Music in the Background

In our immediate life there is no longer a place for music. Anyone who,
by himself, wanted to sing out loud in the street would run the risk of
being arrested as a disturber of the peace. If you hum under your breath,
abstracted from external things, you may run into a car at any moment.
And don't the three boy scouts [Wandervigel]* look sad and stiff as they
take their place in the market square and sing along with their out-of-tune
guitar chords, as if they were wandering minstrels—these secondary
school students. Only political action can possibly unleash the PhYSiC_al
reality of song for a few brief hours. We are far from Naples, not only e
space, but in time. If, there, all speech still soars toward song; if the fruit
seller, bearing his wares on a heathen altar-cart, offers up hymns before
it; here at home the street vendors have long since become ambulant post=
ers. If you are looking for music, you have to step outside the SPaC_e of
immediate life, because it no longer is one, and find the lost immediacy
where it costs the price of admission, at the opera, at a concert.

All the same, it is has not been entirely eliminated. Certainly, the organ-
grinder and the backyard musician are archaic vestiges. They have the?f
own law and their own history, at cross-purposes with society, and their

obscure existence counts for nothing in its eyes. The islands of house m.uslC
are located rather close to the shimmcrin;; frozen lake of self-conscious
artistic practice, But exiled Music herself, pushed to the edge of existence
holds out Eoyally there: music as background.

Itis, after the death of the silent film and its consoler, the movie-house
orchestra, the muysic of the cafés or, in the ritualistically preferred langhees
of today, the establishments with live entertainment. It has survived the
radios, even without outside assistance; cafés and pubs with their own band

always draw o bigger crowd than those with nothing but a loudspeaker: It
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resonance of the brass are lacking. Ergo, chamber music, one t|‘111'1ks, alzd
at once becomes aware of the impossibility. Here is no intertwining Pos{
of instruments entering by turns. There is only a mcl(.:dy of th}' uppfrtl,1r] !
voice—the soloist presents himself as a “ wandering h‘ddl.cr ./f’f“hi‘)'im;_
The piano is not employed like 2 Piano in chamber music; - ean
ductor,” with foundation and harmony, perhaps the last hc,” m_EIurO;dly
music to the figured bass. This gaudy sound has something ;p[il:vants
shabby about it, It js as bright as tinsel; but it tears iq your harj . il
to represent orchestras and yet is dominated by the p1ano; rhert_ li ¢ ol
any place where the demand that things should be "aIPPFOPr131te, Lanie
material” is so heedlessly rendered ridiculous as here. Like thC bhtp g
Gavotte,* it Pretends to chamber-musical refinements—but in the :e has
only means “wandering fiddler,” for the pizzicati get lost. Now ee o
music become so wholly appearance as in the ca fé. But in a_1}’Pe*‘ri*InEu'man
preserved. It must, or s it seems, be thus emanciP‘"ed_ oy lerated
seriousness and al] genuineness of artistic form if it is still t.o be}t‘O =
by human beings amidst their daily affairs without frightening t em”l.”hey
It is its appearance that lights up for them. No—that lights them u’p- e
do not change in it, byt their image changes. It is brighttjl'. Sh“rpd’ S
clearly defined. When café music falls silent, it sounds as if a miserly w

. . tic
: p ‘ . s1C 1S an acous
15 turning off a couple of electric bulbs. Background music is an ¢

light source,

For what is flon-genuine, appearance-like about it, the designated tech
nical term is “arrangement.’
as It is conceived, Eye . intodn-
which falsifies and alters it. [t softens grandly conceived passaglj“-* T.;.;olve
timacy, blows up tender ones with tremolo and vibrato. The \\'(’rk? 3 tten
in all this, and dissolved works, by those once-famous, then forgo

masters, are the right ones for b

iece

itions are played, no piec

" No original compositions are playec hestra

L+ : : oY Orc es /
rything is in arrangements for the salon

ackground music. The L]1_“-'-“‘“_““ ¥ ;-)11:1:3’
whether they stop at dissolution. [n dissolution the works fall S]l_cn-r. their
they become audible once again. Not, it is true, they themselves, lnether
structured form, Byt the ruins of their sound have been j()i_nCd “-’i lace
In a second, strangely transparent form. The piano does not sn’nPL}/ raid is
the Missing horns; the Previous fullness has itself become shab ﬁ/1 o
therefore Passed on to the Piano. The first fiddler does not make t ';OSt i
melody ordinary with his soloistic intrusiveness; it has "*lrcady] noble
and therefore abandons itself to the fiddler. The L ymusic.
melody wil] shipe like a star against the background: one hears it as e
For the rest, however, the café arranges bouquets of dead flowers.




Music in the Background 509
E

joints between the b .
bonded. 1 ']J|.1]‘.,!,. 'l}ilr'th ]..un.L into which they are layered are not firmly
that arises w !u'l‘u-\t-;kL.f':]n?n:ml”tm.f; !}]w R - JHL’:‘:””CJ] JPPEJTJHCL‘
. agments oI the past C 3
B — past come together in an uncertain
the passage of ”‘”fl‘('.‘ TIUIT .‘hl' vertical sound is no less true horizontally, for
e Bl l-‘# -7 ru 'u.lh"r JIL'. the site of potpourris. The IJ[TL‘-I are
Pt o e fragments of the work, its best-loved melodies. But
comftorting realm ”th I;'r'“’“‘- ghostly life. If our art music lingers in the
mournful Il‘lll(\'ll It“ |l P B o, e
cause it is unreal -H glow is netherworldly. It can remain unnoticed be-
real. But it is not a black shadow, rather a bright one, like

”'IIIL\ 1‘I]\ )
y 1S5 ne ca S rere
€ can, as 1t were hL‘JT \'.l._L"UL’Ij\' thmugh fhis Mmusic, through

to i|:v next room. This is why it shines

ne wo
——— :‘ I,L;{i‘l;f”:h}[ ]le I}n usic in the background, unnoticed music, should
contrast to pantom [“‘F ! ]“m L good ballet music, in
and saves the :mml' ]t‘l“ }L“"”"" a canlectit {EHTERS g, Jar
the café, after all ¢ for the dance up on the stage. Far from true. Since in
er all, the melodies wander around as ghosts, one need not fear

any disturb
ance .
ce from them, no matter how present they are. For they are

\iU"h'd fre
ym the b, s :
the unconscious memory of the listeners, not introduced to

them. Tl
1€ greate » Pee [
R rreater the ecstasies, the more pcrtecr the emotional calm of
dlrers > . [
over whose heads they drift. There are masters—truly mas-
s entirely evident in this odd transfor-

1”\”]“” ,t .
{ assio > . 3 o ‘
. onate appearance into the cold comtort of reality. Puccini
eme, But-

ey ”.‘“*f prominent among them. One could think that Bol
do not ‘un..] ,“.Un. created with the thought of imaginary potpourris that

erge until the last tear from the operatic catastrophes has dried
zed at, with pieces like “To Spring.”

ters—
whose greatness hrst become

is the

up. B
I;I [ ;;IT lll]l‘l: t0o0, 1S not to l‘k‘ snee
chaikovsky is ‘
ky is suitable; naturally Mignon and Margarete. Carmen defies

d ¥ 1

Il ghostly doings. Faced with Schubert, café music becomes blasphemous.
o fit in, either. Their function is
be used as background yet. The
cs, like the arias of But-
d out of his conversation
is transformed into
een bell of

Str

hTII'd;:_LtL.}[h-l”, the new dances don’t want t

faes esh for them to allow themselves to

tcrﬂ\t”; [fh](-. mdt_idw'\ with the great unbroken ar
and Rodolfo.* Anyone who, moved, is startle

or []]"U y .
Ge Ik]}n\ after all, and who looks in that direction,
eore e g
hm\_l‘ eym’s suburban dwarf: “he looks up to the great gr
aven rhere < 3 “
where silent meteors cross far away. ~
(c. 1934; GS, vol. 18, pp- 819-23)
d by Susan H. Gillespie

Translate




510 /  Music and Mass Culture

NOTES BY RICHARD LEPPERT

1. Wandervogel was a scout-like organization founded around 1893; its name
was changed in 1901 to “Wandervogel Committee for Schoolboy Excursions.’
After 1933 the organization was merged with the Hitler Jugend. Though the Wan-
dervogel Leagues were officially dissolved by the Nazi regime, individual groups
in some instances remained in contact with their members and served as nuclei for
opposition to the Third Reich. “Wandervogel,” in The Encyclopedia of the Third
Reich, ed. Christian Zentner and Friedemann Bediirftig, trans. Amy Hackett (New
York: Macmillan, 2001), vol. 2, pp. 1017-18.

2. Ariadne was abandoned by Theseus, whom she loved, on the island of Naxos,
after she had helped him escape the labyrinth following his successful slaying _Of
the feared Minotaur. Ariadne was e\'eﬁtual]_v rescued by Bacchus. From Ovid,
Metamorphoses, trans. Rolfe Humphries (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
1955), 8:169-82, _

3. The Donaueschingen Festival was one of the most important all-new-music
festivals of the twentieth century, and perhaps the longest-lived, though it has
gone through a number of transformations. Hindemith, who served as a prin_L‘iPal
administrator of the festival between 1923 and 1926, very successfully P_Tf?mlt‘md
a number of his chamber works there, mﬂuding works as stylistically different as
the Second String Quartet (1921) and the Kammermusik No. 1 (1922). Adorno’s
wry reference is almost certainly to this latter work, whose finale includes quo-
tations from a foxtrot written by the cabaret composer Wilm-Wilm, and ends u_.'lth
asiren; the work’s twelve instraments include accordion, trumpet, and percussion.
Adorno may also have in mind the jazzy solo piece 1922 — Suite for Piano, op. 26,
with movements marked: march, shimmy, nocturne, Boston, and ragtime. See also
P- 133 n. 2.

4. Seep. 316 n. 7, _

5. Adorno names the principal female roles, and one principal male role, from
several standard fepertory romantic operas, all of which were supplied by their
composers with arias lending themselves to transformation into café music; these
include Mignon from Ambroise Thomas's opera of the same name, Margarete from
Gounod’s Faust and Rodolfo from Puccini’s La Bohéme. The sort of music t_hat
Adorno has in mind was often recorded, sans vocal parts—the melodic lines being
relocated, where necessary, to the first violins—and mass marketed as “opera with-
out words” in the 19505 and ‘60s. Indeed, the orchestral a rrangements of riﬁs sort
tended to be overstocked with strings: the recording orchestras led by André Kos-
teia.netz and Mantovani were among the more prominent, togethEriiHEn
Strings.

6. Georg Heym (18,

= ines / 3
: 957-1912), German expressionist poet. The lines Adorn
ates are the last two fro

G % m his eleven-stanza poem “Die Vorstadt” [The Subu-r}li’].
eorg Heym, Gesammelte Gedichte, ed. Carl Seelig (Ziirich: Verlag der Arche,
1947), pp. 8—9. ;
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