reich, where scholar-
ship and historical truth were both theorized as political functions,
Goebbels’s public opinion weighed heavily in favor of the Gesamtaus-
gabe, and soon it became de facto official policy to uphold, if not
simply assume as a proven fact, the absolute authority of the Gesam-
tausgabe.

_ In addition to the effect of Goebbels’s sanction there were other
ways—perhaps more important ones— in which the cultural climate
shaped the discourse that legitimated the Gesamtausgabe. This dis-
course depended, in large part, on then current text-critical beliefs,
including the view that artworks transcend the material facts of their
production, a notion of authorship as the free play of genius, and a
belief that the goal of editing should be to produce a hypothetical
urtext. But this discourse also drew heavily on a complex set of ideo-
logical and aesthetic presumptions that gained credence and weight
from their resonance with the culture of the Third Reich. In a culture
increasingly committed to vélkisch theories of Wissenschaft, the mis-
sion of uncovering the “real” Bruckner carried a real emotional and
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ideological charge. Advocates of the neue Bruckner-Bewegung exploited
volkisch sentiments by adopting exaggerated tones of fatefulness. As
early as 1936 Auer referred to the “spiritual battle for the possession
of the ‘real’ Bruckner.”® In the next year, Hans Weisbach wrote that
the issues facing Bruckner scholars were “weighty . . . because our
generation, which was presented with this decision by fate, bears the
responsibility for the form in which Bruckner’s symphonies will live

in the spiritual life of humanity.”¢! Horst Biittner assumed a similarly
portentous tone when he claimed that opinion had decided in favor
of the new edition of the Ninth Symphony and that “due to the
heightened sense of responsibility at present for great national cultural
treasures, the time cannot be distant when the Origindfassungen of the
Fourth, Fifth, and Sixth Symphonies will also have won out.”6?

This volkische attitude also placed great import in “public opin-
ion” as a determinant not only of value but also of truth. The Ger-
man art historian Hans Weigert argued in 1935 that the “consensus
omnium” was a decisive determinant of aesthetic quality since it
reflected the “given and native” (gegeben und eingeboren) evaluative
standards of the “people.”®® Although, as Bettina Preiss noted, this
position is “theoretically virtually meaningless,”®* such thinking
played an important role in the legitimation of the Gesamtausgabe.
Many who advocated the Gesamtausgabe asserted that the new edition
allowed the German people to experience for the first time the great-
ness of Bruckner’s music in its pure form. Consider Auer’s statement
that “in view of the victory march of the Orginalfassungen through the
concert halls, . . . in view of the not-to-be-explained-away ‘authentic-
ity’ of the scores written down by the master’s own fingers, the old
compromise versions have lost their right to exist.”5> The importance
of the Gesamtausgabe to the “public” was reflected in Oskar Lang’s
comment in 1936 that, unlike most collected editions, which are
generally purely academic enterprises, the Bruckner Gesamtausgabe was
different: “it is attempting a great feat—and this must be emphatically
pointed out to the public—which concerns the whole music world, for
it removed the spell that until now lay over Bruckner’s works.”%¢ As
the public became aware of these new editions, they did seem to be
persuaded that they contained the “truth” of Bruckner’s music. Or at
least so the critics claimed: in 1938, after the tide had clearly turned,
Fritz Oeser declared that performances of the new critical editions of
Bruckner’s symphonies “aroused unconditional approval among com-
pletely unbiased listeners, who set aside their prejudice against the
original versions out of respect for the inviolable work of genius.”%7

Another set of ideological premises also weighed heavily in the
debates about the Gesamtausgabe: the pursuit of imagined textual
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purity resonated with the National Socialist obsession with race.
Viewed critically, it is hard to avoid the suspicion that the editors of
the Gesamtausgabe aimed in part to free Bruckner’s works from the
specter of an imagined history of Jewish influence, especially since
some of those who were accused. of corrupting Bruckner’s scores were
of Jewish descent, notably the conductor Ferdinand Léwe and the
publisher Albert Gutman. Auer, for instance, said that older editions
of Bruckner’s music transmitted texts that reflected the deleterious
influence of “overly refined city folk” (iiberkultivierte Stddter), a coded
term for Jews.®® An undercurrent of racism swirled in the suggestion
that the psychological difficulties Bruckner supposedly suffered late in
life—which were believed by some to have affected the authorship of
the first edition of a number of his works —were largely induced by the
trauma of Hermann Levi’s rejection of the first version of the Eighth
Symphony in 1887.% Similarly, part of the covert mission of the
Gesamtausgabe seems to have been to remove Bruckner’s scores from
the purview of the Viennese publishing house Universal Edition.7®
Universal Edition, which had established its reputation by publishing
such composers as Mahler, Zemlinsky, Schoenberg, and Berg, had
long been a target for reactionary critics, who identified it with such
supposedly deleterious forces as modernism, atonality, bolshevism, and
Judaism; it is not surprising that the Nazis would have been eager to
dissociate Bruckner from the firm.!

In a less overt way, too, the desire to remove all “foreign” traces
from the texts of Bruckner’s compositions and to present pure,
“authentic” versions resonated with the mythos of racial purity. In a
discussion of the textual differences between nineteenth-century edi-
tions of Bruckner's works and those published in the Gesamtausgabe,
Rolf Pergler transposed the metaphor of purity from a sociological to a
textual plane. He claimed that Bruckner’s works were governed by the
truth of the “Brucknerian formal principle” (Brucknersche Gestaltungs-
prinzip); accordingly, textual contaminations, or, as he called them,
“foreign bodies” (Fremdkérper) found in the older scores could be
easily identified by their lack of harmony with the overall form and
eliminated.’? Pergler’s stated wish to “eliminate” such “foreign bodies”
made manifest a desire that had been latent since the start of the
project. In April 1932 Alexander Berrsche compared the new critical
edition of the Ninth Symphony with the earlier edition edited in 1903
by Ferdinand Léwe. Berrsche wrote:

It is hardly to be believed what Léwe alone made out of the Scherzo—
in Bruckner’s version it inhabits an entirely different sphere of sound
and expression. Lowe cleverly and ingeniously gussied up the piece; his
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work alone induced the view that the Scherzo of the Ninth has an
elfin, “Midsummer Night's Dream” atmosphere and, on the whole,
seems a synthesis of Mendelssohn, Berlioz, and Bruckner. Now it is
gone forever, and we may confidently pack away the old comparisons.
The actual Bruckner Scherzo may be withour any sparkling bubbliness,
but it stands on firm, sturdy legs, on the native soil of the Upper Aus-
tria land.? '

The nationalistic, anti-Semitic, and gendered subtext of this review is
clear: the polemical implications of the references to Mendelssohn and
the use of the terms “elfin” and “sparkling bubbliness” are obvious. So
too is its appeal to the politically loaded metaphor of purification; the
“original version” was imagined to have rescued Bruckner’s music by
cleansing it of alien elements.

During the period 1936-38, the claim that the first editions were
inauthentic and that the Gesamtausgabe alone contained the “real”
texts of Bruckner’s works gradually metamorphosed from a text-critical
hypothesis into dogma. Direct public criticism of the Gesamtausgabe
was increasingly suppressed. For example, the official journal of the
Bruckner Gesellschaft, the Bruckner-Blitter, became increasingly
unwilling to publish views that were unsympathetic to the Gesamtaus-
gabe. During the mid-1930s as the official Bruckner establishment
closed ranks, its intolerance grew so strong that it prompted at least
two writers who were ambivalent about the Gesamtausgabe—Friedrich
Klose and Friedrich Herzfeld—to use the terminology of religious apos-
tasy in describing their positions. In 1936 Herzfeld wondered aloud if
it was considered “blasphemy” (Gottesldsterung) even to raise reason-
able arguments against the text-critical claims of the Gesamtausgabe. 7
Klose wrote that even “at the danger of excommunication” (auf die
Gefahr hin exkommuniziert zu werden) he preferred the first printed
edition of the Ninth Symphony to the new critical edition.”® Thus by
the time of Goebbels’s speech at Regensburg in June 1937, the debate
was ready to be peremptorily ended.

And After

[t remains to evaluate how present-day understanding of Bruckner
betrays an indebtedness to Nazi-era reception, to determine if and
how our engagements with Bruckner and his music are still shadowed
by ghosts from this past. In the immediate postwar period, Bruckner
scholars generally shied away from explicitly wrestling with the legacy
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of the 1930s and 1940s, yet the field did strive to reform itself.
Although these efforts at renovation were something less than thor-
oughgoing, it would be a mistake wholly to discount them. In the late
1940s several East German scholars and musicians did attempt forth-
rightly to confront the Nazi appropriation of Bruckner, most impor-
tantly Emil Armbruster.’® Also, in 1946 in Leipzig the conductor
Heinz Bongartz performed the old edition of the Fifth Symphony,
which had been damned by Haas. ”” Bongartz's gesture was intended
in part as a repudiation of Haas’s Bruckner project, but it was not
understood as such by critics. In the same year, the progressive West
German critic Heinrich Strobel addressed the politics of Bruckner
reception, if only in passing. His lead essay in the inaugural postwar
issue of Melos, which was resuscitated in 1946 following its dissolution
by the Nazis in 1934, was built around the contention that “one cer-
tainly cannot simply blot out the last twelve years and pick up again
where one left off in 1933.”78 Significantly, Strobel singled out Bruck-
ner reception for comment; he saw the celebration of “Bruckner as the
incarnation of the German urge for endless depths or heights” as par-
ticularly hard to disentangle from residue of the Nazi era.”®

Western Bruckner scholars generally, however, took a more
indirect approach to this painful issue; typically they have tried to
move Bruckner reception onto new ground and to distance it from its
immediate past, without explicitly mentioning National Socialism or
the Third Reich. For example, in 1947 Leopold Nowak published an
oddly allusive monograph on Bruckner's Te Deum in which he aggres-
sively reclaimed Bruckner for Catholicism (and hence away from the
Gottglaubigkeit imposed on him by Goebbels) and modeled Bruckner
as a beacon that could help to guide Austria out of the spiritual confu-
sion sown by the war.8° A similar tendency to move away from the
attitudes of the Nazi era is evident in some of the articles published
in the issue of the Osterreichische Musikzeitschrift in 1946 devoted to
Bruckner on the occasion of the fiftieth anniversary of his death.8!
A new critical direction can be sensed in Wilhelm Waldstein’s essay
“Anton Bruckner: Versuch einer kritischen Skizze,” which compares
Bruckner with Goethe, an artist who was not popular with the
National Socialists.8? Franz Griflinger’s contribution, “Anton Bruck-
ner und Hermann Levi, sein ‘Edelster Génner’ und ‘Hoéchstberithmster
Vater,’ ” also evinces the changed political climate. Its topic, Bruck-
ner’s close association with Hermann Levi, was pointedly ignored by
the Nazis. Although it stems from Bruckner himself, the notion of the
Jewish Levi as Bruckner's “noblest patron’ and “most famous father”



148 The Musical Quarterly

would have been anathema in the Third Reich. Analytic studies of
Bruckner’s music have also broken with the past. Since the 1960s
progressive German musicologists have focused their attention on
exactly those aspects of Bruckner’s music —its constructivist tenden-
cies, its motivic intensity, its dissonance—that were minimized if not
ignored by volkische interpretations of Bruckner.®?

All of these scholars, intent on not reopening old wounds un-
necessarily, addressed the problem of Nazi reception gingerly. This
approach, which has typified much postwar German culture, has been
sufficient to expunge the most politically complicit tendencies emanat-
ing from Nazi-era Bruckner reception; no one now sees Bruckner
either as a victim of Jewish critics or as the muse of a new Aryan
world order. Yet as a result of the failure to tackle the Nazi appropria-
tion of Bruckner head-on, some of the subtler and more conceptually
slippery dimensions of the traditions of reception fostered by National
Socialism still haunt our engagements with Bruckner and his music.
As a result, present-day understanding of Bruckner betrays a subtle —
even subterranean— indebtedness to Nazi-era reception in two areas:
the image of the composer as a naive genius and the editorial status
of Bruckner’s music.

The prevailing image of Bruckner is that of an exceptionally
naive character, a notion derived in large measure from the vslkisch
Brucknerbild that was canonized in the 1930s. As Bruckner scholars
have become more sophisticated about the nature and value of anec-
dotal evidence —thanks largely to the work of Manfred Wagner and
Erich Wolfgang Partsch—the scholarly credibility of old stereotypes
about Bruckner’s psyche has faded.®4 Yet while most Bruckner scholars
recognize the composer’s sophistication and his ambition as well as his
simplicity, the popular image of Bruckner has not been similarly cor-
rected. One can still read descriptions of Bruckner that paint the
composer as a virtual cipher. As recently as 1992 Robert Simpson
wrote that it “almost defeats the imagination” to reconcile Bruckner’s
“legendary personal naivety, his provincial background, his total lack
of general culture, [and] . . . his willingness to alter his scores at the
behest of self-appointed mentors” with his undeniable compositional
achievements.®> Simpson’s work is not simplistic, bur is, rather, gen-
erally thoughtful and often perceptive. Yet his credulous acceptance
of the image of Bruckner as a Parsifal-like reiner Tor demonstrates the
extent to which such notions continue to infuse modern consciousness
of Bruckner: Simpson’s misprision is symptomatic of the widespread
failure to appraise critically the ideological commitments of the
received wisdom about Bruckner. No scholar subscribes any longer to
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the volkisch ideology of Bruckner reception, but through inattention
there is a real and present danger of reinscribing piecemeal fragments
of this very tradition.

Similarly, despite the critical suspicion now rightly accorded to
most German Bruckner reception of the 1930s and 1940s, very little
such skepticism exists about the Bruckner Gesamtausgabe of 1930—44.
The textual criticism of the first Bruckner Gesamtausgabe has, of
course, been subject to major revision, most importantly by Leopold
Nowak, Haas’s postwar successor as the general editor of the Ge-
samtausgabe. Nowak did not merely pick up where Haas had left off.
Indeed, although Nowak did share Haas’s exclusive preference for
manuscript sources, he revised all of Haas’s editions and rectified
Haas’s most questionable text-critical leaps of faith, notably those
found in Haas’s editions of the Second and Eighth Symphonies. 8¢
Haas's editions themselves may no longer universally be accepted, but.
Bruckner scholars do continue to accept the flawed central premise of
~ the Gesamtausgabe as a proven historical fact: autograph manuscripts
are still considered the only representations of the “real Bruckner,”
and the early printed editions are dismissed as corruptions of Bruckner
intentions. As Deryck Cooke wrote in his article on Bruckner in The
New Grove Dictionary, “the first editions . . . have been utterly dis-
credited.”®” As the rejection of the first editions has becore an inher-
ited article of faith, it has assumed an undeserved mantle of truth, and
its connection to the ideological environment of National Socialism
has largely escaped our consciousness.

The confluence of these two vestiges of the dark past of Bruckner
reception——namely, the image of the composer as an unwitting genius
and a dogmaric belief in the rightness of modern editorial conclusions
about Bruckner—substantially governs our approach to his music. We
can see this dynamic at work in contemporary Bruckner performance
practice. The dominant modern approach to Bruckner interpretation
emphasizes monumental sonorities, sets steady, generally slow tempi,
and presents Bruckner’s forms with architeccural severity rather than
with dynamic sweep. This style, made famous by Herbert von Kara-
jan, Giinter Wand, and Carlo Maria Giulini, among others, is a
postwar phenomenon. Performances of Bruckner’s symphonies by mu-
sicians of an earlier generation exemplify a quite different approach to
the music, one much more concerned with shaping Bruckner’s music
gesturally and dynamically, and with conveying not the massive
coherence of Bruckner’s music but its mercurial drama.58

The evolution of modern Bruckner performance is, of course,
part of a broader postwar trend toward “objective” performance styles;
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but it also derives—crucially—from the peculiar course of Bruckner
reception in this century. On one hand, with their emphasis on gran-
deur, weight, and depth of tone, modern interpretive approaches to
Bruckner appear as musical analogues of the biographical construction
of Bruckner as a mystical genius, singing great hymns of piety and
reverence. On the other, modemn performances of Bruckner’s sympho-
nies concretize the biases of modern Bruckner editing. Performances of

- the old school reflect the texts of the editions printed in the 1880s
and 1890s; these older scores contain abundant indications for subtle-
ties of tempo and dynamics that are absent from Bruckner’s earlier
unpublished manuscript texts. Haas’s and Nowak’s scores more or less
faithfully reproduce these manuscript sources; as a result, they are
spartan in their tempo, expression, and dynamic markings. Modem
conductors, innocent of the genealogy of modern Bruckner editing
and abjuring the old, supposedly corrupt scores, take the texts of mod-
ern critical editions as gospel and then read these rexts all too liter-
ally.®? In so doing they perpetuate an interpretative style that is alien
to earlier traditions. '

We would be mistaken to posit any direct influence of politics
on the changes in Bruckner performance practice. Indeed, many con-
ductors active in the Third Reich—like most Bruckner conductors
who cut their teeth before Haas’s editions were published —retained
elements of the first printed editions, even when they used Haas’s
scores.?® Rather, the current state of affairs reflects the odd mixture of
continuity and rupture that has characterized modemist Bruckner
reception. The postwar ideology of scholarly objectivity has succeeded
in overthrowing the conscious tendentiousness promulgated in the
Third Reich. At the same time this creed has sown its own confusion:
while modemist paradigms of scholarship, which do not actively
account for ideology, have relegated the most egregious historical and
critical misapprehension borne in the 1930s and 1940s to obscurity,
with their stubbom empiricism they have, paradoxically, shielded us
from seeing how Bruckner reception continues to be shaded by this
ideology. For example, since the pursuit of “authentic” urtexts is cen-

- tral to the practice of modem musicology, the essentials of the text-
critical project inaugurated by Haas were easily taken over largely
intact in the postwar era. Indeed, the belief that the editions pub-
lished in the nineteenth century are “inauthentic” has deepened its
hold in the past fifty years; certainly the replacement of these editions
by new critical editions is now complete. Yet as a result of the narrow
focus of this editorial program, we have lost sight of the compromising
origins of the dismissal of these older editions. And, at least partially
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as a result of understandable hesitance to grapple with old demons,
we have failed to weigh the historical and evidential merits of this
received text-critical position. The longer we persist in failing to
account for the aftereffects of the purgatory through which Bruckner
reception passed in the 1930s and 1940s, the more pernicious this
legacy. The past will not go away, even if we stare at it long and
hard. All we can do is to address it squarely and try bravely to grasp
how it shapes the present.
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