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A little-known side of neoclassicism is its outgrowth in religious art, including
music for the rites of the Catholic Church. The two might seem antithetical
at first: neoclassicism was brittle and brash, ironic and irreverent, acerbic and
astringent, a style for worldly and world-weary youths who lurked evenings at Le
Beeuf sur le toit; Catholic church music in the interbellum was conservative and
insular, devoted to sincere expression of personal piety and faith. Both looked to
the past, one to the eighteenth century and the other to the sixteenth or earlier.
Nonetheless, they did have a few things in common. Both neoclassicism and
Catholicism came into fashion among European intellectuals, especially in Paris,
by promising order and universality at a moment of bewildering change after the
First World War.! It was no accident that Stravinsky, Cocteau, Auric, Poulenc,
Nadia Boulanger, Arthur Lourié, Boris de Schloezer, Roland-Manuel, and even
Satie (to cite only the musicians) would sooner or later embrace religious orthodoxy,
though not always for long. As a style, neoclassicism had a distinct hieratic streak,
seen in works from Satie’s Socrate and Virgil Thomson’s Capital Capitals to any
number of Stravinsky creations.” Conversely, not even ecclesiastical art could
ignore the Neoclassic zeitgeist, unmistakable in the strange angular churches left
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by this era, in whose austere interiors, decorated by neo-medieval guilds, the turn
against ‘theatrical’ Romantic religiosity joined with modernist impersonality and
reduction of ornament.” And in Weimar Germany, at least (we have no equivalent
surveys for France), composers looking for a modern, functional, unsentimental
service music found what they wanted in the pandiatonic linearity and fluid
temporality of neoclassicism.*

Above all, then, it was the reaction against Romantic doctrines of art as
a medium for the expression of personal feeling that built a bridge between
neoclassicism and Catholicism. While difficult to separate from the broader
formalism and rationalism of high modernity, this trend in music-philosophical
discourse, which I will call ‘objectivism’, had particularly close ties to musical
neoclassicism, as illustrated in notorious pronouncements by Stravinsky (‘My
Octuor is a musical object’; ‘music is, by its very nature, essentially powerless to
express anything’).> At the same time, it owed a debt to the intellectual revival of
French Catholicism in the 1920s, seen especially in the interactions of Stravinsky
and other Neoclassical figures with the circle of Jacques Maritain.® Yet no one has
considered how, conversely, interwar objectivism of the Stravinskian variety might
have manifested in the aesthetic discourse of church music.

In the French-speaking world, the figure closest to that intersection was Joseph
Samson (1888-1957). Best known as a practitioner of church music — he directed
the Dijon Cathedral choir (1930-57) and left a dozen or so mass settings —
Samson also spent a lot of time thinking about the basics of religious art.” Among
his publications, Palestrina, ou la Poésie de l'exactitude (1939) summarises his
thought as it had taken shape in articles and notes going back into the 1920s; in
this dense yet diffuse book the masses of Palestrina serve as pretext for reflections
on liturgical art, and indeed art in general. The unpublished writings include a
voluminous archive in the Bibliothéque municipale de Dijon® (which I am far
from having thoroughly exploited) as well as substantial correspondence with
fellow church musicians, such as Paul Berthier, Guy de Lioncourt,” Albert Alain
and Clément Besse;'" with secular musicians including Arthur Honegger'' and
Charles Koechlin (with whom Samson struck up an important relationship
around 1929);'? and with the Catholic intellectuals Maritain,'®> Henri Ghéon,'
Paul Claudel,” and Jacques Copeau.'® The latter provided a tenuous connection
to Stravinsky, who was sufficiently taken with Samson’s recordings to want to hire
the Dijon choir, built into an outstanding ensemble by Samson’s predecessor René
Moissenet (1850-1939), for his 1934 opera-oratorio Perséphone (in the end the
two apparently never met)."” Samson also gained access to the pages of La Revue
musicale through a connection with its editor André Ceeuroy,'® a Dijon native, who
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in the late 1920s was praising Stravinsky’s objectivity over Schoenberg’s hyper-
Romanticism." All this material reveals a musician keen to follow the movement
of ideas, whose ability to quote Reverdy and Gide, Proust and Pirandello, stands
out in the intellectually arid landscape of contemporary French church music.
Indeed, among French musicians it is Samson, along with the Russian transplant
Lourié, who best fits the interwar type of the ‘Catholic intellectual’.

SAMSON’S OBJECTIVISM

To appreciate Samson’s work as a confluence between Neoclassic objectivism and
intellectual traditions native to church music, we have to examine what he wrote
on the philosophy of music before relating this to wider contemporary trends. In
this section I describe the complicated ideas developed in his public and private
writings from his first large essay A [ombre de la cathédrale enchantée (1927-28)
to the Palestrina book finished a decade later. In this literary activity, Samson
was trying first and foremost to work out for himself a sort of philosophy of
liturgical music, starting from the basic conception, still relatively novel at the
time, of musique liturgique as a genre set apart from all others by its special
function (though in practice he often strays into philosophising about music or
art in general without keeping the two spheres clearly separate).?” The main thrust
of his argumentation is to identify artistic liturgicality (my word but his idea) with
‘objectivité’.

‘Objectivity’ means, in the first place, functionality, subordination of artistic
style to a thing external to it — such as a religious ritual.”’ Samson is dominated by
the notion of constraint, of working with givens: ritual (he tends to write simply of
‘la liturgie’, but has in mind the Tridentine Mass) entails content that is both fixed
for all time by authoritative tradition and sufficiently concrete to have implications
for musical style. The precise nature of this content (a matter of prescribed words,
movements, etc.), and the precise extent of the resulting constraints, hold less
interest for Samson than the basic renunciation of the moi that ‘the litcurgy’
imposes on anyone who would contribute to it. Samson continually likens the
liturgical artist to a worker or craftsman called upon to fashion an object from a
given material, according to set specifications: ‘the musician assembles a mass the
way one assembles a house from concrete: within the imposed frame, he pours his
music’;* or ‘constructs — if | may — machines that find their essential beauty in
their exact and harmonious conformity to the object pursued’.” ‘Objectivity’ in
this sense is therefore the exact opposite of /art pour 'art, a doctrine that Samson
explicitly rejects.*
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Liturgical objectivity is bound to curtail self-expression due to the nature of the
liturgical ‘object’, which is orant and sacramental but also ‘social par définition’, i.e.
communal and public.” Samson never denied that such an activity might involve
emotions or feelings or sentiments, but he distinguished between the kinds of
feelings held by one person and those, necessarily more generalised, that a whole
multitude could share. In that light, for an artist to try to express his vie intérieure
or sensibilité in a liturgical work leads to trouble. As the analogy with construction
makes clear, liturgical creativity for Samson is basically an activity guided by the
intellect: like an artisan making liturgical furnishings, the composer writing a
mass strives for fitness, and the product offers about as much opportunity for self-
expression as a ciborium or a chasuble.

Having stressed objectivity and impersonality, Samson hastens to salvage
expression and personality, calling on two distinct arguments in his various passes
at this problem.? First, he simply points out that the liturgy, for all its constraints,
does still leave a certain room for freedom within which the artist can exercise
his individuality; it may not allow for a personal ‘style’, but it tolerates a personal
‘maniere’ or ‘techniques’ or ‘nuances’.”” No doubt aware that artists would find
this unsatisfying, Samson elsewhere advances a quite different, more ambitious,
self-consciously paradoxical argument, namely that functional constraints, far
from inhibiting creativity, can actually stimulate it. His explanations are difficult
to construe, beyond the commonplace that necessity is the mother of invention,
that challenges force us to grow; like a poet who turns an arbitrarily rigid form
into a virtuoso display of rhyme, the musician might embrace the inflexible cadre
of the mass as a test of resourcefulness, an obstacle to abstract musical working
that exists to be overcome. Seemingly adapting the neo-Thomist distinction
between the ‘individual’ and the ‘person’, he points out the potential discrepancy
between individuality and personal growth (since to have a distinct identity is to
have limits), thus setting up an opposition between accentuation of the 7oi and
Télargissement d[u] moi’.®

All this concern with functional constraint sits uneasily in Samson’s thought
alongside a desire to assimilate liturgical music to absolute music (lz musique
pure), created and appreciable with form alone in mind. The tension culminates
in Samson’s idiosyncratic doctrine of liturgical text-setting, ostensibly based on
his minute analyses of Palestrina, according to which the composer should merely
‘expose’ the liturgical words and not ‘illustrate’ or ‘dramatise’ or ‘sentimentalise’
them.” More specifically, one should treat them as ‘a kind of purely phonetic
material’, imitating in music only what is ‘musical” in the words, i.e. their form
(especially their rhythm), not their signification.*® Rather than amplifying verbal
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meaning, music serves merely to add a further element of beauty, achieved by its
own intrinsic laws. Now, Samson hesitates to prescribe total detachment from
signification, conceding that the composer might express the grammatical structure
of the text, or even take inspiration from its sense at some quite general level;®!
without elaborating on this implicit distinction, he directs his censure particularly
at text-painting (musical imitation of physical objects evoked textually) and at
settings that amplify a text’s emotional potential, ‘squeezing an emotional pulp
out of the word’ as though to represent some individual’s subjective reaction. **
Comparing a mass by Widor (his own teacher, but cited as a representative of bad
Romantic religiosity) to another by Dufay, he commends the latter for resisting
any temptation to exploit the ‘ressources sentimentales” offered by the text.”

Having emancipated liturgical music to follow its own intrinsically musical
laws, Samson feels obliged to resolve what he calls ‘the problem raised by
expression in la musique pure — i.e., to develop something like a theory of musical
meaning in general.** Here again, his main concern lies in reconciling objectivity
and impersonality with expression and personality — an aspiration that leads him
into subtle distinctions but also a certain amount of muddle.

Samson grants that pure music can and should be ‘expressive’, have
‘expression’. But he distinguishes ‘expression’ from the composer’s feelings, or the
communication thereof: ‘One passage by Bach sings of melancholy, another of
joy, but none tells me about the joy or sadness of Bach on some particular day’.*
Expression resides in the music itself and perhaps in the listener, without involving
the creator at all — more than anything, what Samson rejects is the conception of
art as communication of an author’s message or inspiration (belittled as ‘effusions’,
‘confidences’). Then again, walking back his artisanal ideal, he admits that, after
all, one’s feelings (sensibilité) can hardly be excluded from creative activity, that
creativity guided only by savoir or godiit becomes artificial, factitious, formulaic.
Opting for a compromise, he decides simply that the intelligence must keep the
sensibilité in check.’

When it comes to ‘expression’ in the sense of the listener’s reaction, Samson
distinguishes it from émotion or sentiment, especially of the more visceral kind,
to which, he complains, it is often reduced. He proposes to expand the concept
to the point of assimilating it to that of meaning in general: ‘a work of art is
expressive whenever it expresses something — a form, a gesture, an attitude or a
thought just as well as a sentiment’.’” Further, he sometimes defines ‘expression’ so
as to exclude sentiment altogether and correspond to something purely aesthetic
or even intellectual. He identifies such a thing as ‘expression [...] of an essentially,
fundamentally musical kind’,?® and evokes the formalist commonplace that music
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‘expresses’ only itself, effectively collapsing expression into beauty, content into
form:* ‘Just as a play of colours is expressive in itself [...] there exists a musical
expression derived only from the play of elements intrinsic to music’.*’ This purely
musical expression appeals to a specific ‘sens musical’ situated somewhere between
physical sensation and emotion (‘le systtme nerveux’, ‘le systeme affectif’) on
the one hand and the intellect on the other. Or perhaps belonging to the latter:
Samson often characterises musical appreciation as a faculty of [espriz, citing the
notion of émotion intellectuelle’ (from Camille Mauclair) or ‘émotion de pensée’
(Henri Brémond).*! The goal of art, on his account, is to delectate the mind; he
contrasts ‘the joy that [artistic] works can offer to the esprif’ (or, more pointedly,
‘the joy that they dispense to the intelligence’) to inferior sensory stimulation
(‘affective movements’, ‘commotion of the nerves’).*

And yet, elsewhere, Samson merely calls for restraint of musical emotion, taking
up the ideal of ‘juste mesure’ dear to classicism; the difference between healthy
expression or lyrisme and deplorable sentimentalité or sentimentalisme comes down
to a simple matter of degree.” Or again, he frames his imperative in terms of
authorial intent: composers need not #y to express themselves or move listeners,
because a well-made work will do both on its own — and, moreover, trying to
express and arouse is self-defeating. As Samson explained in a letter to Guy de
Lioncourt, who had initiated the correspondence to voice reservations about the
Palestrina book, ‘Expression of the self, and even touching souls, are no longer
for me anything more than results. Results independent of us. They cannot be
the goal. The artist stands to gain, for the sake of the purity of his art, by not
thinking about them’.** More cryptically, when trying to formulate this position
in his notes Samson put the responsibility for expression squarely on the listener:
‘[Liturgical music] will not seek to act on the listeners; it will seek rather to be such
that each of them may, incited by means of it, act on himself’.*

From these music-philosophical reflections Samson extrapolates a philosophy
of musical performance, one with implications for performance style and editing
(again, itcanbehard to tell whether he isdiscussing musicin general, litcurgical music,
or Renaissance polyphony). Unsurprisingly, he endorses an ethos and style typical
of the ‘modernist’ or ‘geometrical’ performance practice emerging at the time:*
the performer must strive to execute the notation precisely, to bring out its shapes
while producing a beautiful sonic material, and not to express his feelings (which
only introduce distortion and sap control) nor to excite anyone else’s (which the
music will take care of on its own if well written and realised).” Like the composer
with ‘the liturgy’, the performer sacrifices individuality to the objective givens of
the score. Specifically, Samson denounces what he calls a ‘Romantic’ performing
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style that relies on contrasts of speed and intensity (‘nuances de mouvement et
de force’) to dramatise a score in hopes of stirring up the crowd.*® He also rejects
the expressive markings routinely introduced into editions of old polyphony, not
as unhistorical but as unnecessary (since anyone with a sens musical can work out
the right shaping from the shape of the notes themselves), as discommodious
(since they merely record some individual’s extraneous, ‘subjective’ tastes) and as
contrary to his anti-Romantic aesthetic. It should go without saying that these
propositions are one thing, and what Samson actually did as a performer another;
a study of the recordings that he made with the Dijon choir from the early 1930s
onwards might well find more ‘Romanticism’ than the writings would lead one
to expect.

In the foregoing I have tried to summarise Samson’s music-philosophical thought
sufficiently to enable readers to appreciate, in the next section, how it related to
other discourses of its time and earlier. I could spend many more paragraphs
working through its complexities, ambiguities and contradictions; Samson adopts
a wariness of simple answers and a taste for reconciling opposites (not to mention
an ambitious scope) that lead him to considerable subtlety but also inevitable
impasses. Moreover, his claims shift considerably according to the sources engaged
with, though they evolve little in the long run. The informed reader will already
have spotted any number of reminiscences of better-known texts, to which we
now turn.

SAMSON’S OBJECTIVISM IN CONTEXT

What was it that made Samson so preoccupied with ‘objectivity’? I see no particular
event or circumstance to hold responsible — only the people and, especially, the
books to which he gravitated. A brief sketch of his own evolution in his 1940 letter
to Lioncourt tends to confirm this hypothesis: ‘Beginning, like most, from a quite
narrow conception of art as the exclusive expression of the self, I slowly moved,
under very diverse influences (especially Maritain, [Romano] Guardini, the
liturgy), towards a detached conception’.”” Though his early criticism is concerned
mostly with ‘modern’ style in religious art, his slow movement had probably begun
by the mid 1920s, the heyday of Neoclassic objectivism, judging from the studied
inexpressivity in some of his contemporary liturgical compositions;*® after 1926,
his post as M& Moissenet’s assistant gave him the leisure to enunciate his ‘detached
conception’ in more extensive writings, starting with A [ombre de la cathédrale
enchantée. Samson probably absorbed his objectivism from the prevailing postwar
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atmosphere, and subsequently nourished it on diverse influences indeed: his archive
reveals a remarkably wide reading, and his texts can dissolve into a patchwork of
borrowings from Claudel, Valéry, Maurice Denis, etc. (Maritain and Guardini he
in fact cites rarely, but only because he had thoroughly assimilated them). In the
rest of this section I parse these ‘influences’ into their main schools of thought.

Samson’s remarks on meaning in /z musique pure belong to venerable traditions
of formalism, aestheticism and absolute music. Most of the key notions — music
expressing only itself, the specifically aesthetic sense, intrinsically musical beauty
— had such long histories and wide diffusion by 1930 that it hardly matters where
he got them. Indeed, when he attributes them to specific sources these are often
rather old, as with the letters of Flaubert, those of Saint-Saéns and Maurice Denis’s
‘Définition du néo-traditionnisme’ (1890), though he also relies heavily on Pierre
Lasserre’s Philosophie du godit musical (1922).

Samson’s hankering after order, hierarchy and absolutes obviously drew its
urgency, if not its content, from the climate of rappel & l'ordre ensuant to the
war, its chaotic aftermath and the first wave of modernism. His radical rejection
of modern liberalism and individualism obviously belongs to the new world
of authoritarian politics. But can we be more specific? In particular, given his
profile and milieu, one inevitably wonders what he owed to Charles Maurras and
Action francaise. This is hard to say. Samson often sounds very Maurrassian, as
in his veneration for Tintelligence’ (recalling Maurras’s LAvenir de intelligence
or Henri Massis’s manifesto ‘Pour un parti de I'intelligence’), his denunciation of
‘subjectivism’ (‘two centuries of subjectivism have so obliterated for us the idea of
order that establishes and maintains the hierarchy of values and subjects art to its
function’, he laments)°! and his invective against Romanticism and the nineteenth
century (‘le stupide x1x siecle’, in Léon Daudet’s phrase), built into his explicitly
pre-Romantic paradigm of the artist as craftsman and even servant.’® Then again,
similar talking points could also be found with non- or anti-Maurrassian classicists
such as Cocteau or Julien Benda,*® and Samson rarely cites Action francaise writers
(he does cite books on art written by Lasserre and by Louis Dimier after each had
broken with Maurras). Of course, his writings mostly postdate the 1926 papal
condemnation of the movement (not that all Catholics heeded it); perhaps not
coincidentally, Samson wrote for the right-wing Revue fran¢aise in the early 1920s
but subsequently for La Vie catholique and La Vie spirituelle, both founded to steer
Catholics away from Maurras. On balance, then, the most we can say is that his
ideology smacks of interwar Catholic corporatism, whose relationship to the new
radical right was famously complex.

8o



NEOCLASSIC OBJECTIVISM MEETS CATHOLIC RITUAL

Contemporary music-historical beliefs also inform this ideology. In line with a
powerful tradition among Catholics and church musicians, Samson took Palestrina
as the ideal model of liturgical music, if not music in general. In particular, he
engages with long-running debates over the existence of emotion, expression,
subjectivity or personality in sacred music predating the rise of figured bass and
‘modern tonality’ — the musical side of a grand historiographical debate over the
origins of modern individualism.** Since the early nineteenth century at the latest,
innumerable authors had suggested that such music represented only a cerebral
play of counterpoint, oblivious to individual feelings and worldly passions and
even to the sense of the text. Though Samson criticises such claims as much as he
repeats them, he drew support for his objectivism from two observations about
Palestrina’s masses, no doubt based on his own intensive study of the repertoire
but potentially informed by any number of musicological sources: that they
incorporate extensive borrowing, calling into question the ideals of personality
and contemporaneity that Samson had championed in church music early in his
career;” and that they seem utterly indifferent to the meaning of the words, with
dissimilar texts set to the same music and dissimilar musical settings used for the
same text.

Much of Samson’s thought, and especially his functionalistic stress on ritual
constraint, joins existing discourses in the aesthetics of religious art, some of them
going back well into the nineteenth century or beyond. Catholic literature on the
subject had long since developed, in response to the kind of Romantic religiosity
that embraced emotion and drama, a tradition of anti-individualism manifested,
musically, in a preference for invisible and anonymous performers, choral forces
to the exclusion of soloists, understated performance style, melodies drawn
from the common fund of plainchant, and generic styles shared amongst many
composers.”® The sources inveigh constantly against tone-painting, theatricality,
sentimentalism, ‘the passions’. Samson absorbed this aesthetic of impersonal
austerity most directly from two of his mentors, namely Moissenet, a foe of
‘nuance’ in ecclesiastical singing who, in his rare writings, stressed the collective,
meditative function of liturgical music to the exclusion of personal expression,”
and the abbé Clément Besse (1870-1923), himself a Moissenet protégé, whose
hostility to ‘subjectivism’ in choral performance and to Romanticism in general
was rooted in neo-Thomist philosophy (which he taught at the Institut catholique
alongside Maritain) and the doctrines of Action frangaise.”® Samson also followed
closely the writings of figures such as Maurice Denis, Alexandre Cingria (La
décadence de lart sacré, 1917) and Maurice Brillant (Lart chrétien en France au
xx siécle, 1927) who led a post-1918 movement of ‘renewal’ in Catholic visual
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art, spearheading a revolution in taste that stigmatised Romantic religious art as
sentimental (in French: fade, miévre; in English: ‘maudlin’, ‘mawkish’).” His views
opposed him to the tribe of musicians affiliated with the Schola Cantorum, who
continued the unabashed Romanticism of their master Vincent d’Indy: d’Indy’s
successor Lioncourt defended the old-fashioned conception of music as a medium
of emotional expression in his exchanges with Samson, while the choirmaster
Maurice Gay, another scholiste, replied to articles published by Samson in La Petite
Maitrise, noting with alarm that ‘his aesthetic is opposed to that of the Schola and
of d’Indy’ (the journal’s official patrons).*

Given the centrality of ‘the liturgy’ to Samson’s thinking, one might expect
to find one of his main influences in the so-called liturgical movement, begun
around 1910 and going strong in the 1930s. Yet this phenomenon, native to
Belgium and the Rhineland, gained little following in France until after the next
war,®" and Samson shows little if any awareness of it beyond Guardini’s bestseller
Vom Geist der Liturgie (1918), which he must have gotten to know only after
its translation in 1929. Moreover, Samson’s quest for aesthetic perfection in the
sacred service, possible only with expert musicians, would have put him at odds
with the movement’s emphasis on active congregational participation, as it indeed
did after 1945.%? From Guardini he took mainly an emphasis on the communality
of ritual, something that had already proved congenial to advocates of austere
modernism in religious art such as the architect Rudolf Schwarz and the musician
Hermann Schroeder, whose ideology resembles his own.®

Finally, for all its continuity with tradition, Samson’s thought owes much to
the authors who were enunciating objectivist philosophies of art in 1920s France,
the maitres a penser of neoclassicism: Jacques Riviere, Cocteau, Gide and especially
Valéry and Maritain. He also appreciated the Catholic writer Maurice Brillant, a
critic acquainted with Stravinsky, Poulenc, Milhaud, Honegger and Auric and
a cheerleader of objectivism in performance style and liturgical art;** Samson’s
archive contains several clippings of Brillant’s articles, and he apparently sent
drafts of the Palestrina material to Brillant for feedback.®® He was also abreast
of the critiques of Neoclassic objectivism, such as Keechlin’s essay ‘Du rdle de la
sensibilité dans la musique’ (1929).% Samson certainly recognised the timeliness
of his objectivism; already in A lombre de la cathédrale enchantée, his 1927 study
of M# Moissenet, he presented his predecessor’s detached performance ethos as
something likely to appeal to les jeunes.” More provocatively, in a 1935 article that
would become the introduction to Palestrina he drew a parallel between “Ira le
sollecitudini’ (a papal regulation on church music from 1903) and the spirit of Le
Coq et 'Harlequin and Le Beeuf sur le t0it,*® trying to suggest, as he explained to a
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scandalised Guy de Lioncourt, that liturgical austerity comported with and even
anticipated the anti-Romanticism of the 1920s: from Rome to Montparnasse
our whole age agrees on this point: down with bombast!’® He also elaborated, in
his next letter, on the importance of Satie’s Socrate in catalysing the ‘concern with
detachment, dépouillement, objectivity that had been nagging me’”® he found
there for the first time a total commitment to ‘ascése expressive’,”! one that made
this cantata, as he wrote elsewhere, ‘the exemplar of a contemporary style that
could serve as a model for our composers of sacred music’.”?

Among contemporary Neoclassicists, Samson cites the Stravinsky of Chroniques
de ma vie about a half dozen times (as well as one of Stravinsky’s interviews and
Boris de Schloezer’s Igor Stravinsky). Four ideas associated with the Russian
composer figure prominently in his thought, whether or not he took them directly
from the Chroniques:

1. The text-setting method of treating words as mere units of sound, deployed
by Stravinsky in (Edipus Rex and much discussed ever since.”? Already in
A lombre de la cathédrale enchantée, Samson attributes to Palestrina a
similar detachment towards the liturgical texts;”* though ostensibly drawing
on his study of Palestrina’s masses, he could conceivably by this time have
encountered the earliest publicisations of Stravinsky’s approach (notably in a
1927 article by Lourié).”” Whatever the case, in Palestrina Samson explicitly
likens the Roman master’s text-setting to that expounded in Stravinsky’s
Chroniques’™ (which itself invokes the old polyphonists, allegedly obliged to
avoid sentimentality and individualism in the service of the church),”” and his
more developed exposition of it in this book is unmistakably Stravinskian.

2. Discourse about different kinds of ‘time’ manifested in music. References
to ‘psychological time’, ‘ontological time’, ‘musical time’ and the like, all
derived in one way or another from Bergson, abound in musicography of
the interwar period, especially in connection to Stravinsky — in articles by
Lourié¢ (1925-28), in the Chronigues and an important review of it by Gilbert
Gadoffre (pseudonym Gilbert Brangues, 1936) and in a 1939 essay by Pierre
Suvchinsky that found its way into Stravinsky’s Poétigue musicale’® Samson
joins this tradition in two footnotes in Palestrina, which assert that early and
modern music ‘est une qualification du temps’, by contrast to Romantic music
which expresses or elicits emotion.”” So with Samson, at least, this kind of
temporal mumbo-jumbo simply stands in for formalism (‘Music qualifies
time’ meaning that music gives time a form, that it is form in motion), as seen
in his elaboration of the theory for Guy de Lioncourt:
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For me, music is a qualification of time. To my sense this definition is broader and
truer than the old definition of music as an expression of sentiments. [...] [M]usic
qualifies real time. I mean that this time that would otherwise be ‘empty’ is now ‘filled’
with something, furnished in a certain manner. And it is then, but only secondarily,
that the listener is put in a certain state. Music only reaches our feelings [éraz sensible]
by qualifying time.®

Samson refers to no sources here or in the Palestrina footnotes, but he could
hardly have come up with such notions all on his own; he was probably echoing
one or more of the sources mentioned above (though when writing Palestrina he
could not yet have known Suvchinsky’s article, the most developed of them).

3. 'The conception of the creative artist as an ouwvrier.®' This surely goes back to
Maritain’s Art et scholastique, whence it had diffused widely by the 1930s.
Samson cites the Chroniques de ma vie as concurring with Maritain on this
point;** did he realise that Stravinsky and his assistants were in fact borrowing
from Maritain?

4. 'The conception of the performer as a mere executant. Samson approvingly
cites this point in the Chroniques,* but by 1935 had certainly already arrived
at similar views, notably under the influence of Moissenet and Besse.

CLOSING REMARKS

Samson’s archive offers a more complete picture of his thought than do his
publications alone. It reveals not so much what Samson thought on matters not
treated in the public writings (which are fairly extensive and already cover most of
his interests thoroughly) as insight into the formation of his ideas, his reasons for
writing. Especially, his notes and drafts refer much more openly to sources tidied
away in the published texts, betraying what he was reading and, more importantly,
what he was doing with it. One can see him trying out ideas, adding, changing,
retracting passages. Also, the unpublished writings often express the same ideas as
the published ones but in rougher terms that, ironically, are easier to grasp.

The analysis of Samsons thought illustrates the discursive complexity of
interwar objectivism, a mixture of diverse sources and intellectual traditions,
including traditional liturgical austerity, traditional classicism and formalism, the
1920s rappel & 'ordre, the collectivism of the liturgical movement, neo-Thomism,
the classicism of the VRF group and that of Action francaise, the ideas of the
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musicians associated with neoclassicism and beliefs about early music. Some of
these currents of thought had been around for a long time, and others arose from
specific developments after the world war. The whole thrust of what Samson has
to say, and even his increasingly punchy style (it is revealing to listen to his voice,
which you can do at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K57aRRMIMpl [last
accessed 26 May 2025]), is self-consciously a product of the hard-bitten world
that had emerged from the trenches, where the musician spent four years, shorn of
the old mustachios and frippery and curlicues. Yet at the same time, in substance,
his ‘souci de détachement, de dépouillement, d’objectivité¢’ prolongs discourses
on religious art that go back a century to the likes of Dom Guéranger. The line
between what is Catholic and what is typically ‘modern’ for the time can be hard
to draw, and I find this interesting,.

The case of Samson also reminds us that objectivism — or, at any rate, debate
over emotion, expression, subjectivity and personality — flourished in musical
discourse right through the 1930s. Certainly, a reaction had set in by about 1927
as figures such as Lourié and Maritain began to nuance their positions and distance
themselves from the provocative declarationsassociated with astridently mechanical
neoclassicism.® And, certainly, the common historiographical narrative of a turn
towards a ‘new humanism’ in the 1930s has truth to it. Still, the objectivism of the
Stravinsky Chroniques and Poétique musicale represents more than just an isolated
holdout: for many other writers in the 1930s, Samson not least among them,
‘Romanticism’, ‘sentimentalism’ and ‘subjectivism’ remained the great enemy,
a bugbear to be overcome with more sophisticated conceptions of expression.
Moreover, insofar as it elevated ‘collective’ sentiments over self-expression, the
typically 1930s preoccupation with mass appeal through monumental simplicity,
at first glance inimical to dry Neoclassical irony, could at least give a second wind
to Neoclassical impersonality.
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