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ABSTRACT
Erin K. Maher: Darius Milhaud in the United States, 1940–71:
Transatlantic Constructions of Musical Identity
(Under the direction of Annegret Fauser)

When the French Jewish composer Darius Milhaud (1892–1974) fled his homeland with his wife
and son at the time of the German invasion in 1940, this displacement marked the beginning of
three decades of engagement with the musical culture and institutions of the United States. After
seven years of wartime exile in Oakland, California, Darius and Madeleine Milhaud divided their
time between Oakland and Paris, taking on a transatlantic existence that enabled them to assume
distinct roles in U.S. musical life. Both during and after World War II, the composer taught on
the faculty of Mills College, participated in intersecting musical networks, and continued to
compose prolifically. He also continually renegotiated his identity as a composer—and as a
Frenchman in the United States—in response to professional opportunities, personal
circumstances, and cultural shifts.
This dissertation presents the first in-depth study of Milhaud’s activity in the United
States, interpreting the results of new archival research through frameworks of identity
construction and transnational mobility. In exile, Milhaud emphasized Frenchness to create space
for himself in the U.S. musical landscape while also “defending French culture” through music.
After the war, he continued to present himself as a “French composer,” while Jewish identity
also took on an increasingly prominent place in his professional life as new institutions and
ideologies of “Jewish music” emerged. Milhaud established a reputation as an aesthetically
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open-minded teacher, and when his neoclassical idiom began to fall out of favor, he attempted to
exert continued authority by positioning himself as a mediator between the musical
establishment and the new avant-garde, connected to U.S. and French musical communities
through his yearly travels. During this time, Madeleine Milhaud carried out her own creative
activity, but also oriented her public image around that of her husband, whose postwar reputation
was complicated by factors including age and disability. Through an exploration of one
composer’s construction of identity, this dissertation asks questions about the goals and effects of
musical biography while contributing to scholarly conversations on exile and migration, French
and Jewish identities, and the generational shifts of postwar modernism.

iv

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Despite the many hours I spent writing alone in my apartment or in the library, this dissertation
was anything but a solitary endeavor. First and foremost, I thank my advisor, Annegret Fauser—
under whose guidance I have done things I thought were far beyond me—for keeping me on
track, for helping me to grow as a scholar and as a human being, and for believing in me more
than I believe in myself. I also thank the other members of my committee: Tim Carter’s wideranging knowledge and attention to detail improved every piece of writing I sent him; Andrea
Bohlman’s enthusiastic inquisitiveness pushed me to think beyond my scholarly comfort zone
and to delight in doing so; Mark Katz and David Garcia have facilitated my development as a
scholar not only as members of my dissertation committee, but also as, respectively, my Master’s
thesis advisor and the Director of Graduate Studies.
Earlier in my graduate career, Brigid Cohen cultivated my interest in migration and
transnationalism through her Fall 2011 seminar, “Music, Musicology, and Cross-Cultural
Encounter,” and conversations with her shaped this dissertation in its beginning stages. Michael
Figueroa joined the Chapel Hill music faculty at just the right moment to help me expand my
understanding of how Milhaud fits into the broader world of Jewish music. I am indebted to
many of my fellow graduate students, past and present, for commenting on my drafts,
accompanying me through this seven-year venture, showing me the path ahead, and making sure
I know that no matter how many social events I might skip, I am never alone. I especially thank
Karen Atkins, Molly Barnes, Christa Bentley, Gina Bombola, Chris Bowen, Cathy Crone,

v

Megan Eagen, Kim Francis, Naomi Graber, Catherine Hughes, Maggie Kadel, Will Robin,
Kristen Turner, Oren Vinogradov, Jennifer Walker, and Chris Wells.
I received financial support for this project from a number of sources. I began my
research as a James W. Pruett Fellow in Music at the Library of Congress in the summer of 2011.
My parents generously covered the cost of dozens of train tickets in the summer of 2012 so that I
could commute daily from their house outside Philadelphia to the New York Public Library for
the Performing Arts. An Off-Campus Dissertation Research Fellowship from the Graduate
School of the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, supplemented by a travel grant from
the Carolina Center for Jewish Studies, enabled me to spend ample time at Mills College, where
I not only did archival research, but also came to know the campus that Milhaud loved so much.
My research in Paris and Basel was supported by the American Musicological Society’s M.
Elizabeth C. Bartlet Fund for Research in France, the Kenan Graduate Student Activities Fund,
and the Paul Sacher Stiftung. I am grateful for the assistance of the librarians and archivists in
each of the institutions where I found material for this project, particularly Michèle Noirjean and
Robert Piencikowski at the Paul Sacher Stiftung, Richard Boursy and Emily Ferrigno at Yale
University, and Janice Braun and Karma Pippin at Mills College. While on campus in Chapel
Hill, I held a teaching assistantship in the Department of Music, and my final year of writing was
funded by an American Fellowship from AAUW.
My four years as an undergraduate music composition major at Moravian College set me
on this path. In particular, I thank my composition instructor and thesis advisor, Larry Lipkis, for
encouraging my enthusiasm for twentieth-century music history; my flute teacher, Robin Kani,
for introducing me to the French flute repertoire; my French professors, Jean-Pierre Lalande and
Joanne McKeown, for helping me develop the language skills necessary for this dissertation; and

vi

my roommate and friend, Jen Bauer, for being a music nerd with me. Before college, I learned
from Rob Ross that composers are people too.
My friends outside musicology—some of whom have been listening to me talk about
Milhaud for a decade or more—have cheered me on, kept me entertained, and answered
questions about everything from French translation to California geography. They include
Katelyn Browne, Julie Cramer, Zanna Fredland, Jessica Jackson, Aliyah Johnson, Rachael
Linden, Rebecca Maxfield, Cassidy Percoco, Lydia Spielberg, and Leanna Yip. A special thanks
goes to Kyra Davies, who never lets me forget that composers are hilarious.
Finally, I thank my family—my parents, Chris and Donna; my siblings, Brian and
Amanda; and my sister-in-law, Rachel. Without the countless ways in which you have supported
and sustained me, I could not have done any of this.

vii

TABLE OF CONTENTS

LIST OF TABLES ......................................................................................................................... xi
LIST OF FIGURES ...................................................................................................................... xii
LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS ...................................................................................................... xiii
NOTE ON TRANSCRIPTION AND TRANSLATION ............................................................. xiv
INTRODUCTION .......................................................................................................................... 1
Milhaud Sources and Scholarship............................................................................................... 6
Composers and Biography ........................................................................................................ 11
Biography as Historiographical Intervention ............................................................................ 20
Milhaud and the United States before 1940 .............................................................................. 27
Chapter Overview ..................................................................................................................... 35
CHAPTER ONE: A FRENCH COMPOSER IN EXILE (1940–44) ........................................... 41
Aix-en-Provence, 1939–40 ....................................................................................................... 43
From Aix to Oakland ................................................................................................................ 52
Separation from France ............................................................................................................. 60
Isolation and Community.......................................................................................................... 74
The Politics of Exile.................................................................................................................. 82

viii

CHAPTER TWO: FORGING A NEW PATH (1944–47) ........................................................... 93
American Connections ............................................................................................................ 101
Politics After the Liberation.................................................................................................... 108
Symbolic Remigration ............................................................................................................ 117
Returning to France................................................................................................................. 126
CHAPTER THREE: THE EVOLUTION OF A JEWISH COMPOSER................................... 136
“The Problem of Jewish Music” ............................................................................................. 141
Music for the Synagogue ........................................................................................................ 153
Israel and California ................................................................................................................ 165
A Jewish Composer on the World Stage ................................................................................ 186
CHAPTER FOUR: MILHAUD AND MILLS COLLEGE ........................................................ 200
Milhaud and Mills ................................................................................................................... 205
Teaching Americans ............................................................................................................... 218
Mills as a Women’s College ................................................................................................... 226
Experimental Music at Mills................................................................................................... 239
CHAPTER FIVE: MADELEINE MILHAUD ........................................................................... 256
Madeleine Milhaud in France ................................................................................................. 261
A French Woman in Exile ...................................................................................................... 268
Professional Activity............................................................................................................... 281
The Composer’s Wife ............................................................................................................. 299
ix

The Composer’s Widow ......................................................................................................... 318
CHAPTER SIX: IDENTITY AFTER EXILE ............................................................................ 323
Embodying International Exchange ........................................................................................ 328
The Disabled Composer .......................................................................................................... 338
Status and Reception ............................................................................................................... 350
Epilogue .................................................................................................................................. 369
BIBLIOGRAPHY ....................................................................................................................... 378

x

LIST OF TABLES

Table 0.1: Performances of Milhaud’s music by New York modern-music societies,
1923–31......................................................................................................................................... 32
Table 5.1: One-act operas and other short works directed by Madeleine Milhaud at the
Aspen Music Festival, 1961–69.................................................................................................. 292

xi

LIST OF FIGURES

Figure 3.1: Marc Chagall, cover art for David, 1954 (Israeli Music Publications) .................... 177
Figure 3.2: David at the Hollywood Bowl, September 1956 ...................................................... 183
Figure 3.3: New York Times, 19 October 1973, p. 51 (ProQuest Historical Newspapers) ......... 197
Figure 4.1: Mills Performing Group concert program, 14 December 1970 ............................... 241
Figure 5.1: Darius and Madeleine Milhaud at home in Oakland, 1967 ...................................... 310

xii

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS

Published Sources
CWMM

Nichols, Roger. Conversations with Madeleine Milhaud. London: Faber
and Faber, 1996.

C-Collaer

Collaer, Paul. Correspondance avec des amis musiciens. Edited by Robert
Wangermée. Liège: Pierre Mardaga, 1996.

C-Hoppenot

Milhaud, Madeleine, Darius Milhaud, Hélène Hoppenot, and Henri
Hoppenot. Conversation: Correspondance 1918–1974, Complétée par des
pages du Journal d’Hélène Hoppenot. Edited by Marie France Mousli.
Paris: Gallimard, 2005.

C-Poulenc

Poulenc, Francis. Correspondance 1910–1963. Edited by Myriam
Chimènes. Paris: Fayard, 1994.

MVH

Milhaud, Darius. Ma Vie heureuse. Paris: Belfond, 1973.

Archival Sources
Mills-DM, x.y.z

Darius Milhaud Collection, Mills College (Oakland, California),
Record Group x, Box y, Folder z

PSS-DM

Darius Milhaud Collection, Paul Sacher Stiftung (Basel, Switzerland)

xiii

NOTE ON TRANSCRIPTION AND TRANSLATION

As a study of migration, this dissertation quotes many letters written in English by Darius
Milhaud and other non-native speakers. To avoid masking or distorting the negotiations of
language involved in Milhaud’s life and work in the United States, I have chosen to transcribe
these documents as precisely as possible—without correcting errors or idiosyncrasies of spelling,
word choice, or syntax—and I only mark errors with [sic] when absolutely necessary for clarity.
For documents translated from French, the original text appears in the footnotes. Milhaud had a
habit of omitting diacritical marks when writing quickly in French; I have silently reinstated
them in my transcriptions. All translations from archival material are my own. I also use my own
translations of quotations from Milhaud’s autobiography, Ma Vie heureuse, though I quote from
the published translations of several other books. Other translations are my own unless otherwise
noted.
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INTRODUCTION

The program notes for the Pittsburgh Symphony Orchestra’s May 1968 performance of Darius
Milhaud’s Le Carnaval d’Aix (1926) included the following remarks on the seventy-five-yearold composer’s perceived connection between Aix-en-Provence, France—his hometown and the
namesake of the piece on the program—and Oakland, California, the city that had become his
second home.
Since the end of World War II, Milhaud has been dividing his time between Europe and
America, composing and teaching. Milhaud told this writer, on a visit to his California
home, the reasons for his attachment to the American West. “Here in California one feels
like in the Provence. There are similar flowers, almond trees, evergreens, and a mild
climate. Sometimes when I sit in my California garden, it seems as though I were in
France.” 1
Milhaud’s idyllic image of a city better known in 1968 for its racialized violence than for its
trees and flowers reflects his seclusion on the campus of Mills College, where he lived and
worked. It also represents the culmination of a process of creating coherence from a lifetime of
international travel. (Three years later, when he retired to Geneva, Switzerland, he chose that
location because it reminded him of Mills.) Seeing Provence in northern California meant that it
was a place where he could feel at home; he had spoken in the 1930s of Aix as “the capital of an
ideal Provence going from Constantinople to Rio de Janeiro,” and by 1968, the San Francisco
Bay Area had become an extension of that imagined landscape. 2

1

Frederick Dorian, “In the Serene Provence,” program notes for the Pittsburgh Symphony Orchestra, 17 and 19
May 1968, New York Public Library for the Performing Arts, Darius Milhaud clippings file.
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Darius Milhaud, “La Musique méditerranéenne” (typescript, c. 1934, Mills-DM, 4.1.1), 14: “je dis parfois qu’Aix
est la capitale d’une Provence idéale qui irait de Constantinople à Rio de Janeiro.”
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Milhaud initially forged his identity as a composer in interwar Paris, first as a member of
the modernist collective known as “Les Six,” then as someone trying to move beyond the
group’s reputation for superficiality. The recurring themes that accrued to his public image
during that time included an ability and willingness to produce new compositions at a rapid pace,
a short-lived fascination with jazz and Brazilian popular music that retained a permanent place in
his reception, the use of a polytonal musical language, and a concept of “Mediterranean” or
“Latin” identity that linked his Provençal Jewish heritage to his aspirations as a mainstream
French composer and to his love of international travel. 3 By 1968, close to the end of his sixtyyear career, these themes and others had been reconfigured and reinterpreted—both by the
composer himself and by colleagues and critics—in response to the personal, professional, and
cultural changes of the past three decades. Prolificness and polytonality marked him as behind
the times in the judgment of many; his association with jazz was strengthened by Dave Brubeck
and other jazz musicians claiming him as an influential teacher; and through his self-defined
Mediterranean identity, he asserted an affinity with landscapes and cultures from Jerusalem to
San Francisco.
World War II was the catalyst for much of this change. Like a number of Jewish artists
and intellectuals in France—a group that included not only native-born French citizens and longestablished immigrants, but also those who had fled Nazi Germany for France during the
1930s—Milhaud had the resources and connections necessary to escape the German invasion in
1940. By taking advantage of established plans for a U.S. concert tour, he secured travel
documents for himself, his wife, and their ten-year-old son—unfortunately leaving behind his
elderly parents—and departed France just a few days before the armistice of 22 June. Both
3

See Barbara L. Kelly, Tradition and Style in the Works of Darius Milhaud 1912–1939 (Aldershot, UK: Ashgate,
2003), 27–37.
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Darius and Madeleine Milhaud joined the faculty of Mills College, which already had a
distinguished music department and a summer French program that drew notable guest lecturers.
Living in Oakland put the Milhauds several hundred miles away from the large and complex
émigré community of Los Angeles, and much farther from New York, where many of their
French compatriots had settled. The relative isolation of Oakland was in some ways
demoralizing, but it also enabled the couple both to create space for themselves in a smaller city
and to engage with wartime politics in their own way. Self-identifying as an exiled Frenchman,
Darius Milhaud aimed to “defend French culture” through his position as a well-known
composer, while Madeleine Milhaud did the same as a teacher of French and drama.
After the liberation of France and the end of the war, Darius and Madeleine Milhaud's
decision to divide their time between Paris and Oakland—following each year at the Paris
Conservatoire with another back at Mills College—enabled them to continue their U.S. activities
as transatlantic cosmopolitans rather than as exiles. Darius Milhaud’s identity as a “French
composer”—or even, as he was sometimes designated in the American press, as “France’s
greatest living composer”—could now be put to work for Cold War political purposes, while
post-Holocaust Jewish culture and the establishment of the state of Israel created a transnational
environment in which being simultaneously a “French composer” and a “Jewish composer” no
longer seemed to be an oxymoron. Although his neoclassical idiom began to fall out of favor,
some among the postwar avant-garde claimed his early experimentalist works, as well as his
long-ago connections to surrealism and Dadaism, as part of their artistic lineage. Disability also
played an increasingly prominent role in Milhaud’s everyday life and in his reception: from the
mid-1940s onward, when the chronic pain and mobility impairment caused by rheumatoid
arthritis required him to use a wheelchair or to walk slowly with canes, this visible physical

3

difference shaped the ways in which critics, friends, and the public interpreted his music as well
as his status as a senior composer. The need to care for her husband changed Madeleine
Milhaud’s public image as well, as it led her to make “wife of the composer” her primary public
identity. Adding summers at the Aspen Music Festival to their ongoing work at Mills, the couple
developed reputations as pedagogues and enlarged their already-expansive network of friends
and colleagues in the international world of concert music.
In addition to his participation in these intersecting networks and communities, Milhaud
composed about half of his 433 numbered works—including all twelve of his symphonies for
large orchestra—during and after World War II. However, this period, and especially his life in
the United States, has been reduced in scholarship to little more than a coda to his activities in
interwar Paris. The relative weight generally given to each period of Milhaud’s career is
exemplified by the “Life” section of the article on the composer in the second edition of the New
Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians (2001): following more than 1,600 words on his
upbringing and early professional activity, the years after 1940 are encapsulated in a single 240word paragraph. 4 Milhaud also plays a significant role in a number of studies of music in
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Jeremy Drake, “Darius Milhaud,” Grove Music Online. This article also summarizes Milhaud’s activity in the
1930s with only two sentences, reflecting the even narrower focus that dominated in the late twentieth century.
Scholars have since offered substantial work on Milhaud in the 1930s, both as an individual composer and as part of
the broader world of French music at that time. See Leslie A. Sprout, “Music for a ‘New Era’: Composers and
National Identity in France, 1936–1946” (PhD diss., University of California, Berkeley, 2000), 1–99; Kelly,
Tradition and Style; Christopher Moore, “Music in France and the Popular Front (1934–1938): Politics, Aesthetics
and Reception” (PhD diss., McGill University, 2007); Louis K. Epstein, “Toward a Theory of Patronage: Funding
for Music Composition in France, 1918–1939” (PhD diss., Harvard University, 2013); Barbara L. Kelly, Music and
Ultra-Modernism in France: A Fragile Consensus, 1913–1939 (Woodbridge, UK: The Boydell Press, 2013); and
the essays by Christopher Moore, Marie-Noëlle Lavoie, Pascal Terrien, and Audrée Descheneaux in Darius
Milhaud: Compositeur et expérimentateur, ed. Jacinthe Harbec and Marie-Noëlle Lavoie (Paris: J. Vrin, 2014).
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interwar Paris, but rarely makes more than a cameo appearance in scholarship on music after
1940, whether focused on France or on the United States. 5
In the aggregate, the impression created by these conspicuous absences and abridgments
is that Milhaud’s exile from France in 1940 put an end not only to the “interesting” part of his
career, but also to his relevance to music history more broadly. Accepting this notion has
troubling implications, as it—however inadvertently—perpetuates the silencing of a composer
exiled as a direct result of Nazi ideology. Yet the causes and the consequences of this silencing
reach far beyond one composer’s life and work, and counteracting it is not a simple matter of reinserting Milhaud and his compositions into established music-historical narratives. Indeed, the
minimization of Milhaud’s place in the history of music after 1940—and of that time period in
his legacy as a composer—reflects a confluence of assumptions, priorities, and boundaries that
have shaped the current state of musicological research.
This dissertation presents the first in-depth study of Milhaud's career in the United States.
Through extensive research in U.S. and European archives, I trace his activity as a composer and
teacher in the context of the ideologies of music, nation, religion, gender, disability, and politics
that shaped the construction and reception of his identity in a variety of contexts. By
repositioning Milhaud’s 1940 exile as the beginning of a story, rather than as the end of one, this
dissertation not only asserts a place for one composer in a particular musical and cultural
landscape, but also refocuses that landscape in a manner that draws attention to the ways in
which scholars have constructed and framed it.

5

Significant recent exceptions include Annegret Fauser, Sounds of War: Music in the United States during World
War II (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013), and Deborah Mawer, French Music and Jazz in Conversation:
From Debussy to Brubeck (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2014).
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Milhaud Sources and Scholarship
The main biographical source on Darius Milhaud is still his memoirs, first published in 1949 as
Notes sans musique (“Notes Without Music”) and expanded in 1973 as Ma Vie heureuse (“My
Happy Life”). 6 In 1964, he gave the manuscript of all but the last five chapters, which had not
yet been written, to the Music Division of the Library of Congress, where I stumbled upon it in
2011 as an intern working in the basement. 7 This manuscript consists of the notebooks in which
he drafted the first edition of Notes sans musique, Madeleine Milhaud’s transcribed draft of two
additional chapters that he dictated to her, and a typed version of those chapters with corrections
in Darius Milhaud’s hand. 8 In this study, I quote from the manuscript only when it provides
information absent from the official text or when the time and place at which Milhaud wrote a
given part of the text is significant. For example, the preface states that he began writing on the
day of the liberation of Paris in 1944, and he completed the first draft shortly before returning to
France in 1947. Otherwise, I quote from Ma Vie heureuse, using my own English translations.
Even in this expanded edition, the narrative is weighted heavily toward Milhaud’s early life and
the era of Les Six; the chapters added after 1949 are also noticeably more fragmented and diarylike. This imbalance in Milhaud’s own telling of his life story both reflects and perpetuates the
central place of the early 1920s in his image as a composer. Two extended interviews with

6

There was also a 1962 edition that included several new chapters, but retained the title of Notes sans musique. The
first English translation was published in 1953, with the translation of Ma Vie heureuse following in 1995. The only
recent biography of Milhaud, by Micheline Ricavy and Robert Milhaud, does not include a significant amount of
new information, and it largely reproduces the existing biographical narrative; Darius Milhaud: Un compositeur
français humaniste: sa traversée du XXe siècle (Paris: Van de Velde, 2013).

7

My thanks to fellow intern Christa Bentley for spotting the case on the shelf and pointing it out to me.

8

The two additional chapters appear in the 1962 French and German editions of Notes sans musique as well as in
Ma Vie heureuse.
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Madeleine Milhaud supplement Ma Vie heureuse and introduce her own perspective on her
husband’s career and on their life together. 9
In addition to Ma Vie heureuse, the primary-source material for this project includes
correspondence, newspaper articles, printed and recorded interviews, and other documents. I am
one of the first scholars to have had access to the Darius Milhaud Collection at the Paul Sacher
Stiftung in Basel, Switzerland; these materials, which include correspondence, music
manuscripts, and unpublished writings, were transferred to the Sacher Stiftung following the
death of Madeleine Milhaud in 2008. This collection is essential to every chapter of my
dissertation; most notably, letters to Milhaud from friends in France during and immediately
after the German occupation have greatly enriched my understanding of the symbolic importance
the composer held for them and the practical aspects of preparing for his return. At the
Bibliothèque Nationale de France in Paris, Milhaud’s letters to the composer Henri Sauguet—
numbering more than three hundred—document almost his entire career, with a gap between
1940 and 1944. Published correspondence collections of Francis Poulenc and Paul Collaer
feature dozens of letters to, from, or about Milhaud from the period under discussion in this
study, and even more from before 1940. 10 Nearly three hundred of Darius and Madeleine
Milhaud’s letters to their close friends Henri and Hélène Hoppenot were published in 2005, and
this extraordinarily rich resource offers a level of factual detail and emotional complexity

9

Roger Nichols, Conversations with Madeleine Milhaud (London: Faber and Faber, 1996), hereafter CWMM;
Madeleine Milhaud, Mon XXème siècle, edited by Mildred Clary (Paris: Bleu Nuit, 2002). For the latter interview, I
use Clary’s own English translation, My Twentieth Century (Cleveland: Darius Milhaud Society, 2008). The two
interviews cover much of the same material, but Clary’s is organized into a chronological narrative.
10
Paul Collaer, Correspondance avec des amis musiciens, ed. Robert Wangermée (Liège: Pierre Mardaga, 1996);
Francis Poulenc, Correspondance 1910–1963, ed. Myriam Chimènes (Paris: Fayard, 1994). In subsequent citations,
I refer to these collections as C-Collaer and C-Poulenc, respectively.
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missing from Ma Vie heureuse and other published sources. 11 However, the other half of the
conversation is unfortunately missing, and there are a number of redactions in the text.
I have examined the entire Milhaud collection at Mills College, which includes
correspondence with Mills professors and administrators, press clippings, photographs, concert
programs, music manuscripts, unpublished writings, recorded and transcribed interviews with
both Darius and Madeleine Milhaud, and copies of the Darius Milhaud Society Newsletter. My
sources also include letters and manuscripts in collections at the Library of Congress, the New
York Public Library for the Performing Arts, Yale University, and the University of California,
Berkeley. The more than three thousand newspaper articles I have collected for this project come
from three main sources: ProQuest Historical Newspapers, the commercial database
NewspaperARCHIVE.com, and the extensive clippings file in the Mills College collection.
Although I cite only a fraction of these articles, they have helped me to establish a chronology of
Milhaud’s various activities in the United States.
Studies of Milhaud’s pre-exile career—which comprise nearly all of the scholarship on
the composer—have informed my understanding of the person he was at the time of his arrival in
the United States in 1940. Barbara L. Kelly has discussed Milhaud’s negotiation of French,
Jewish, and Mediterranean identities in the first decades of his professional activity, drawing on
his compositions and writings between 1912 and 1939. 12 Her study, published in 2003,

11

Madeleine Milhaud, Darius Milhaud, Hélène Hoppenot, and Henri Hoppenot, Conversation: Correspondance
1918–1974, Complétée par des pages du Journal d’Hélène Hoppenot, ed. Marie France Mousli (Paris: Gallimard,
2005). In subsequent citations, I refer to this collection as C-Hoppenot. Henri Hoppenot was a French writer and
diplomat; he and his wife befriended Milhaud in Rio de Janeiro in 1918—where he and Milhaud both worked for
Paul Claudel, the French ambassador to Brazil—and he subsequently wrote the librettos for Milhaud’s three opérasminute in 1927. Madeleine Milhaud became friends with the Hoppenots after her marriage to Darius Milhaud in
1925, and about twenty percent of the letters in this volume are written by her. During World War II, Henri
Hoppenot served as the Vichy ambassador to Uruguay before defecting to the Free French in 1942 and taking up a
new post in Washington, D.C.
12

Kelly, Tradition and Style.
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represents a significant move away from the narrow focus on the early 1920s found in most
earlier scholarship on Milhaud, and toward critical engagement with issues of personal and
professional identity construction. Kelly’s most recent book, Music and Ultra-Modernism in
France, situates Milhaud within intergenerational networks of composers and critics during the
same time period. 13 Louis K. Epstein’s analysis of Milhaud’s business correspondence from the
1930s reveals the experience and strategies the composer subsequently brought to the task of
continuing his work in a new country, and he also documents Milhaud’s earlier U.S. concert
tours. 14 Jane F. Fulcher, Leslie A. Sprout, and Christopher Moore have discussed Milhaud’s
involvement with French culture and politics in the interwar years within broader studies of that
period. 15 The 2014 essay collection Darius Milhaud: Compositeur et expérimentateur features
contributions on a variety of topics, including compositional experimentation, Provençal identity,
and stage and film music, mostly focusing on the interwar period. 16
Much of the scholarly engagement with Milhaud’s career after 1940 appears in
dissertations focusing on individual aspects of his compositional output. Ralph Swickard’s 1973
survey of Milhaud’s symphonies incorporates the author’s first-hand observations about the
composer’s U.S. reception, as well as information about the genesis of each work. 17 In a
dissertation on Milhaud’s ballets, Sandra Sedman Yang details the collaborative processes

13

Kelly, Music and Ultra-Modernism in France.

14

Epstein, “Toward a Theory of Patronage,” 260–331.

15

Jane F. Fulcher, The Composer as Intellectual: Music and Ideology in France 1914–1940 (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2005); Sprout, “Music for a ‘New Era’”; Moore, “Music in France and the Popular Front.”
16

Jacinthe Harbec and Marie-Noëlle Lavoie, eds., Darius Milhaud: Compositeur et expérimentateur (Paris: J. Vrin,
2014).
17

Ralph Swickard, “The Symphonies of Darius Milhaud: An Historical Perspective and Critical Study of their
Musical Content, Style, and Form” (PhD diss., University of California, Los Angeles, 1973)
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behind The Man from Midian, Jeux de printemps, and The Bells, all composed in the 1940s. 18
Jeremy Drake’s study of Milhaud’s operas discusses Bolivar, written in exile but premiered in
Paris, and David, which received a significant performance at the Hollywood Bowl in 1956. 19
In a book chapter featuring exiled composers from multiple countries, Annegret Fauser
shows that Milhaud’s French identity was central to his construction of a compositional career in
the United States. 20 By drawing attention to the distinct ways in which composers from Allied or
Axis countries engaged with issues of national identity in exile, Fauser demonstrates that
scholarly frameworks assuming a German or Austrian subject—which are particularly common
in musicology—cannot always apply comfortably to exiled individuals with other
backgrounds. 21 Kimberly A. Francis’s study of Nadia Boulanger and Igor Stravinsky also
addresses the issue of displacement from France and from French musical life—and, in the case
of Boulanger, of remigration after the war—as does other scholarship on these two musicians. 22
Other scholarship on exile and migration in the lives of twentieth-century European composers
has shaped my approach to this dissertation. Sabine Feisst’s book on Arnold Schoenberg in the
United States parallels this project in a number of ways, with discussions of teaching, the
American music business, and the negotiation of multiple identities.23 Whereas Feisst was
18
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writing against an “existing literature . . . fraught with misinformation and misunderstandings,”
however, so little has been written on Milhaud’s U.S. career that I do not have as many
established myths to dispel. 24 The concept of “symbolic remigration” in Joy H. Calico’s work on
postwar European performances of Schoenberg’s A Survivor from Warsaw gives me a lens
through which to view the return of Milhaud’s music to French concert programs and radio
broadcasts in the period between the end of the German occupation in 1944 and the composer’s
own return to France in 1947. 25 Brigid Cohen’s study of Stefan Wolpe criticizes the limitations
of an “exile” framework—particularly as it relates to nation-centered music historiography—and
situates the composer within musical and artistic communities in a way that has influenced my
perception of Milhaud’s U.S. activities, particularly his involvement with Mills College. 26

Composers and Biography
Although this study is not a biography of Darius Milhaud in any comprehensive sense, my
methodological framework owes much to recent reevaluations of biography in musicology,
history, and the humanities more broadly. 27 The shift away from “great man” paradigms of

24
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biography and toward a view of individual lives as multifaceted and socially constituted is
especially vital in the case of composers of Western art music, who are—even now—too often
seen through the distorting lens of traditional biography. 28 My approach aligns with the
recommendations of Jolanta T. Pekacz, who argues that the ways in which we view the lives of
individual musicians must move beyond older models of biography that aim for thematic
consistency and a unified identity:
If, indeed, individuals cannot be separated from the social, cultural, and symbolic world
in which they act, and no one ‘invents’ a self apart from cultural notions available in a
particular cultural setting, then a biographer should not be looking for a single psychic
conflict that ‘unlocks’ the subject’s life but, rather, for other factors: the evidence of a
self that is performed to create an impression of coherence; an individual with multiple
selves whose different manifestations reflect the passage of time and the demands and
options of different settings; a variety of ways in which others seek to represent this
individual. 29
The practice of “traditional biography” against which Pekacz argues is rooted in
nineteenth-century conceptions of the artistic “genius” and of “art . . . as self-expression.” 30 This
outdated model has been thoroughly supplanted by several decades of scholarship in the
humanities on identity construction and artistic networks. For example, feminist historian Jo Burr
Margadant writes on the paradigm shift of the “new biography”: “The subject of biography is no
longer the coherent self but rather a self that is performed to create an impression of coherence or
an individual with multiple selves whose different manifestations reflect the passage of time, the
demands and options of different settings, or the varieties of ways that others seek to represent
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that person.” 31 Yet although this fundamental premise of “new biography” is now well-accepted,
traditionalist thinking still holds sway in popular and scholarly understandings both of individual
composers and of the generic figure of “the composer.” The image of a composer as an
autonomous creator is a powerful one, and alternative interpretive lenses must be taken up
actively and intentionally in order to stop reinscribing the biographical tropes of the “great
composer.”
Our perceptions of composers’ lives—and of why they may or may not be worthy of
study—are bound up in enduring musicological ideologies of the musical work, music history,
and the nature of creativity. Composer biography inevitably raises questions about the
relationship between one’s life and one’s creative output, but fitting one aspect to an alreadydistorted image of the other can be doubly misleading. The standard chronological “life and
works” format for a biographical study assumes a certain parallel trajectory between the two,
while also implying that the central reason for learning about a given composer’s life is to
provide context for that composer’s music. The absence of biographical detail about Milhaud’s
later life has indeed made it difficult to incorporate his post-1940 compositions into an
understanding of his output as a whole. In some recent studies, the titles of works take on
outsized significance, standing in for information about the circumstances of their creation. 32
Elsewhere, it seems as if his later works—that is, the entire second half of his catalog—can be
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invoked only as part of a narrative of decline. 33 Yet the problem is not merely a lack of data, but
also the basic assumption that a composer’s “life” and “work” are both thematically cohesive.
I argue that Milhaud’s exile disrupts the perceived arc of his life in a way that has
confounded conventional “life and works” interpretations, but my purpose in this study is not to
craft a revised biographical lens through which all of his music could be satisfyingly read.
Rather, I use this rupture as an opportunity to reject the search for life/work coherence, and
instead to explore other modes of biography and other reasons for taking interest in a composer’s
life. With the exception of a chapter on Milhaud’s engagement with the changing concepts and
institutions of Jewish music, this dissertation largely does not discuss specific compositions,
which may seem at first to be capitulating to the often-invoked notion that Milhaud’s output is
too large and unwieldy for anyone to discern which works are “important.” However, letting “the
music itself” fade to the background allows a composer to be understood as more than a creator
of musical compositions, which in turn relieves some of the pressure to create a biographical
narrative that serves to explain a body of work.
I further contend that this work of rethinking individual composers’ lives and identities is
a necessary part of our discipline’s collective effort to broaden the scope and focus of
musicology. The decentering of composers illuminates the complex networks of individuals,
institutions, and cultural forces in which music is created and heard; we can no longer conceive
of a given composition as the sole product of its composer’s mind, seemingly divorced from reallife circumstances. 34 However, associating composer-centered study with a narrow and outdated
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view of creative production not only implies that there is nothing new to say about individual
composers as people—thereby leaving us with the images that have already been formed by
criticism and scholarship—but also continues to set composers apart from all other participants
in musical communities. The life of a composer is as complex and interconnected as any other
life; once this is fully taken into account, composers can be re-centered in individual studies
without losing sight of the bigger picture, enabling more nuanced representations of particular
composers to enter into the broader narrative. 35
At the same time, it is also necessary to recognize and to interrogate the ways in which
the unifying impulses of traditional biography have operated in the construction of a particular
composer’s identity. 36 Pekacz writes that one of the aims of traditional biography is to locate “a
single psychic conflict that can ‘unlock’ the subject’s life and œuvre—a core personality that can
be found if only one digs deep and long enough,” giving the examples of Bach’s religiosity and
Chopin’s Polishness.37 In the case of Milhaud, the “core personality” most often identified—
especially in Anglophone scholarship and criticism—is the one expressed in the first line of his
memoirs: “I am a Frenchman of Provence and of the Israelite religion.” 38 Even now, as Louis K.
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Epstein has stated, “most of the important scholarship on Milhaud begins by rehashing and
expanding on the identity markers he offers in his autobiography.” 39 I do not avoid this pattern,
as this dissertation does devote considerable attention to issues of French and Jewish identity.
However, exploring the new meanings of these identities in Milhaud’s life and career after
1940—which necessitates an understanding of identity as “multiple and mobile . . . constantly in
the making in response to outside developments, based on cultural expectations rather than on
any essential characteristics”—productively complicates what has become a well-worn trope. 40
The contradiction inherent in the overuse of the “French, Jewish, Provençal” identity
markers is that a sentence Milhaud wrote in San Francisco in 1944 is used primarily to explain
his work and personality in France before 1940, which can give the false impression of identity
as static and innate. Barbara L. Kelly’s Tradition and Style in the Works of Darius Milhaud
1912–1939 shines a necessary light on Milhaud’s efforts to construct and manage these identities
in the first decades of his career, but many writers are not so careful. In the entry on Milhaud for
the 1980 New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, Christopher Palmer uses the sentence
to explain the supposed decline in the composer’s music after 1940, drawing a familiar
connection between exile and a loss of creative power:
Certainly his best work was done by the outbreak of World War II. The distinct fallingoff in quality (if not in quantity) perceptible thereafter may be attributable partly to
increasing age and infirmity, professorial commitments and other extra-musical
impediments; but the real cause of the trouble was surely the war, which cut Milhaud off
from his homeland and from one of the two prime sources of his inspiration. For he
neatly isolated both mainsprings when he declared in the opening words of his
autobiography “I am a Frenchman from Provence, and by religion a Jew.” 41

39

Epstein, “Toward a Theory of Patronage,” 330. As examples, Epstein cites Paul Collaer, Darius Milhaud
(Geneva: Slatkine, 1982); Drake, The Operas of Darius Milhaud; and Kelly, Tradition and Style.
40

Jolanta T. Pekacz, “The Nation’s Property: Chopin’s Biography as a Cultural Discourse,” in Musical Biography:
Towards New Paradigms, ed. Jolanta T. Pekacz (Aldershot, UK: Ashgate, 2006), 45.
41

Palmer, “Darius Milhaud,” 306. On this passage in the context of disability, see chapter 6.

16

Yet as Annegret Fauser has discussed, it was at a key moment in his exile—the day of the
liberation of Paris—that Milhaud felt compelled to declare his identity in this way. 42 And from
his autobiography’s initial publication in 1949 to the present day, the sentence has taken on a life
of its own, reproduced and invoked so many times as nearly to close off the possibility of not
identifying this duality between nationality and religion as the “single psychic conflict” of the
composer’s life.
A secondary “conflict,” often invoked but rarely discussed in any detail, is that of
disability and illness. Never in good health, Milhaud was rejected for military service in World
War I (which led to his two years of diplomatic duties in Brazil), and by the second half of the
1920s, still only in his mid-thirties, he had started to suffer chronic pain and periods of acute
illness, eventually diagnosed as rheumatoid arthritis. Even between these episodes, his physical
mobility gradually declined; in the 1930s, he sometimes walked with a cane, and by 1940, his
condition—which could be exacerbated by emotional distress—affected his daily life enough
that it became a factor in his family’s decision to leave France as quickly as possible after the
invasion. After a protracted bout of ill health in 1944, he could no longer walk unassisted; from
that point onward, he used a wheelchair most of the time, which marked him conspicuously as
disabled. Biographical writing on people with disabilities is particularly susceptible to
problematic “grand narratives,” such as that of an artist overcoming or transcending physical
limitations through creative work. 43 Drawing on perspectives from disability studies, I reevaluate
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the roles of disability in Milhaud’s professional activity and reception, showing how it
intersected with other aspects of his identity. 44
The emphasis in recent biographical studies on the self-fashioning and social construction
of identity is rooted in the efforts of feminist biographers to develop alternatives to the “great
man” model that enable women’s stories to be told more fully. 45 These methods are now
commonly applied to male subjects as well—including those who might otherwise be depicted as
“great men”—as historian and biographer Susan Ware writes:
The thrust of feminist biography several decades ago—focusing on the interplay between
the personal and the political during a woman’s life—is starting to lose its freshness now
that such an approach is so much more commonplace for men as well as women. Just as
women’s lives (at least elite white women’s lives) are increasingly becoming more
similar to men’s, the former chasm between how biographers write a woman’s life and
how they write a man’s life has narrowed. 46
This “narrowing” between approaches to male and female biographical subjects is central to the
basic methodological framework of this dissertation, which has a secondary protagonist in
Madeleine Milhaud. The wives of “great composers” have long been relegated in biography and
scholarship to the passive role of the “muse,” depicted as inspiring the creativity of their
husbands but having no independent identity or accomplishments. 47 Moving beyond this limiting
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archetype requires not only a feminist biographical perspective on the women in these
relationships—one that recognizes their agency and the complexities of their lives—but also a
rejection of the tropes of the autonomous male genius. 48
Madeleine Milhaud is explicitly connected to the concept of the “muse” through Darius
Milhaud’s 1944 piano suite La Muse ménagère (“The Household Muse”), a musical depiction of
the couple’s daily life together. Such a work illustrates that gendered constructions of creativity
are not merely imposed on a historical subject’s life by biographers or critics invested in the idea
of the “great composer,” but rather form part of the cultural fabric in which composers have
interpreted their own lives and relationships. In the case of Madeleine Milhaud, her own agency
in refashioning herself as “the composer’s wife” after 1940—and, after 1974, “the composer’s
widow”—further complicates any attempt to draw a line between biography and autobiography.
Just as Darius Milhaud’s Ma Vie heureuse presents a version of his life that has fundamentally
shaped his enduring image as a composer, Madeleine Milhaud’s actions and words have
produced particular frames for interpreting his legacy and her own place in it. Her published and
recorded interviews, which feature Darius Milhaud as the primary subject, can be read as what
feminist historian Marilyn Yalom calls “female-authored life-writing containing both the story of
another and the story of oneself,” allowing “the woman witness to enter into history as a writing
subject.” 49 In this dissertation, Madeleine Milhaud plays multiple roles: she is both a character in
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the narrative and a co-creator of it, both a source of information and a gatekeeper, both “the
wife” and her own person. Unlike earlier generations of Milhaud scholars, I never met her or
wrote to her, as I began this project in 2011, three years after her death at the age of 105.
Consequently, I have a somewhat different perspective on this subject, but one that still bears the
influence of her narrative voice.

Biography as Historiographical Intervention
In the discipline of history, biography has often been situated in opposition to the social and
structural histories that predominated during the Cold War. 50 Some defenders of biography’s
continued value have pointed to the potential for individual life stories to illustrate or encapsulate
larger processes. 51 While I agree with such arguments, I am more interested in biography’s
ability to intervene in established narratives by throwing a spotlight on the implicit boundaries of
nation, place, ideology, aesthetics, and “significance”—among many others—that determine and
define the threads of our historiography. 52 Labor historian and biographer Nick Salvatore recalls
being told as a graduate student in the early 1970s that “biography is not history because the
question of periodisation is a given, as biography is framed by the birth and death of the
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subject.” 53 Yet the apparent violation of historiography that occurs when one person’s life serves
as the primary framework is precisely why such studies are both valuable and necessary.
An individual life crosses in and out of countless other stories, sometimes remaining just
outside or behind written history, and interrogating the reasons for a subject’s absence from
existing narratives is often revealing in more ways than one. Such an approach has been
particularly vital to feminist musicology, as Jane Bowers and Judith Tick write in the
introduction to their pioneering 1986 volume Women Making Music: “The absence of women in
the standard music histories is not due to their absence in the musical past. Rather, the questions
so far asked by historians have tended to exclude them.” 54 Jazz scholarship in the past two
decades, including Sherrie Tucker’s work on “all-girl” bands, has also engaged productively with
these questions of historiography and representation. 55 Brigid Cohen’s study of Stefan Wolpe—a
composer whose “formidably dense cultural connections confound traditional narratives of
modernism as a series of discrete styles and schools”—compellingly demonstrates the potential
of individual stories to destabilize and reconfigure established narratives of groups or artistic
movements. 56
Milhaud’s transnational mobility is the most obvious and consequential way in which his
life cuts through historiographical boundaries. As Cohen and others have argued, musicology’s
ongoing reliance on national categories has limited the field’s ability to contend fully with—or
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sometimes merely to recognize—the multifaceted effects of displacement on twentieth-century
Western music. 57 Milhaud ostensibly drops out of the history of “French music” in 1940, yet he
never becomes part of the history of “American music,” except perhaps as a teacher of American
musicians and as a “foreign” musical influence on such composers as Aaron Copland. Placing
him at the center of a narrative therefore not only illustrates the limits of these overarching
categories, but also reveals alternative ways of conceptualizing and framing musical histories.
Musicologists have been engaging with themes of exile and migration in the lives and
music of twentieth-century European composers for several decades, yet until Annegret Fauser’s
Sounds of War, Milhaud was scarcely mentioned in this scholarship. The chief reason for this
absence is that with the notable exception of Igor Stravinsky, musicological work on World War
II–era exile has focused almost entirely on individuals exiled from Germany and Austria, a
lasting effect of its origins in the interdisciplinary field of Exilforschung. 58 As a French Jew,
Milhaud’s experience of exile differed in significant ways from French Catholics as well as from
German Jews, groups that constituted much of his personal and professional U.S. network. While
there is a small body of literature on the wartime French presence in the United States—focusing
on writers and artists rather than on musicians, and centered principally in New York—these
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studies largely overlook the specific concerns of French Jewish exiles. 59 Jewish individuals such
as Claude Lévi-Strauss and André Maurois are part of these narratives, but this vital aspect of
their exile is not given full weight, and the image that emerges is that of a group of privileged
non-Jewish émigrés who would not have faced any particular danger had they remained in
France. 60 This is one reason why I use the term “exile” to characterize Milhaud’s 1940–47
displacement, despite recent scholarship highlighting the limitations of the concept or
questioning its appropriateness for people whose fame and connections distinguished their
experiences from those who arrived with little or no support network. 61
The focus on New York in the scholarship on French exiles raises another issue that has
contributed to Milhaud’s historiographical marginalization, that of geographically bounded
communities. In interwar Paris, he was active in the cultural life of a large and complex artistic
center, alongside numerous other musicians, writers, and artists who are also viewed as
historically significant; such studies as Roger Nichols’s The Harlequin Years illustrate the
vibrancy of that environment and Milhaud’s place in it. 62 Yet the composer’s displacement to
Oakland separated him not only from Paris, but also from New York and Los Angeles, where
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greater numbers of exiled European artists settled. If Milhaud had found work in New York in
1940, he would likely figure more prominently in studies of the French exiles; likewise, had he
gone to Hollywood, he might not be merely a peripheral character in the literature on the musical
exile community in Los Angeles. 63
Milhaud’s initial impression of life in Oakland was one of isolation; he was acutely aware
of the vast distances that stood between him and most of the people he knew. But letting
isolation become the defining image of his exile would further reinforce a view of “center” and
“periphery” in which the location and size of a community determines the significance of the
people in it. The relative lack of prominent composers—whether émigré or U.S.-born—in the
San Francisco Bay Area enabled Milhaud to have more of an influence on the region’s
developing musical culture than he would have had in Los Angeles as one of the many film
composers there, and Oakland and the surrounding area also took on a special role in his life.
Furthermore, he was not completely disconnected from his friends and associates elsewhere in
the country, even if he seldom saw them in person, and these geographically dispersed networks
also shaped his experience of exile.
Most of the French exile community returned to Europe permanently after the war, as the
prospect of going back to a formerly occupied country such as France was quite different from
what their German counterparts faced. Consequently, the standard narrative of this group does
not extend past the 1940s. Emmanuelle Loyer’s Paris à New York devotes considerable attention
to issues of remigration, and she does note that some people—such as Jacques Maritain—
63

See John Russell Taylor, Strangers in Paradise: The Hollywood Émigrés 1933–1950 (New York: Holt, Rinehart
and Winston, 1983); Dorothy Lamb Crawford, A Windfall of Musicians: Hitler’s Émigrés and Exiles in Southern
California (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009); Alexander Gordon Kahn, “Double Lives: Exile Composers in
Los Angeles” (PhD diss., University of California, Berkeley, 2009). For broader studies of Los Angeles exile culture
with some focus on musicians, see David Wallace, Exiles in Hollywood (Pompton Plains, NJ: Limelight Editions,
2006); Ehrhard Bahr, Weimar on the Pacific: German Exile Culture in Los Angeles and the Crisis of Modernism
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007).

24

maintained some degree of U.S. activity after the war, as Milhaud did, but the question of
individual French identity in the postwar United States has gone essentially unexplored by
scholars. 64 I address this issue by examining the ways in which concepts of France and
Frenchness played into Milhaud’s self-presentation, his perceived status as a composer, and
interpretations of his music in the United States through the first decades of the Cold War.
Milhaud can be counted among the twentieth century’s most prominent Jewish
composers, and his self-identification as “un Français de Provence et de religion israélite” has
ensured a recognized place for this aspect of his identity in his compositional legacy, but he
rarely receives more than a brief mention in studies of Jewish art music. 65 I argue that his
Provençal Jewish background makes him nearly invisible to historical narratives that privilege an
exclusively Ashkenazi discourse of Eastern European cultural nationalism versus Central
European assimilated modernism, just as his own sense of separation from that discourse
influenced his strategy of emphasizing his claim to a mainstream French musical tradition in his
early career. In a recent study, Israeli musicologist Assaf Shelleg aims to “decenter the Eastern
European soundscape” by contextualizing its perceived authenticity, yet his description of
assimilated European Jewish composers, “outsiders to their own traditions,” engaging in a
“process of auto-exoticism” by drawing on that soundscape—or on imagined versions of it—still
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excludes Milhaud, who located his Jewish roots not in the east, but in his native Provence, or,
more broadly, in the Mediterranean. 66 As I demonstrate, Milhaud later drew upon this
“Mediterranean” identity to connect to Israel, while changing concepts of Jewish identity and
culture in the United States created a context in which he could present himself legibly as a
“Jewish composer” without diminishing his status as a “French composer.”
Tracing the later life of a composer best known for his work in the early 1920s crosses
chronological and aesthetic boundaries that may be even more entrenched in the historiography
of twentieth-century music than boundaries of nation and place. Paul Griffiths writes: “It can be
no surprise that 1945 represents a shift in music. The destruction, havoc, grief, and misery felt
across the world—and the widespread hopes for a new social order, and therefore a new
culture—demanded not just reconstruction but an alternative paradigm.” 67 Yet although the idea
of a fundamental paradigm shift at the end of World War II was embraced by composers seeking
a new path forward, accepting this artistic ideology at face value creates a distorted image of the
postwar musical landscape by obscuring continuity and dismissing composers whose music no
longer sounded “new.” Examining Milhaud’s reception and status through the 1960s reveals
complexities that cannot be reduced to a narrative of increasing irrelevance. Furthermore, his
strategies for navigating a changing musical culture—along with the ways in which others
argued for or against his continued significance—present a striking opportunity to locate and
interpret the place of the interwar avant-garde in the postwar avant-garde’s own concepts of
modernist historiography, further confounding the notion of a complete rupture.
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Milhaud and the United States before 1940
The first known U.S. performance of one of Milhaud’s compositions took place in New York’s
Aeolian Hall on 7 December 1914, when the Flonzaley Quartet featured two movements of what
was then his only string quartet in one of its subscription concerts, alongside works by
Beethoven and Tchaikovsky. At that time, none of the events that would define Milhaud’s early
career had yet occurred; still a Conservatoire student and little known even in France, he had not
even met Francis Poulenc or Erik Satie. The review of the concert in the New York Tribune
described the twenty-two-year-old composer:
Darius Milhaud is one of the younger French composers, who swear not by the gospel of
Gounod and Massenet, but who follow the banner of Claude Debussy. In the two
movements of the Quartet, as revealed last night, Mr. Milhaud displayed the finesse and
subtle nuances so beloved of all this school, and also more than its usual amount of
vagueness and tortuous wanderings. Masculinity the composition did not have, but its
esoteric meanings will no doubt be sought for by the faithful. 68
The Flonzaley Quartet was a significant agent of transatlantic musical exchange in the early
twentieth century. Based in New York and consisting of musicians from Belgium, Italy, and
Switzerland, the group was financed by a Swiss-American banker, giving it an unusual degree of
independence and mobility, and it toured Europe frequently, which gave the members an
ongoing connection to composers there. 69 Earlier in 1914, it gave the first U.S. performances of
Arnold Schoenberg’s String Quartet no. 1, and Igor Stravinsky offered his Three Pieces for

68

“Flonzaleys Give First Concert: Quartet by Milhaud, Disciple of Debussy, Is Feature of Programme,” New York
Tribune, 8 December 1914. On 10 December, the Flonzaley Quartet reprised Milhaud’s composition in Boston;
three days after that, the work (now including all four movements) was performed by the Zoellner Quartet in New
York.
69

Tully Potter, “The Concert Explosion and the Age of Recording,” in The Cambridge Companion to the String
Quartet, ed. Robin Stowell (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 77–78; Walter Levin, “Immigrant
Musicians and the American Chamber Music Scene, 1930–1950,” in Driven into Paradise:The Musical Migration
from Nazi Germany to the United States, ed. Reinhold Brinkmann and Christoph Wolff (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1999), 325–26.

27

String Quartet to the group that same year. 70 Milhaud met the members of the quartet on a visit
to Switzerland through the photographer and pianist Céline Lagouarde. 71
Milhaud first visited the United States just over four years later, in January 1919. After
two years in Brazil as the secretary to the French ambassador—his friend and artistic
collaborator Paul Claudel—his circuitous three-month voyage back to Paris involved stops in
Washington, D.C., and New York City, where Claudel had diplomatic duties. Milhaud was
fascinated by the Brazilian and Caribbean cities he saw en route, as he had been by his extended
encounter with Rio de Janeiro, but found Washington “too ugly” even to photograph. 72 During
his week in New York, he saw a performance of Stravinsky’s ballet Petrushka, made the
acquaintance of the composers Marion Bauer and Charles Griffes, arranged for the publishing
company G. Schirmer to bring out an edition of his Poèmes d’amour, and reconnected with the
members of the Flonzaley Quartet and with the pianist Artur Rubinstein. 73
Another pianist, E. Robert Schmitz, soon became one of Milhaud’s most important
advocates in the United States. The two men were already acquainted: in Paris before World War
I, Schmitz and his wife (Germaine Bocandé Schmitz, also a pianist) had operated a concert
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organization that specialized in contemporary music, and he premiered Milhaud’s Première suite
symphonique in May 1914. After three years of military service, which resulted in several
injuries, Schmitz relocated to the United States in November 1918 with the aim of promoting
French music and culture, backed by the French government. 74 He settled first in Chicago, where
the society columnist of the Chicago Tribune wrote in February 1919: “Music we once thought
was written in German. We no longer hold this opinion. Debussy taught us otherwise. Mr.
Schmitz would introduce us to the works of Ravel, Darius Milhaud, Auric, and others.” 75
In 1920—the same year in which the Groupe des Six was formed—Schmitz founded the
Franco-American Musical Society in New York. With his manager, Lucy D. Bogue, he and his
wife arranged Milhaud’s first U.S. concert tour in January 1923, scheduling concerts and lectures
in New York, Boston, and Philadelphia. 76 The composer conducted New York’s City Symphony
Orchestra and the Philadelphia Orchestra; took part in a smaller concert of his works at the
Boston Flute Players Club; attended the U.S. premiere of Arnold Schoenberg’s Pierrot lunaire;
and delivered lectures at Harvard University, Princeton University, Vassar College, the French
Institute in New York, and an Episcopal church (“The representative of the Carpentras ghetto
had a good laugh,” Milhaud wrote to Paul Collaer). 77 After his appearance at Harvard, the New
York Times reported: “Mr. Darius Milhaud, being a fluent English speaker, lectured . . . on
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‘Modern Musical Tendencies in Paris and in Vienna.’ By way of illustration he played several
piano pieces.” 78 “Fluent English speaker” was something of an overstatement at this point, but he
was at least capable of reading from a prepared text, likely with pronunciation marks written
above some words. 79 While in New York, Milhaud stayed in an apartment provided at no cost by
Columbia University’s Maison Française, which put him in close proximity to Harlem,
facilitating the encounter with African American jazz that inspired La Création du monde. 80
By the time of this tour, Milhaud’s reputation as a composer had become inextricably
linked with “radical” polytonality and the Groupe des Six.81 A New York Times article
announcing the tour called him “one of the most ‘daring’ composers of France today,” while the
New York Tribune reprinted the Times article several weeks later with the addition of a paragraph
describing Les Six as “futurists” and “the most conspicuous group of so-called musical
radicals.” 82 In a statement printed in the New York Times soon after his arrival, however,
Milhaud attempted to downplay his purported radicalism by situating himself within a
continuous—and anti-Germanic—musical tradition:
Unlike most of the so-called “futuristic” composers, he has gone back to the classics for
inspiration. “Modern music is not a revolution,” he has said in defense of his theories.
“After Beethoven, music, particularly the symphony, lost its form, becoming longer and
78
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longer until it seemed to be endless. In my music I am trying to renew interest in the
forms of the eighteenth century, especially those used by Mozart. My music is in a direct
line of succession from Bizet and Chabrier. It is Latin in spirit and has little in common
with Teutonic music. But it is a direct enlargement of old ideas, not a thing that is
absolutely new and revolutionary.” 83
Through this statement and the “Modern Music in Paris and in Vienna” lecture, Milhaud used
this tour as an opportunity to articulate a concept of national musical traditions that enabled him
to position himself as part of a neoclassical French mainstream. 84
The audience at the premiere of La Création du monde in October 1923 included Aaron
Copland, just shy of his twenty-third birthday, who had been in France for two years to study
with Nadia Boulanger. 85 Virgil Thomson, another Boulanger student, had already returned to the
United States, but he moved back to Paris in 1925 and stayed until the beginning of the German
invasion in the summer of 1940. 86 These two American composers, who came to know Milhaud
through their own transatlantic travels, later became important parts of his professional support
network during and after exile. Thomson, in particular, advocated for Milhaud and his music
through his position as chief music critic for the New York Herald Tribune from 1940 to 1954.
The proliferation of modern-music societies in New York during the 1920s presented
opportunities for Milhaud’s music to be heard there, as well as for the composer to strengthen his
connections to the city’s musicians. Table 0.1, adapted from Carol J. Oja’s survey of concert
programs, lists the performances of Milhaud’s music by four such societies between 1923 and
1931. The Pro Musica Society, which presented more of Milhaud’s compositions during this
time than any other New York concert society, was the Franco-American Musical Society under
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a new name and with a broader purpose. Rather than continuing to focus only on French music
and concentrating his efforts on New York City, Schmitz aimed to create a network of local
chapters across the United States, providing an infrastructure through which visiting artists—
now from other European countries in addition to France—could undertake more extensive U.S.
concert tours. Milhaud was one of Pro Musica’s guests for its second season of tours in 1926–27;
other visiting composers in the first several years included Sergei Prokofiev, Béla Bartók,
Maurice Ravel, Alexandre Tansman, and Arthur Honegger. 87

Society
International
Composers’ Guild

Date
2/4/1923
2/3/1924
11/25/1923

League of
Composers

Pro Musica

Saudades do Brasil
(excerpts)
Sonata for Flute, Oboe,
Clarinet, and Piano
“Chant de Forgeron”
from Poèmes juifs

1/12/1928

String Quartet no. 6

12/10/1930

Chamber Symphony no.
3, “Sérénade”

2/22/1924

Catalogue de fleurs

3/1/1926

Chamber Symphony no.
6; Chants populaires
hébraïques (excerpts)

12/30/1926
1/29/1927
Copland-Sessions
Concerts

Composition

3/15/1931

unknown string quartet,
likely no. 6 or no. 7
Les Malheurs d’Orphée
La p’tite Lilie;
Actualités

Notes
U.S. premiere; performed by E.
Robert Schmitz; Milhaud in
attendance
U.S. premiere

Performed by the Pro Arte
Quartet

Performed by Greta Torpadie
and E. Robert Schmitz
Chamber symphony conducted
by Schmitz; Chants populaires
hébraïques sung by Marya
Freund
Performed by the Pro Arte
Quartet
Conducted by Milhaud
Film music; conducted by
Aaron Copland

Table 0.1: Performances of Milhaud’s music by New York modern-music societies, 1923–31 88
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This was one of the first trips Milhaud took in the company of his wife, whom he had
married in 1925. Madeleine Milhaud, a cousin on Darius’s father’s side, was ten years his junior
and had never visited the United States before. The couple traveled by rail from New York to
California and back again in December 1926 and January 1927, making stops for Pro Musica
events in St. Paul, Los Angeles, Portland, Minneapolis, Chicago, and Denver. 89 Darius
Milhaud’s letter to Henri and Hélène Hoppenot of 12 January, halfway through the trip, says
little about these concerts and lectures, but breathlessly recounts his touristic impressions of the
regions he saw along the way:
First New York, the cold, the Negro neighborhoods, the new skyscrapers; then Boston,
twenty degrees below zero; St. Paul . . . from there, crossing toward the South, Missouri,
the flooding of the Mississippi; Birmingham, Alabama, the Negro churches . . . then the
Gulf of Mexico, Louisiana, good weather finally in New Orleans, with its admirable
Creole restaurants, then crossing Texas, New Mexico, Arizona. It is always just like in
the movies. At the Grand Canyon, extraordinary jumble of mountains in every color, we
saw Hopi Indians dance; then Los Angeles, where everyone lives fifty kilometers from
one another. We spent all our time at the movie studios. We were invited to tea by Mary
Pickford and Douglas Fairbanks. . . . I was photographed with Marion Davies. Then
Santa Barbara, the Pacific coast, the adorable climate, and finally San Francisco, where
we bought superb Chinese records. We are leaving for Portland, where we will find cold
and snow again, alas; we go back through Minneapolis, Denver, Chicago, then re-New
York and Montreal. We will be in France on 20 February. 90
Milhaud’s presence on these programs was comparable to that of Béla Bártok (10), Paul Hindemith (13), Arthur
Honegger (13), Gian Francisco Malipiero (8), Maurice Ravel (13), Arnold Schoenberg (9), and Alexandre Tansman
(8); he was significantly outdone only by Igor Stravinsky, with eighteen programs.
89
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In San Francisco, where he wrote this letter, he had no concert engagements or lectures
scheduled, but they stopped there on the way from Los Angeles to Portland in order to see the
city where Madeleine Milhaud’s maternal grandfather had once lived. 91 Two decades later, the
composer wrote of this visit in Notes sans musique: “I did not foresee, taking in the distinctive
atmosphere of this city, that we would live so close to it for a number of years.” 92
Milhaud’s U.S. concert tours of the 1920s resemble Carol J. Oja’s description of how
European modernist composers were received on such occasions:
Treated as a celebrity event, the arrival of each European modernist made the news.
There was usually a photograph in Musical America showing the composer stepping off
the ship, and interviews followed in the New York papers. Most composers immediately
had a major orchestral performance. There were private auditions as well—often at the
home of a wealthy woman patron—and there were appearances with the composer
societies. This was followed by some travel, perhaps just to Boston or Philadelphia or,
more likely, across the continent, often under the auspices of the Pro Musica Society. 93
As she discusses, these visits were one element of the transatlantic modern-music culture
facilitated by such organizations as Pro Musica and the International Society for Contemporary
Music (ISCM). The international flow of musicians and of new compositions was a backdrop
against which American and European composers developed their self-presentations of national
identity, as Annegret Fauser has illustrated through the example of Copland’s studies with Nadia
Boulanger. 94 Milhaud’s engagement with jazz—and the Parisian fascination with U.S. popular
culture more broadly—formed part of this transnational discourse, as did the lectures he gave on
his U.S. tours, which disseminated his version of the French musical tradition and asserted his
place in it.
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Oja further notes that for some of these European composers—including Milhaud,
Stravinsky, Tansman, and Bartók—these tours were to serve as “a prelude to immigrating,”
giving them connections in the United States that became vital support networks in the 1930s
and 1940s. 95 Milhaud’s ties to the League of Composers were especially important in this regard,
as was his association with the American patron Elizabeth Sprague Coolidge, who was
instrumental in bringing him to Mills College. European-born musicians whose interwar careers
were partially or primarily U.S.-based—including E. Robert Schmitz, Serge Koussevitzky, and
Pierre Monteux—also facilitated his adjustment to the United States in the early 1940s.
Moreover, Milhaud was preceded in exile by many Jewish musicians and intellectuals from
Central Europe, some of whom had first fled to Paris as a preliminary stage of their
displacement. When he landed in New York for a fourth time in July 1940, now with his wife
and son, it was under circumstances far removed from his earlier concert tours, but through the
past two decades of participation in the transatlantic world of modern music, he had the
connections necessary to resume his career in a new country.

Chapter Overview
This dissertation begins with two chapters exploring the personal, professional, and political
concerns that shaped Darius Milhaud’s experience of exile, presenting a roughly chronological
account from the months leading up to the Milhaud family’s departure from France in the
summer of 1940 to their return seven years later. The liberation of Paris in August 1944 marks
the dividing line between the two halves of this narrative, as that was the moment when the
possibility of returning to France started to become more than a distant hope. In both chapters, I
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highlight the ways in which Milhaud’s French nationality and his residence in the San Francisco
Bay Area made his exile distinct from that of his Central European counterparts.
Chapter 1 opens with the Milhaud family in Aix-en-Provence, where they spent the year
between the onset of war and the invasion of France, then follows their path into exile. Once they
settled in Oakland, they had to contend not only with their separation from France—made more
acute by the obstructed systems of international communication and by their awareness of the
danger faced by their family and friends who remained—but also with their distance from the
larger émigré communities in New York and Los Angeles. I situate Milhaud within a
geographically diffuse network of people displaced from France; this network included Igor
Stravinsky, who enlisted Milhaud’s help to send money to his children in France and
Switzerland. The relative isolation of Oakland was demoralizing on one level, but it also enabled
Milhaud to form his identity and political outlook as a Frenchman in exile on his own terms,
separate from the debates of the broader French émigré community. His effort to mount a
nonpartisan “defense of French culture” rested, however, on a misunderstanding of the
complexities of musical life in occupied Paris.
Milhaud’s pathway to his decision to embark on a transatlantic existence after the war,
rather than settling permanently in either the United States or France, is the focus of chapter 2. I
first give an overview of the professional networks through which he rebuilt his compositional
career in exile, demonstrating that by 1944, he was sufficiently well-established that abandoning
this environment for the uncertainty of postwar Paris would have posed a significant risk. As he
learned in the months following the end of the German occupation, the personal and professional
losses he faced were extensive, and the messy reality of life under occupation implicated even
some of his closest friends. Moreover, the difficult material conditions of postwar Paris could not

36

accommodate the decline in his health and mobility during exile. Yet there were equally
powerful factors calling him back, including the conviction among his supporters in Paris that his
presence was necessary in order to restore order to the chaotic music scene, in which Milhaud’s
contemporaries vied for dominance against the younger generation of composers. Drawing on
Joy H. Calico’s concept of “symbolic remigration,” I discuss the return of Milhaud’s music to
French concert programs and radio broadcasts in the three years before the composer’s own
arrival. 96 When Darius, Madeleine, and Daniel Milhaud did return to France in September 1947,
they were confronted with the many challenges of reintegrating into a society that had changed
dramatically, but they also set off a pattern of transatlantic travel that would endure for the next
twenty-four years.
Where chapters 1 and 2 center on Milhaud’s identity as a French composer, chapter 3
chronicles the changing role of his Jewish identity in his professional life, which developed
alongside the vast transformations of Jewish culture in the United States, in France, and around
the world across the decades of the twentieth century. The discourse on Jewish music in the
1920s and 1930s was dominated by Ashkenazi cultural nationalists, for whom the JudeoProvençal composer was both too assimilated and too French to figure into their ideology, and an
antisemitic strain of French music criticism further dissuaded Milhaud from emphasizing this
aspect of his heritage. In the United States, the Swiss immigrant Ernest Bloch was seen by many
as the archetypal Jewish composer, based on a notion of innate Jewish musical characteristics
that Milhaud rejected. After World War II, however, the rebuilding of global Jewish life out of
the ravages of the Holocaust put Milhaud in a position to benefit professionally from making
Jewishness a key facet of his identity as a composer. His 1947 Sacred Service emerged from his
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connection to the San Francisco cantor Reuben R. Rinder, and critics considered this liturgical
work a significant contribution to the synagogue-music repertoire, even if they had little idea of
what that repertoire might encompass. His overtly Zionist opera David (1953) was performed in
Jerusalem, Los Angeles, and several European cities within a few years of its composition,
giving the composer greater visibility and status within an international Jewish culture that
increasingly looked toward Israel. In the 1960s, his religious identity served a symbolic purpose
for both Jewish and interfaith events.
Departing from the chronological organization of each of the first three chapters, the
second half of this dissertation presents multifaceted images of three different topics. Chapter 4
explores Milhaud’s thirty-one-year association with Mills College. This sustained relationship
between a composer and a small California women’s college, which commenced under desperate
circumstances, became Milhaud’s primary anchor to the United States after the war. Contrary to
the stereotype of the elitist European composer unable to adjust to teaching in the United States,
Milhaud developed a reputation as aesthetically broad-minded and appreciative of American
music education. I argue that his outlook stemmed from his own engagement with jazz and
popular music in his early career, which contrasted with the formative experiences of his serialist
counterparts. In this chapter, I also discuss the gender dynamics of the music department—in
which all of the undergraduates were women, but men were overrepresented among the graduate
students—and contextualize this climate within contemporary debates about women’s education,
focusing on the anti-feminist views of the Mills College president. I conclude with Milhaud’s
relationship to the experimental-music community that developed at Mills in the 1960s. In this
environment, his own avant-garde past became an increasingly important part of his status in the
department and of his claim to authority.
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Madeleine Milhaud is an important presence throughout my dissertation—both as a part
of the narrative and as someone who shaped the archival record—and it is in chapter 5 that she
receives the primary focus. After giving an overview of her life prior to 1940, I discuss her
experience of exile, which was distinct from that of her husband, even as they endured it
together. Preoccupied by housework, lacking intellectual community, and intensely homesick,
she was both isolated and exhausted. She was nonetheless determined to present a positive face
to those around her in Oakland, deciding that this would be her way of raising awareness of the
plight of her homeland. I then address Madeleine Milhaud’s reconstituted professional activity in
the United States; unwilling to make the personal sacrifices that a return to the stage would have
necessitated, she pieced together a career as a teacher, director, and récitante in the same
locations where her husband worked. In the postwar years, however, her primary public identity
became that of “the composer’s wife,” as she actively constructed a persona through which she
could perform a supporting role in Darius Milhaud’s public life. Becoming “the composer’s
wife” gave her a way to reframe her responsibilities as his caretaker and thereby limit the effect
that negative assumptions about disability could have on his reputation. After her husband’s
death, she maintained connections in the United States through which she continued to promote
his legacy.
Finally, chapter 6 takes up the issue of identity after exile, exploring Milhaud’s selfpresentation and reception in the United States between 1948 and his death in 1974. I situate his
new image and function as a transatlantic French composer—rather than as a composer in
exile—within the sociopolitical environment of the early Cold War. Milhaud both enacted and
symbolized Franco-American cultural exchange through his travels, and his established interest
in “defending French culture” aligned well with pro-Western cultural diplomacy efforts. During

39

this period, comments on his physical disability pervaded his reception, especially in reviews of
concerts he conducted. I call attention to the tropes of inspiration and overcoming in these
reviews, and I also discuss the intersections between disability and other aspects of his identity,
focusing primarily on his image as an exceptionally prolific composer. I then offer a broader
examination of Milhaud’s U.S. reception in the last two decades of his life, demonstrating that
while New York critics took issue with his prolificness and generally considered his music
tedious and uninspired, their counterparts in the San Francisco Bay Area developed a much more
positive discourse surrounding the composer and his music, reflecting his long-standing status as
a member of that community. I conclude with an epilogue summarizing Milhaud’s posthumous
reputation in the United States and suggesting directions for future research.
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CHAPTER ONE: A FRENCH COMPOSER IN EXILE (1940–44)

In the late 1930s, Darius Milhaud enjoyed considerable success as a composer in Paris. Having
surpassed his earlier reputation as an enfant terrible, he had entered the French musical
establishment alongside his contemporaries, and his work during this time encompassed a range
of compositional activity, including concert pieces (such as the internationally popular
Scaramouche, published in 1937); scores for the theatre, radio, and film; and music for statesponsored events. 1 While he had begun to experience severe arthritic attacks, his medical
condition did not yet restrict his mobility to the extent that it would in the following decades.
Less than a decade after starting a professional acting career, Madeleine Milhaud performed
regularly with several respected theatre companies, read poetry on the radio, and held the
position of Professor of Dramatic Art at the Schola Cantorum. 2 Their son, Daniel, born in 1930,
was already taking an interest in drawing and painting.
The German invasion of France in June 1940 disrupted all of this activity. As a wellknown Jewish family, the Milhauds knew that they could not safely remain in France under Nazi
control. Through connections in the United States and diplomatic officials willing to violate
protocol to help them, they were able to leave France just as the terms of surrender to Germany
were being negotiated. Avoiding many of the obstacles faced by those who tried to leave in the
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following months, they reached New York just a month after their departure, then drove across
the country to Oakland, California, where the composer had been invited to join the music
faculty of Mills College. 3 This teaching position provided essential stability for the family, but it
also separated them from the large émigré communities in New York and Los Angeles: while
Milhaud did visit both cities every year, his responsibilities at Mills generally kept him in
Oakland.
Musicologists including Brigid Cohen and Sabine Feisst have recently questioned the
appropriateness of the term “exile” for experiences of migration that are often more complex
than that often-essentializing label allows us to understand. 4 While I recognize these critiques, I
use “exile” without reservation to characterize the period between Milhaud’s departure from
France in 1940 and his initial return in 1947. Using this term enables me to make a meaningful
distinction between these years, in which he was cut off from his homeland, and his later pattern
of voluntary alternation between France and the United States. Additionally, Milhaud
consistently referred to himself as exiled during the years covered in this chapter (1940–44),
when France was under German occupation. In chapter 2, I will discuss how the end of the
occupation and the reopening of communications with France altered his sense of being in exile.
This period of Milhaud’s life cannot be reduced to an exile narrative, of course, and in
subsequent chapters, I will address the teaching and musical activities through which he formed
lasting connections in the United States. Here, I am concerned primarily with exile as an array of
logistical concerns (beginning with the departure from France), as an affiliation with intersecting
communities of fellow displaced Europeans across the United States, as a new relationship to
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one’s national identity, and as a complex and often contradictory state of mind. I begin by
presenting an account of the Milhaud family’s last months in France, their decision to leave at
the time of the invasion, and the two-month journey to California, adding new details and
context to the narrative in Milhaud’s autobiography. Once the family settled in Oakland, the
distress of their separation from France was compounded by their distance from major émigré
communities. Using unpublished letters and other primary sources, I explore the ways in which
written communication connected Milhaud to his parents in Aix-en-Provence, to friends
elsewhere in Vichy France, and to former residents of Paris who had dispersed across the
Americas. I then consider the effects of Milhaud’s geographic isolation on his relationships to
the New York and Los Angeles émigré communities, including his perspective on the divisions
between Gaullists and Vichy supporters that preoccupied other French exiles. Rather than
engaging with this debate, which would have forced him to take a public partisan stance, he
aimed to “defend French culture” through his role as a composer. Indeed, over the course of his
first four years in the United States, Milhaud’s French identity was integral to every aspect of his
experience of exile.

Aix-en-Provence, 1939–40
My account of the Milhaud family’s exile begins in Aix-en-Provence, the city with which the
composer identified the most closely throughout his life. His family had two homes there: Le
Bras d’Or, in the center of town, was also the site of his father’s almond-exporting business, and
in the summer, they lived at L’Enclos, in the countryside. Though he moved to Paris in 1909 to
begin studying at the Conservatoire, Milhaud continued to spend his summers in Aix with his
parents, Sophie and Gabriel Milhaud, through the 1930s. He would also go there when he needed

43

to focus on composing away from the distractions of Paris; nearly all of his pre-1940 operas were
written partially or entirely at L’Enclos. 5 Madeleine Milhaud always accompanied him after their
marriage, though she found Provence rather boring in comparison to Paris, where she was born
and raised. 6 In the summer of 1939, the family went to Aix as usual, but this routine trip turned
into a year-long stay, due to Milhaud’s health issues and the outbreak of war. In June 1940, it
ended with the decision to leave France for the United States.
At the beginning of the summer of 1939, Milhaud was invited by Frederick Stock, the
conductor of the Chicago Symphony Orchestra, to compose a symphony for the orchestra’s
upcoming fiftieth-anniversary season and to conduct its premiere. 7 This would be the first of
Milhaud’s twelve symphonies for full orchestra. At some point after the commission was made,
the U.S.-based concert manager Albert Morini met with Milhaud in Aix to discuss plans for a
full tour surrounding the Chicago concert. Morini’s efforts to publicize what would have been
Milhaud’s first U.S. concert tour in over a decade suggest that he and Milhaud both fully
believed that it would take place. In December, Morini wrote to Serge Koussevitzky to notify
him of the tour and to suggest an appearance with the Boston Symphony Orchestra. Calling
Milhaud “the great French composer and conductor” and “one of the foremost musicians of our
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epoch,” the letter is cast in the impersonal language of publicity—as if Koussevitzky did not
know Milhaud—and was likely sent to other conductors as well. 8
The 15 January 1940 issue of Musical Courier included a long article titled “Milhaud
Returning to America Next Season,” which began by describing the change in his reputation as a
composer since his last U.S. tour:
A new Milhaud will return to the United States next autumn for his fourth visit to the
country. No longer an “enfant terrible” of music, in the sense that he was two decades
ago when his productions startled or amused, but a representative of the more substantial
French traditions, M. Milhaud, who last was heard in this country in 1926–7, will appear
as pianist and guest conductor with a number of leading symphony orchestras.
Since Milhaud returned to Paris after two years’ service at the French Legation in
Rio de Janeiro more than twenty years ago, he has become France’s “No. 1 composer.” In
that time he has created works of such value and solidity . . . that he has taken his place
beside the “older men of France,” Debussy and Ravel. 9
While this tour was being planned, Ballet Theatre, a new company based in New York City,
prepared to stage a production choreographed by Agnes de Mille to Milhaud’s score for La
Création du monde (1923). 10 Titled Black Ritual, the ballet replaced the African creation myth of
the original scenario with a depiction of a ritual sacrifice “set vaguely somewhere in the West
Indies” and featured a cast of sixteen African American women. 11 This was the first time La
Création du monde had been staged in the United States, but the music had been introduced to
U.S. listeners in the 1930s. 12 Black Ritual was performed only three times in January and
8
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February 1940, after which the company disbanded its Negro Unit for financial reasons. Letters
from Madeleine Milhaud to Kurt Weill reveal that Ballet Theatre may have obtained the
orchestra parts for La Création du monde without going through Editions Max Eschig (the
score’s publisher) or paying the rental fees. 13
By this point, however, Milhaud had decided to postpone the planned concert tour
indefinitely, not only because of the war, but also because of his health. In August and
September 1939, he experienced a severe attack of rheumatoid arthritis that left him unable to get
out of bed for several weeks. During this time, the worsening international situation—including
the non-aggression pact between Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union in August and the invasion
of Poland in September—also precipitated a depressive episode and, with it, an inability to
compose. He wrote to Henri Sauguet in November: “I am in a mental daze, without reaction. I
can only think about all of these young people who defend us and die every day.” 14
In his autobiography, Milhaud credited the Chicago Symphony Orchestra’s commission,
which he began writing in November, with bringing him out of this low mental state, at least
enough to resume productivity: “I felt incapable of getting to work, yet I had to deliver a work
for the Chicago orchestra’s anniversary. The idea that it would be the only French composition
on the program shook me from inactivity, and I started my First Symphony. . . . Once my
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symphony was finished, renewed impetus was given; I continued to compose.” 15 The other
pieces he wrote during this time included Cantate de la guerre, on a text by Paul Claudel—a
companion to the Cantate de la paix of 1937—and a “Fanfare” for the St. Louis Symphony
Orchestra. Milhaud’s connection to that orchestra was its music director, the French-born
Vladimir Golschmann. A key advocate for Milhaud’s music during the composer’s early career,
Golschmann had conducted the first performances of the ballets Le Bœuf sur le toit (1920) and
La Création du monde (1923) in Paris; after taking up the St. Louis post in 1931, he returned to
France periodically for conducting engagements there until the outbreak of war.
Though Milhaud was able to return to composing, his physical health remained a serious
concern, with several more periods of immobility, each followed by a slow recovery. Madeleine
Milhaud wrote to Kurt Weill in mid-April 1940: “There is a possibility that he will go to
America next year, but I do not want to consider it unless I also have work: a class in French
literature or poetry, diction, etc… at a college. I imagine Da bedridden for weeks in America,
missing concerts and not earning a cent, and it seems quite unwise to me.” 16 Her frequent letters
to Weill—her former lover—during this period not only provide updates on her husband’s
health, but also offer a window on her own activities in Aix and her perspective on the
situation. 17 Unable to continue her acting and teaching career so far from Paris, she occupied
herself with knitting for French soldiers and producing short plays with the local children to
15
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perform in hospitals. In late autumn, Jacques Denoël, one of her acting students from the Schola
Cantorum, arrived in Aix, and she continued her lessons with him, which she described as a
welcome alternative to her other, less intellectually-stimulating activities: “He forces me out of
my daily exhaustion (for before he arrived, I was knitting almost fifteen hours a day), and he
makes me think about my profession again, which is perhaps a good thing.” In the same letter,
she contrasted her professional situation with her husband’s, remarking on the gendered
expectations they faced: “A Creator”—underlining “un,” the French masculine article—“must
continue to create—always, always, but a little actress like me can easily stop performing—that
will not harm anyone!” 18
During their previous stay in Aix in the summer of 1938, Darius and Madeleine had
collaborated on a one-act opera, Médée, the result of a commission by the French government. 19
They could not attend the Flemish-language world premiere in Antwerp on 7 October 1939, as
Milhaud was still recovering from his recent illness and they did not want to take the risk of
leaving the country. 20 However, they did listen to it on the radio, in a broadcast periodically
interrupted with news updates. Médée was performed alongside Richard Strauss’s Daphne;
Milhaud wondered if the juxtaposition of his opera with one by a German composer was “a
means of maintaining the illusion of an arbitrary neutrality” in Belgium. 21
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The director of the Paris Opéra, Jacques Rouché, wanted to wait until after the end of
hostilities to stage Médée there, but Milhaud insisted that it should be done as soon as possible. 22
Originally scheduled for February or March 1940, the production was delayed several times and
eventually opened on 8 May. Milhaud, who had suffered a relapse in March, remained in Aix
until the last minute, arriving in Paris only for the final rehearsals in the week of the premiere.
Concerned that his limited mobility would prevent him from contributing to the rehearsals, he
wrote to Rouché in advance to make sure that accommodations could be made. 23 To Hélène
Hoppenot and Henri Sauguet, he joked that he had asked Rouché to be “hoisted up to the
rehearsals on Lohengrin’s swan, carried by four stagehands (in the absence of the sedan chair
from Manon).” 24 With the German forces approaching Paris, the Milhauds returned to Aix the
day after the first performance, having been advised by Hélène Hoppenot to leave the capital
immediately. 25
At the end of a lecture on his theatre music that Milhaud would give on multiple
occasions in the United States, he described how the three performances of Médée coincided
with the first weeks of the Battle of France:
Despite the dull sound of the anti-aircraft guns that one heard throughout the spectacle, I
did not then remotely imagine that this was to be the last work staged by the Opéra before
military disaster overtook my unhappy country in 1940. . . . Had it not been for the many
military uniforms, it might have seemed a pre-war performance, so great were the
crowds, so brilliant, so elegant the audience. On May tenth, Belgium and Holland were
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invaded. Then the Battle of France began. Médée was performed again on the fifteenth
and then on the twenty-fifth. This last performance, before an almost empty house, was
broadcast by the state radio and I heard it at my home in the country in Aix-en-Provence.
So it was that I had the good fortune to see my latest theater work produced—and with
what perfection—during the high-tide of war. How moving it is for me to think that the
last performance of the Opéra de Paris was granted to me—like a magnificent gift from
my country before the curtain rose on the drama which destroyed it. 26
The Milhauds resumed their life in Aix, cautiously following the news on the radio but
not yet taking steps to leave the country. Madeleine Milhaud’s letter to Weill of 13 June, the day
before the Germans entered Paris, shows no overt indication that she had begun to consider
leaving; instead, she harshly criticizes Paul Hindemith, who had relocated from Switzerland to
the United States in February of that year, for not respecting the difference between his position
and hers.
We got a very strange letter from America, the first sign of Paul H…….h since the war.
A letter written by Nicolas Nabokoff, the Maritains, and Paul. It seemed like a letter
written after a good meal, after a fun time, and as for Paul, he simply told us that he
hoped to see us again soon, that we should meet up with them in America to drink CocaCola instead of Swiss wine. An insufferable pre-war tone. This letter, which arrived five
minutes before the Italian declaration of war, disgusted me terribly. I know perfectly well
that we cannot think like the residents of another continent anymore, but it is up to those
living in America to put themselves on our level. Especially when it comes to exEuropeans, and in particular, old friends belonging to an enemy nation. 27
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As it became clear that France would soon be occupied territory, however, the prospect of
staying seemed worse—and certainly more dangerous—than the alternative. After the war, with
the benefit of hindsight, Darius would write in Notes sans musique: “I had spent too much time
with German, Austrian, Czech, and Italian refugees not to envision what an occupation would
mean. I was keenly aware that capitulation would implant fascism, and with it, monstrous
persecution.” 28 Still, he hesitated, and in the end, it was Madeleine who convinced him that they
needed to leave France. She later explained: “I realized that if our personal situation became
dangerous, Milhaud would be in trouble because he could not walk, much less run, to hide
himself.” 29
As they both knew, Milhaud’s name was well known in Germany, which put him in even
greater danger. In the late 1920s and early 1930s, when Parisian theatres had not yet begun to
show interest in his theatrical works, he had found performances for them in several cities in
Germany—facilitated by his connections with the Viennese publishing firm Universal Edition—
the most significant of which was the 1930 world premiere of his opera Christophe Colomb in
Berlin. 30 Ten years after that premiere, the first edition of the Lexikon der Juden in der Musik
was published by the Nazi musicologist Herbert Gerigk. A typical entry in this encyclopedia of
Jewish (or purportedly Jewish) musicians gives only the individual’s name, dates, birthplace, and
profession, but the most prominent among them were singled out for derogatory commentary.
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Among the few living French musicians listed in the book, Milhaud is the only one whose name
is accompanied by such an essay. 31 Most of the description concerns Christophe Colomb,
condemning it for having been performed in Berlin “while German composers had to go without
performances of their works” and for costing “the outrageous sum of 130,000 marks.” 32 It also
notes that Milhaud was a member and honorary president of the World Center for Jewish Music
in Palestine. 33 In addition, eight of his operas and ballets are listed in the book’s index of
compositions. 34 Between Milhaud’s poor health and his status as France’s most famous Jewish
composer, remaining in the country under occupation would have been acutely dangerous.

From Aix to Oakland
The path from Marseille through Spain to Lisbon, and then to the United States or another
overseas location, was one taken by thousands of refugees at this time, many of whom
encountered obstacles and lengthy delays at multiple stages of the process. 35 The Milhaud family
did not escape these complications entirely, but their experience was relatively straightforward,
especially compared to those who left France later in 1940 or in 1941. In total, their journey from
Aix-en-Provence to New York City would take just under a month, whereas many people were
31
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delayed for a much longer time waiting for travel documents in Marseille or passage on a ship
out of Lisbon.
For authorization to travel through Spain, all other documentation needed to be in place:
a French exit visa, a Portuguese transit visa, an entry visa for the final destination, and proof of
paid passage out of Europe. 36 At a travel agency in Marseille, the Milhauds reserved seats on the
Pan American Clipper leaving Lisbon on 18 July. These flying boats could cross the Atlantic in
twenty-four hours, but tickets were expensive, and each one could accommodate only around
thirty passengers. 37 Darius later wrote in Notes sans musique that his correspondence with
Morini about the Chicago commission and the tour plans allowed him, Madeleine, and Daniel to
get entry visas for the United States without complications. 38 In Madeleine’s account, however,
the process involved an element of rule-bending on the part of the consul. She told Mildred
Clary: “The U.S. consul was particularly kind, for normally he would have had to phone
Washington to obtain the authorization for our visas. However, given the circumstances, he
decided to help us himself. He gave us the visas on a Sunday morning when the offices were
closed.” 39 The official who helped them in this way may have been Hiram Bingham IV, the U.S.
Vice Consul in Marseille, who also provided expedited travel documents for Marc Chagall,
Hannah Arendt, Lion Feuchtwanger, Max Ernst, and more than two thousand others. 40
36
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Acquiring a Portuguese transit visa also depended on the benevolence of the consul. On
10 May, Portugal had banned its consulates from issuing visas to refugees without official
permission from Lisbon—permission that would generally be denied, especially to Jews—
adding further restrictions to the law of November 1939 that required government permission for
“various groups, among them stateless figures and Jews who had been expelled from their
countries of origin.” 41 However, the Portuguese consul in Marseille immediately issued transit
visas to the Milhauds without notifying his government, an action also taken on a larger scale by
the consul in Bordeaux, Aristides de Sousa Mendes, who provided travel documents for
thousands of refugees in the days after the fall of France. 42
The arrangements were made quickly, and on the evening of 18 June, “in the middle of
an extremely violent storm,” Madeleine Milhaud began to drive her husband and son toward
Spain. 43 This was the last time Darius Milhaud saw his parents; his father died in April 1942,
followed by his mother in January 1944, both of natural causes. On the way to the border, the car
was stopped at a number of checkpoints, but their passports and tickets allowed them to
continue. After spending the night in Narbonne, they crossed the Spanish border in Cerbère,
leaving the car in a garage and continuing on by train. 44 Because the trains were not running on a
regular schedule, it took them three days to reach Madrid, where Milhaud wrote to Jane Bathori:
“The die is cast. We left.” 45 Two days later, they arrived in Lisbon, where they learned that
because the terms of the armistice had devalued the franc considerably, their tickets for the
41
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Clipper were invalid. Following the directive of the French Minister of Finance, they had taken
only 12,000 francs out of the country; most of this amount was then spent on train tickets in
Spain, leaving them without enough money to pay the additional cost for the Clipper or to
arrange for alternative transportation. 46 However, as Milhaud described in Notes sans musique,
their living expenses in Lisbon were covered:
As we waited for things to happen, we moved into a small hotel. I wrote to my manager,
to Kurt Weill, to Mrs. Reis, to Pierre Monteux, to Mrs. Coolidge. I announced our arrival
to them, and these dear friends worked to organize my future in America… Antonio
Ferro, the Minister of Propaganda, let us know that the Portuguese government would
take care of our expenses in Lisbon. Ernesto Halffter, Falla’s beloved student, and his
Portuguese wife surrounded and assisted us. I directed a concert over the radio, which
Freitas Branco organized. I performed Cantate de l’enfant et de la mère with Madeleine
there. I also gave a lecture at the Conservatory on “Poetry and Music.” A number of
friends attended. 47
After less than two weeks, Milhaud obtained the money to book passage on a ship
through an arrangement with Marie-Anne von Goldschmidt-Rothschild, who was also waiting in
Lisbon for a way out of Europe. She wanted to send money to her gardener in Toulon, but the
bank would not allow it, so she gave the money to Milhaud, who arranged for his father to send
the equivalent amount to her gardener. 48 The S.S. Excambion, one of the four passenger ships of
the American Export Lines, departed on 6 July. Hélène Hoppenot, who had been in Madrid with
her husband as he waited to be assigned an ambassadorial post under the new Vichy government,
46
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went to Lisbon to see them off. She wrote in her diary: “Departure of the Milhauds. I am
heartbroken. When will we see each other again? When? Under what circumstances?” 49
The other French passengers on the Excambion included the writers Jules Romains and
Julien Green (who, though born and raised in Paris, was a U.S. citizen) and the film directors
Jean Lévy-Strauss and Julien Duvivier. Upon arriving in the United States, Romains and his wife
first stayed in New York, then moved to Mexico City in 1941; Green and his sister Anne, also a
writer, moved in with a cousin in Baltimore, where he taught at Goucher College; and LévyStrauss and Duvivier went to Hollywood. On the ship, Milhaud worked on his String Quartet no.
10. Commissioned by the influential patron Elizabeth Sprague Coolidge, to whom he had written
while in Lisbon to seek assistance (see chapter 4), the quartet bore the designation “Opus
Americanum, no. 1.”
While in transit, Milhaud also received a telegram offering him a one-year position as
Visiting Professor of Music at Mills College, which he accepted despite his concerns about
whether the salary—$2,500 for the year, which included a $500 contribution from Coolidge—
would be enough to support him and his family, given that he was now cut off from the money in
his French bank accounts. Jules Romains had taught in the 1936 Summer Session at Mills and
received an honorary doctorate from the college. 50 According to Lise Jules-Romains, she and her
husband—having some familiarity with Mills and being “much more up to date than [Milhaud]
about what the dollar represented”—were able to assure him that the salary would be “more than
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adequate.” 51 However, Milhaud’s telegram of 9 July to Luther Marchant, the chair of the Mills
music department, indicates that he was not convinced: “Accept on principal salary seems
impossible probably error transmission.” 52
Though Milhaud received this job offer directly from the college, after he had found a
way out of France, the arrangement parallels the Rockefeller Foundation’s efforts to give
European academics opportunities to escape to the United States. 53 The Foundation began this
process with the Special Research Aid Fund for Deposed Scholars in 1933, focusing primarily on
displaced Germans. Aurelia Henry Reinhardt, the president of Mills College, brought several
people to her faculty through this program. 54 By the time France fell under occupation in 1940,
many of these German scholars were well established in the American academy, and there was a
perception that U.S. universities could not accommodate another wave of displaced academics. 55
Nonetheless, through a new program, the Emergency Program for European Scholars, the
Rockefeller Foundation was able to bring fifty-two additional scholars to the United States. 56
The stipends provided by this program were limited to two years, intended as temporary
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assistance to give the recipients time to find long-term arrangements. A married couple with
children would receive $2,500 per year, the same amount as Milhaud’s initial salary at Mills. 57
The Excambion arrived in New York on 15 July. When the Milhauds disembarked, Kurt
Weill and his wife Lotte Lenya were waiting for them at the dock. They had lunch with Claire
Reis, the president of the League of Composers, who had “gathered the most eminent
journalists” to honor Milhaud’s arrival. 58 (One newspaper reported the following day that
Milhaud “said he was not a war refugee” and pointed instead to the concert plans that had been
in place since before the outbreak of war.) 59 Weill then drove the family to Old Lyme,
Connecticut, where Thaddeus Ames, the League’s treasurer, had invited them to stay as they
recovered from the voyage. From there, Milhaud wrote to Marchant to restate his acceptance of
the Mills College position—as well as his concerns about the salary—and spoke with Deems
Taylor by telephone to discuss plans for a radio performance in early August. 60
At the end of Milhaud’s 1926–27 concert tour, he had left some of his profits in a U.S.
bank account for use on future visits. In 1940, he wrote to the bank to request that the money be
returned to him, following the instructions of the French Minister of Finance, but then wrote
57
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again to cancel that request before leaving France. When Weill took Milhaud to the bank in New
York, he found that neither letter had been received and the money was still in the account.
While he was not allowed to withdraw all of the money at once due to the international situation,
he took out enough to buy a used 1937 Ford, which cost only slightly more than three crosscountry train tickets. 61 The family set out from New York on 13 August, with Madeleine
driving. 62 They stopped for several days near Chicago, staying with Ruth Page, the
choreographer with whom Milhaud would collaborate on a ballet in 1945–46. While there, they
attended a performance by the African American dancer and choreographer Katherine
Dunham. 63 The Milhauds arrived in Oakland in late August, after about two weeks of crosscountry travel, without a permanent place to call home. After their first year in Oakland, Mills
College would build a house for the family in the campus’s Faculty Village, but in 1940, they
were on their own, despite Milhaud’s attempts to get the college to provide housing. They first
stayed with their friends Robert and Germaine Schmitz, who had moved from Los Angeles to
Oakland when their daughter Monique became a student at Mills, and then rented four different
houses over the course of the school year, unable to make any adequate long-term arrangement. 64
Because the Milhauds had entered the United States on a six-month visitor’s visa, they
were required to leave the country before that time elapsed and re-enter under the immigration
quota system. 65 In early December, the family drove to Tijuana, Mexico, accompanied by a
lawyer and Luther Marchant, who explained to Elizabeth Sprague Coolidge that because

61

MVH, 223; CWMM, 59; Darius Milhaud to Hélène Hoppenot, 23 July 1940, C-Hoppenot, 186.

62

Darius Milhaud to Elizabeth Sprague Coolidge, telegram, 13 August 1940, Library of Congress, Music Division,
Elizabeth Sprague Coolidge Foundation Collection, ML29, Box 69, Folder 35; CWMM, 59.
63

June Provines, “Milhaud in Chicago,” Chicago Daily Tribune, 22 August 1940.

64

MVH, 224; CWMM, 59.

65

Darius Milhaud to Henri and Hélène Hoppenot, 18 December 1940, C-Hoppenot, 194.

59

Milhaud was “desperately afraid that he will be detained in Mexico, he begs me to go with
him.” 66 Marchant had assisted Milhaud with the complex paperwork; Milhaud’s letter to Aaron
Copland thanking him for his “so kind message to the American authorities” indicates another
source of support. 67 The Milhauds never took U.S. citizenship—though they would retain their
residency status until 1968—but on the form completed upon crossing back into California,
Darius’s purpose in re-entering the United States is stated as “To reside permanently—and to
become a citizen.” 68 Though clearly intended to give him the strongest chance of being allowed
back into the country, the statement also reflects the reality that at that moment, Milhaud did not
know if he would ever be able to return to France.

Separation from France
As the Milhauds worked to construct a new life in Oakland, the German occupation of France
weighed heavily on them, as did the trauma—and the guilt—of their own sudden separation from
it. Shortly after returning from Mexico in December 1940, Darius wrote to Henri and Hélène
Hoppenot:
We are at the limit of despair, and your kind thoughts are a true comfort. Our heart
remains in France; we live there in our minds, and the idea that we could be considered
non-French seems like a cruel joke. We have to wait… but I am not expecting anything
good, as long as everything is dictated by Hitler and his slaves. Alas! such a great
country! such a beautiful country, where everything was so wonderful, from the
geography of our countrysides to the smallest quarters of Paris or the little streets of our
66
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villages. Alas! so much horror, so much destruction. And our intellectual life, the one we
love, that of our poets, what will remain of it? People in colored shirts who will raise
their arms and march in goose-step? Is that it? 69
In the same letter, he wrote, “California has a lovely climate, a beautiful light, but sometimes it
looks like Provence, and that pains me.” 70 In the 1950s and 1960s, this resemblance would
transform into a positive aspect, as Oakland became an extension of Milhaud’s concept of a
Provence that stretched from Istanbul to Rio, allowing him to feel at home on multiple
continents. 71 His identification of the San Francisco Bay Area (as well as other locations around
the world) with his native Provence demonstrates what the writer André Aciman describes as
“what all exiles do on impulse, which is to look for their homeland abroad, to bridge the things
here to things there.” 72 On the other side of the country, French exiles in New York made a
similar maneuver, constructing New York as a European city—or even a specifically Parisian
one. 73 And after moving to Los Angeles in 1934, Arnold Schoenberg described the landscape
around his new Hollywood home to Anton Webern as “Switzerland, the Riviera, the Vienna
Woods, the desert, the Salzkammergut, Spain, Italy—everything in one place.” 74
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In addition to this process of mentally mapping Europe onto America, correspondence
became another way for Milhaud to connect to France in his imagination. Though there were
barriers to overseas written communication, the letters that did reach Oakland from Europe
allowed him to empathize with the suffering of his friends and family, preventing him from
becoming too comfortable in his Californian refuge. Through letters and telegrams, Milhaud was
even able to provide material aid to relatives of his friends Igor Stravinsky and Vladimir
Golschmann. Finally, by exchanging correspondence with fellow displaced Europeans in North
and South America, Milhaud could take part in a dispersed community of those who shared the
experience of being separated from their homeland.
Following the German invasion of France, direct communication with people in the
occupied zone quickly became impossible. 75 Many of Milhaud’s fellow composers—including
Francis Poulenc, Arthur Honegger, Georges Auric, and Henri Sauguet—returned to Paris within
months of the invasion, if they had left at all, and with rare exceptions, he would not hear from
them again until after the liberation in 1944. Until the total occupation in November 1942,
exchanging letters and telegrams with those in Vichy France was possible, but slow, and
everything passed through U.S. censors. For the first two years of his exile, therefore, Milhaud
was able to stay in sporadic contact with his family in Aix-en-Provence, as well as with friends
who had relocated from Paris to the south of France or who already lived in an unoccupied area.
Milhaud’s longtime friend Armand Lunel, who resided in Monaco, received at least six
letters from Milhaud between August 1940 and January 1942. 76 Two of these letters express a
sentiment that appears regularly in Darius and Madeleine Milhaud’s correspondence and
75
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writings at this time, including the letter to the Hoppenots quoted above—the idea that while
their physical existence was in California, their minds were in France. In January 1941, Milhaud
wrote to Lunel and his wife: “It is as if we are absent here and constantly close to all of you.
Despite so much hardship and dispersal, we nonetheless have hope. My parents are well, thank
God, but my father is so old; I worry that they do not have enough coal. All of that is so difficult.
May Armand write to me very soon; I would like to know whether the same decrees have been
instituted in Monaco as in France.” 77 In the next letter a month later, he told them: “Write often;
the letters from France are the most beautiful moments for us. In our thoughts, we are living this
horrible ordeal with you, and living through your hope.” 78
While Milhaud could not communicate directly with compatriots in the occupied zone,
his friends there could transmit news through his mother. Extended letters were impossible, as
written personal communication between the occupied and unoccupied zones was limited to
small postcards that only permitted brief messages and were examined by censors. 79 At first, the
card only allowed correspondents to fill in names of family members and select options such as
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“is doing well” or “was killed,” but this was replaced by a less restrictive form in 1941. 80 Sophie
Milhaud collected cards sent to her by her son’s friends on the other side of the demarcation line
and forwarded them to California with her own mail. In September 1941, upon receiving such a
card from Henri Sauguet, she responded: “It is so interesting that I sent it to my children this
morning in my own letter,” and added: “For nine days, I have not had any letters from my
darlings, and to me, that seems long, long. I keep hoping to have one the next day and every day,
this is how it is. I hope even more for tomorrow, which is my grand chéri’s birthday.” 81 Over the
next year, she would continue to receive occasional letters and telegrams from Darius and
Madeleine, but the slow pace of communication was distressing to her. 82
The forwarded mail from Sauguet does not survive, but a number of Milhaud’s other
friends also found opportunities to write to him. As Poulenc prepared to return to Paris for the
first time since the invasion, he sent Milhaud a letter explaining his reasons for going back to the
occupied zone and proposing that they direct future correspondence through Milhaud’s mother.
Perhaps trying to assure his friend that he did not blame him for leaving, Poulenc compared
Milhaud’s situation favorably to his own, writing: “How happy I am to know that you are in San
Francisco! Every day, I approve more.” At the end of the letter, he wrote that his home in Noizay
had been “very pillaged,” which was an exaggeration. 83 In another letter of July 1941, Poulenc
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provided updates on the activities and well-being of some of their friends, abbreviating names
and obscuring details to get past the censors. 84 Around 1942, Georges Auric took advantage of a
visit to Morocco to write to the Milhauds, saying little about his own life in France, but assuring
them of “how and how much I think about you,” expressing his hope for their eventual reunion,
and declaring: “I was able to learn that your journey is complete—and that Darius is working. He
must, because one day, the French will all know that one of their greatest musicians was born in
Aix-en-Provence!” 85 Marcel Mihalovici, a Romanian-born Jewish composer and the husband of
the pianist Monique Haas, spent the war in Cannes. In a 1941 letter, he told Milhaud that Haas,
whose performing career afforded her greater mobility than her spouse, had participated in a
secret private performance of Milhaud’s music with a few friends (including Jean Wiéner and
Andrée Vaurabourg, Arthur Honegger’s wife) in Paris. 86 She also included his piano
compositions in her recitals in Switzerland, where his music was not banned. 87
Some of the musicians who abandoned Paris for the Free Zone did so as a first step
toward leaving the country, which became increasingly difficult in the months after the Milhaud
family’s departure. Germaine Tailleferre had already relocated from Paris to Grasse—a town
close to Cannes—in 1937 for the sake of her husband’s health, but the occupation cut her off
completely from what had once been the center of her professional life. Her husband was already
in the United States by the time of the German invasion, and it took Tailleferre and her daughter
Noizay was to the contents of his wine cellar (C-Poulenc, 499). The contradiction between the two letters is noted by
Myriam Chimènes, editor of the volume, on p. 505.
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until 1942 to be able to join him there. 88 When she reached New York in the fall of that year—
after traveling from Marseille to Lisbon, as the Milhauds had done two years earlier—she wrote
a report for Modern Music titled “From the South of France,” in which she described both the
state of musical life in Vichy France and the material deprivations suffered by those living
there. 89
Another musician who faced departure delays in the south of France was the Czech
composer Bohuslav Martinů, who had been living in France since 1923 and, along with
Mihalovici, formed part of the “Ecole de Paris,” an informal group of foreign-born composers
established in the late 1920s. 90 Martinů and his wife left Paris at the time of the invasion in June
1940, and after a difficult and protracted trek south, they reached Aix-en-Provence, where they
stayed for seven months as they waited to acquire the necessary travel documents. There, they
encountered Milhaud’s parents and other relatives who had gathered in Aix. When they finally
arrived in New York in the spring of 1941, Martinů wrote to Milhaud:
After the first moments of surprises and fatigue, I am taking advantage of a calmer day to
write to you and pass on the best regards of your mother, of Monsieur Milhaud, and of all
your family in Aix. They think about you constantly, and we went to visit them often; we
talked about you. They have news from you often, but not enough for your mother, who
would like to have you close to her. They were very welcoming to us. 91
Sophie and Gabriel Milhaud’s support for their son’s friends went beyond the
companionship they provided for Martinů. Most of the extant correspondence between Milhaud
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and Igor Stravinsky during the war concerns what Annegret Fauser has described as “a
complicated scheme of barely legal money transfer,” which was their solution to the problem of
not being able to transmit money directly from the United States to France. 92 When Stravinsky
moved to Los Angeles in 1939, his three surviving children, all adults, remained in Europe, and
he felt a responsibility to support them financially. His daughter Milène lived in the Sancellemoz
sanatorium in eastern France, where her mother and sister had died just before the war, and the
fees for her room needed to be paid regularly. His son Théodore, a painter, had trouble finding
consistent work, and in 1941, he was confined to a Vichy internment camp for several months.
The two composers devised a system: Milhaud would ask his mother to send money from his
bank account in Aix to Stravinsky’s children in 30,000-franc installments, and Stravinsky would
repay Milhaud in U.S. dollars using an approximated exchange rate of 100 francs to the dollar.
This plan was mutually beneficial, as without direct access to his own money in France—and not
receiving royalties for his music published there—Milhaud had not yet regained full financial
stability. 93 The letters mention that his mother also regularly sent money to relatives of the
conductor Vladimir Golschmann, indicating that Stravinsky was not the only person with whom
Milhaud had such an arrangement.
The procedure was established at some point before December 1941, when Stravinsky
asked Milhaud “to do the same favor for me that you did before . . . to have the same thing sent
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to Théodore as the last time.” 94 Milhaud’s response shows that the instructions to his mother
could not be stated openly, and instead were phrased—in English, as mandated by the American
censors—as vague requests to transmit “news.” He explained to Stravinsky: “Upon receiving
your letter, I cabled to Aix: ‘Give Strawinsky news of his father as you did recently. All Well.’
You can be sure that the same amount will be sent.” 95 Milène received the next payment several
months later, telling Stravinsky that she had spoken to Milhaud’s father about it shortly before
his death in April 1942. 96 In May, knowing that Théodore needed money, but unsure whether he
was still in Switzerland or had gone back to France, Stravinsky asked for it to be sent to Milène,
and for her to be instructed to give Théodore the money when he arrived in France. 97 Milhaud
reported that he sent a telegram reading: “Send same news Strawinsky to Mylène Sana
Sancellemoz asking to transmit them Théodore.” By this time, Milhaud had learned of his
father’s death, but he assured Stravinsky that while the situation with the estate was likely to be
complicated, he expected to be able to continue making the transfers. 98
When Stravinsky requested another payment in late September, he warned Milhaud that
because his recent communication with Théodore, who was planning to obtain permanent Swiss
residency, had led to questioning by the U.S. censors, Milhaud would have to be even more
circumspect in asking his mother to send the money:
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I immediately reassured Théodore in a telegram. The next day—a telephone call from the
censor, asking me to explain the telegram to them, explanations which evidently
reassured them. Despite this “reassurance,” I think that a new telegram concerning the
same person (Théodore), even sent by a different person (you) and from a different place
(Oakland) risks [attracting] the attention of the same Californian censor, and once again
there would be explanations to [make], suspicions to dissipate… what do I know? That is
why it might be best not to mention Théodore or Milène this time, and to say along with
your own affairs, “…just seen Stravinsky helth [sic] as usual transmit children.” Would
that work? 99
The total invasion of France in November 1942 cut off direct communication with what
had been the unoccupied zone, but Milhaud’s mother found ways to write to him via friends in
Morocco and Switzerland, and in August 1943, he received a letter dated three months earlier in
which she assured him that she had been able to continue making regular payments (stated
cryptically as “tes amitiés”) to Stravinsky’s children. 100 He passed this information to Stravinsky,
and in another letter several days later, he added: “I will try to find out more details, but it is
difficult to write, given all of the censorship, and it is especially important that the Americans
cannot suspect that the letters (which I send to a friend in Tangier) are destined for France.” 101 In
the absence of an official exchange rate during the occupation, Stravinsky continued to send
Milhaud a check for $300 for each payment of 30,000 francs, though Milhaud noted that the
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Americans had set an exchange rate of 76 francs to the dollar in Algeria, which would have put
the reimbursements at nearly $400. 102
Another letter from Sophie Milhaud in October confirmed that she had continued to send
money to Milène Stravinsky; by the time it reached Darius in January, his mother had died,
though he did not yet know. 103 In an additional letter received posthumously, Sophie Milhaud
assured her son that she was still making the same regular payments to the Stravinskys and the
Golschmanns, but told him that she had been advised to start cutting the amount in half. 104 In the
absence of further information, and assuming that the payments would have ceased with Sophie
Milhaud’s death, Milhaud and Stravinsky estimated the amount of money sent after the total
invasion so that Stravinsky could complete the reimbursements. 105
This arrangement between the two exiled composers points not only to Milhaud’s
financial insecurity at this time, Stravinsky’s concern for his children, and the strategic efforts
required to support family living under the occupation, but also to broader facets of the wartime
exile from Europe to the United States. First, Stravinsky’s role in the scheme highlights the need
to consider multiple migrations in the lives of many émigrés, as well as the particular role of
France in many such lives. 106 As a cosmopolitan center since the nineteenth century, Paris was
home to many foreign-born musicians in the 1930s, a number of whom subsequently moved to
the United States. Some, such as Stravinsky and Martinů, lived in France for many years before
the occupation, having chosen to move there primarily for professional reasons. Stravinsky took
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French citizenship in 1934, and Martinů married a French woman; both composers would later
become U.S. citizens. For others, including Arnold Schoenberg and Kurt Weill, leaving their
native countries for France was a brief first stage of exile rather than a voluntary migration. 107
The fact that Milhaud’s and Stravinsky’s arrangement is documented in preserved letters
is itself significant—beyond its obvious usefulness for scholars—as it calls attention to written
correspondence as a mode of communication among individuals who had once lived in the same
city, but were now spread across the United States. 108 During the war, Milhaud and Stravinsky
saw each other several times a year—usually in Los Angeles, and only once in Oakland—but
they communicated primarily through letters. The geographic dispersal of those who had
previously been in Paris meant that written communication served a vital role in maintaining
their personal and professional ties, as well as in creating the sense of a nationwide community
of those whose hearts and minds, as Milhaud wrote, remained in France. As I will discuss in the
next section, the concentration of European musicians, artists, and writers in New York and Los
Angeles produced distinct communities, and Milhaud’s contact with these groups during his
occasional trips to each city highlighted the effects of his usual separation from them. But when
he was in Oakland, writing to and receiving letters from individual friends—including some he
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never saw in person during the war—the differences between their new lives seemed less
important than their mutual separation from France.
Milhaud’s network of displaced Parisians extended outside the United States to Mexico
and South America. Jules Romains and his wife moved to Mexico City after a year in New York;
when Milhaud planned a family trip there in 1946, he wrote to Lise Jules-Romains to inquire
about the possibility of giving lectures at the local branch of the Alliance Française. 109 The
singer Jane Bathori and her companion Andrée Tainsy were in Buenos Aires, Argentina; Bathori
had made annual trips there between 1926 and 1933 to teach and perform, giving her a
foundation on which to build a life in exile. 110 Henri and Hélène Hoppenot first lived in
Montevideo, Uruguay—where Henri served as the ambassador of the Vichy government—then
moved to Washington, D.C., when he resigned and defected to the Free French in 1942. Jules
Supervielle, who wrote the play that became Milhaud’s opera Bolivar, also spent the war years in
Montevideo, where he had lived as a child. 111 His presence in the Americas rather than in Europe
allowed him to contribute to the opera by sending the Milhauds new text for several scenes. 112
While mail between North and South America was less restricted than between the
United States and Europe, which allowed Milhaud to bring these geographically distant friends
into his network, it was not entirely reliable. In 1942, the actor and director Louis Jouvet, who
spent the years of the occupation touring Latin America with his theatre company, staged Paul
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Claudel’s 1932 play L’Annonce faite à Marie in Rio de Janeiro. 113 Milhaud had written the
incidental music for the original production, but the only copies of this score were in France.
Jouvet invited Milhaud to compose new music, which he did, but it failed to reach Rio in time
for the performance. (As Milhaud wrote to Jane Bathori in 1944, “Manuscript music is always a
problem for the mail censors, who think it is a mysterious means of correspondence. It truly is
correspondence, of the heart and soul!”) 114 Jouvet instead used music already composed by
Renzo Massarani, a Jewish composer who had left his native Italy for Brazil.
These correspondence networks were important, but they could not fully substitute for
the in-person connections the Milhauds had enjoyed with these individuals before the war, nor
could letters and cryptic telegrams begin to compensate for the family’s agonizing separation
from those who remained in France. Isolation, both from France and from communities of
Europeans in the United States, was one of the defining aspects of their exile. However, the
family responded to this isolation in varying ways, and its effects reached beyond personal
loneliness and homesickness. In effect, Darius and Madeleine Milhaud’s physical distance from
New York and Los Angeles shaped their relationships with the émigré communities there and the
composer’s approach to the political aspects of being a Frenchman in exile.
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Isolation and Community
Themes of isolation, both personal and professional, appear frequently in scholarship on World
War II–era exile and migration to the United States. In studies of composers—as well as artists
and writers—considering isolation often means examining the effects of their separation from the
cultural environments in which they had operated intellectually and professionally and their
subsequent encounters with American culture and its institutions, expectations, and limitations.
Composers who wrote twelve-tone music or other idioms that did not align with the U.S. musical
landscape typically faced the most difficult adjustment in this regard. As I discuss in chapter 2,
this type of creative isolation was not a significant aspect of exile for Darius Milhaud, whose
compositional style was sufficiently compatible with American tastes and who came to the
United States already furnished with enough professional connections to continue having his
music published and performed in a new country. It was a greater issue for Madeleine Milhaud,
as I show in chapter 5, because the language barrier and her household responsibilities kept her
from continuing her career on the stage, though she did find some creative fulfillment as a
director of amateur plays.
In scholarship, emphasizing artistic and cultural isolation can play into the binary of
“assimilation” and “resistance” that once dominated exile studies in musicology. 115 Within such
a framework, the idea of isolation can be deployed on both sides. If resistance is valued, isolation
becomes a heroic state, a consequence of the refusal to compromise one’s principles by
integrating into a society perceived to be culturally inferior. If assimilation is valued, on the other
hand, the absence or overcoming of isolation is a sign of success. Recently, a number of scholars
have challenged the assimilation/resistance dichotomy, its attendant perspectives on isolation,
115
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and the views of particular composers that developed through this discourse. For example, a
central aim of Sabine Feisst’s book on Arnold Schoenberg in the United States is to “challenge
the notion of Schoenberg as an isolated figure unwilling to adapt to American life.” 116 Yet forced
displacement is often accompanied by various types of isolation. Acknowledging the effects of
this condition on an artist does not preclude recognition of communities and networks, as Brigid
Cohen demonstrates in her study of Stefan Wolpe. 117 The case of Darius and Madeleine Milhaud
is further complicated by their geographic distance from the major émigré communities and
musical centers of New York and Los Angeles, which contributed to a sense of personal isolation
in exile beyond what was caused by their separation from France. 118
Throughout the war years, both of the Milhauds expressed ambivalence about their
isolation—sometimes deeply troubled by it, strangely grateful for it at other times, and
occasionally denying it, instead recognizing the ways in which they were not entirely alone.
Their later recollections, filtered through positive memories of the postwar years, tend to
downplay the experience of isolation in favor of acknowledging community, while the strongest
expressions of the anguish of solitude are found in wartime letters to close French friends such as
Henri and Hélène Hoppenot, with whom they were able to remain in contact. But even during the
war, they saw at least one positive aspect in their geographic isolation: it allowed them to limit
their exposure to the political tensions found in the larger émigré communities. 119 For Darius
Milhaud, who was determined to be seen as apolitical—for the sake of his own self-
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preservation—and who had friends with both real and perceived ties to the Vichy government,
the conflicts among other French exiles were best avoided. 120
In August and September 1943, after the Hoppenots had relocated from Montevideo to
Washington, D.C., following Henri’s resignation from his ambassadorial post the year before,
Hélène crossed the country to visit the Milhauds for several weeks, and her diary entries from
this period show that she perceived her friends’ isolation as severe and demoralizing. 121 This
impression likely reflects her discussions with them—as in their letters, they would have felt free
to express the depths of their sorrow and frustration—as well as the sharp contrast between the
bucolic Mills campus and her memories of socializing with them in the lively environment of
Paris before the war. Early in her visit, she wrote: “Two days spent at Mills are enough to
become aware of the Milhauds’ complete isolation: no true friends, nothing but acquaintances,
professors, students, and the ‘strays,’ which they call ‘leeches.’” 122 While she was there, Darius
wrote to Henri: “You can imagine our joy at having Hélène here. In our nearly total solitude, it is
a great pleasure to be able to see such a dear friend.” 123
The Mills College campus, situated in a quiet corner of East Oakland, may have seemed
like “a prairie at the ends of the Earth” (as Milhaud described it to Nadia Boulanger in 1944),
120
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especially in comparison to Paris, but the recently-constructed Bay Bridge connected Oakland to
San Francisco, a city with a population of more than six hundred thousand. 124 While the Bay
Area lacked a large population of European musicians and artists, the Milhauds were able to
make and renew connections with some compatriots in the region. The fall of 1940 saw the
arrival in San Francisco of Georges Valabrègue—a nephew of Darius and Madeleine’s paternal
grandmother—his Russian-born wife, Vera, and their three children between the ages of two and
eleven. 125 In Pierre Monteux, then in his sixth year as music director of the San Francisco
Symphony Orchestra, Milhaud had a French colleague with years of experience conducting U.S.
orchestras on both coasts. Events such as the Mills College Summer Sessions (see chapter 4) and
the United Nations Conference on International Organization, held in San Francisco in 1945,
brought temporary influxes of French intellectuals to the area, which were particularly important
for Madeleine Milhaud. In Roger Nichols’s interview with her in the 1990s, she mentioned the
nearby presence of Monteux and the Valabrègue family and said, “So you can see how
privileged we were and that, although so far from France, we were not isolated.” 126 Even during
the war, she recognized that others were even more isolated: in 1941, when the Hoppenots were
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still in Uruguay, Madeleine wrote to Hélène: “I am ashamed to be surrounded and to feel that
you are alone.” 127
Darius and Madeleine Milhaud had a number of friends among the New York–based
French exile community, as well as those from other countries, but their contact with them was
limited to their winter trips to the East Coast. Pierre and Henri Claudel, two sons of Milhaud’s
close friend and artistic collaborator Paul Claudel, both held diplomatic posts in New York. The
artist Fernand Léger, who designed the sets and costumes for Milhaud’s ballet La Création du
monde and would also work on his opera Bolivar, encountered the composer both in New York
and in Oakland, as he participated in the Mills College Summer Session in 1941. André Maurois,
another Summer Session guest, also lived in New York; Kurt Weill and Lotte Lenya had a house
in the countryside, about an hour’s drive from Manhattan. Milhaud saw Germaine Tailleferre
only once in the United States, as she was based primarily in Philadelphia; having stopped
composing, she was disengaged from public musical activity. 128 The Italian Jewish composer
Vittorio Rieti, his wife Elsie, and their son Fabio—five years older than Daniel Milhaud and also
an artist—were close friends of the Milhaud family who had made frequent visits to Paris in the
1920s and 1930s.
The annual trips to New York provoked mixed feelings for the Milhauds: the populous
city was a welcome change from the seclusion of Mills, and they enjoyed the opportunity to see
their friends there, but New York’s exile culture could be unsettling and even alienating. After
returning from his East Coast trip of December 1941, which he took alone, Darius wrote to
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Hélène Hoppenot, describing the city as “a false Europe” full of refugees and stating: “New York
is quite an extraordinary place at the moment, and we are delighted to live far away from that
city.” 129 But the following winter, he brought Madeleine and Daniel to New York, though the
additional travel costs were significant, because they needed the escape from Oakland. As he
explained to Bathori after the trip: “Madeleine was in our prairie surrounded by eucalyptus for
two years without moving. For her morale, she needed some contact with our numerous friends
in N.Y. Her courage and activity are always incredible, but she is tortured by homesickness.” 130
At “about the distance from Paris to Marseille” (as Milhaud put it in a 1945 letter to
Poulenc), Los Angeles was close enough to visit more than once a year, but not without a good
reason, and such circumstances came about only rarely. 131 Upon first arriving in California in
1940, Milhaud expected to find occasional work writing film music, but he would score only one
Hollywood film, The Private Affairs of Bel Ami (1947). 132 When Darius and Madeleine Milhaud
did visit Los Angeles, they encountered many European friends, including Igor Stravinsky and
Arnold Schoenberg—who, as Madeleine Milhaud noted, were not friends with each other.
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Schoenberg “lived not far from the Stravinskys and we were always astonished that they had no
contact at all. They were like African kings, each waiting for the other, but nobody came…” 133
On the Milhauds’ visits to Los Angeles, they often stayed at the home of the composer
Alexandre Tansman. Born in Poland to a Jewish family, Tansman moved to Paris in 1919, where
he became part of the “Ecole de Paris.” He married a French pianist, Colette Cras, in 1937, and
took French citizenship the following year. When Paris was invaded, he escaped to Nice with his
wife and their two young daughters. Similarly to Milhaud, Tansman already had a number of
influential friends in the United States, including Charlie Chaplin (whom he had befriended on
his Pro Musica U.S. concert tour in 1927), Serge Koussevitzky, and Jascha Heifetz. In the fall of
1940, these friends began working to help the Tansmans come to the United States, but it took
nearly a year; the family finally arrived in New York in September 1941. 134 Elizabeth Sprague
Coolidge, who had known Tansman for more than a decade, commissioned his Piano Sonata no.
4, as she had done for Milhaud’s String Quartet no. 10 at the time of his own exile the previous
year. 135 Like Milhaud, Tansman received a Coolidge Medal for the work. 136 After the premiere
of the sonata at Coolidge’s birthday concert in Washington, D.C., in late October, Tansman and
his family moved to Los Angeles, where they remained until their return to France in 1946. He
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found his work in Hollywood as a composer and music director—for which he often did not
receive credit—frustrating and artistically unsatisfying, but it gave him the financial stability to
continue writing “serious” concert music. Disdaining the lack of culture he perceived in the film
industry, he preferred the company of other émigrés and hosted regular gatherings of Europeans
in the house provided to him by Paramount. 137
When the Tansmans first reached New York, Milhaud wrote to him; this letter is missing
from the photocopies of his letters to Tansman at the Paul Sacher Stiftung, but Tansman’s reply
indicates that Milhaud offered to help him make contact with Hollywood music directors. 138 This
letter from Tansman also includes his reaction to arriving in the United States after a year’s
uncertainty in Nice, drawing a pointed contrast between what he had endured and the Milhaud
family’s relative good fortune:
It is impossible to tell you how happy we are to be here—this moral and material change
seems like a dream come true for us. Everyone is so kind, so considerate toward us, and
we had become completely unaccustomed to that. I hope to find my place in the sun
again, little by little, and the start is fairly encouraging. . . . You do not know how lucky
you are to have left with your wife and son in time. If it were only the deprivations to
deal with, that would be nothing much, but the rest was much more difficult—hard to
describe if you have not lived through it. I am happy for you, to know that you are in a
place that suits your health and allows you to work in total tranquility—it is an invaluable
thing. 139
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While Milhaud and Tansman had known each other for two decades, they were not truly
friends until exile brought them together. Each composer credited the challenges they had
endured with making the other one a more likeable person. In Tansman’s memoirs, published
posthumously, he wrote: “I had never been on very good terms with Darius Milhaud, who had
not always seemed like a very good friend to me (or to his other peers). But when I arrived in
New York, he sent me a very affectionate message, and his welcoming invitation [to visit him at
Mills] made me think that with age, exile, etc., he had become different and less egocentric. So I
accepted his invitation with true pleasure.” 140 In Milhaud’s eyes, Tansman was the one who had
changed; he told Bathori in 1943 that “the months of suffering in France humanized him a great
deal.” 141 More than three decades later, Tansman honored this friendship forged in exile with his
Elégie à la mémoire de Darius Milhaud (1975), a work for orchestra that includes quotations
from La Création du monde.

The Politics of Exile
As in New York, Milhaud appreciated the chance to see friends such as Schoenberg, Stravinsky,
and Tansman on his visits to Los Angeles, but felt uncomfortable around the political discussion
that he was usually able to avoid in Oakland. As a French Jew, he was caught between those like
Schoenberg, who had no direct connection to France and gave little thought to the specific
situation of that country, and the non-Jewish French émigrés for whom debating whether to
support Pétain or de Gaulle could sometimes seem little more than an intellectual exercise. In
140
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addition, his French friends and associates ranged from devoted followers of de Gaulle to
representatives of the Vichy government (such as Henri Hoppenot before his 1942 defection to
the Free French), and he resented not only the division of the exile community, but also what he
perceived as baseless accusations against people he knew and liked. For example, the writer
André Maurois was frequently criticized for his connections to Pétain and the pro-Vichy
statements he made at the beginning of his time in the United States, but Milhaud considered him
reasonable and felt that the image of Maurois against which people argued bore little
resemblance to his friend’s actual beliefs. 142
When Milhaud heard that the Paris Opéra would restage the 1924 ballet Salade, replacing
his now-banned score with music by Roger Désormière, he told Hélène Hoppenot about the
situation and sarcastically added: “But do not tell this to anyone, people will say I am a
Nazi!!” 143 In the same letter, he complained about his interactions with other French émigrés
during a recent visit to Hollywood: “The unfortunate thing is that the suffering that should unite
all of the French divides them instead, and the chatter is unbearable. They stir up ‘cases.’
Maurois, for example, is he for this? for that? does he think what he says? does he say what he
thinks? does he think what he doesn’t say, etc. etc. It is horrible.” 144 Madeleine Milhaud
expressed a similar sentiment in her own letter: “Now we are back to our Mills, quieter and more
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peaceful, without ‘Français’ arguing and debating like in Los [Angeles]… and rather happy to be
far away from that useless chattering.” 145
Milhaud had reasons for avoiding politics beyond his discomfort with this “chatter”—and
his determination to preserve his personal relationships with Gaullists and Vichy supporters
alike—as a law passed one month into the Vichy regime “allowed the government to revoke the
citizenship of French nationals who left France between 20 May and 30 June 1940 without
proper authorization.” 146 He was anxious to avoid being targeted by this legislation, especially
after his friend Alexis Leger was stripped of his citizenship in October 1940. 147 In a letter to
Hélène Hoppenot of 14 June 1941—“one year since Paris fell”—Milhaud described his efforts to
assure the Vichy government that he had left France for acceptable reasons and that he was not
involved in political dissidence. The letter reveals the involvement of Claude Bréart de
Boisanger, the French Consul General in San Francisco and a close friend of Henri Hoppenot.
I know that Henri very kindly wrote to Boisanger on my behalf. Boisanger asked me for
information for a letter to the Department to explain my departure. I had contracts dating
from July 1939 for Chicago, Boston, and the radio in New York, which I showed him. I
had already done that on arriving in N.Y. last August, but the N.Y. consulate seems to
have misplaced all of that… so Boisanger will write again. Hopefully this will not result
in anything unpleasant. It is true that special cases do not count for much. Nonetheless, I
am determined for everything to be in order and for them to know in Vichy that since my
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arrival here, I have always refused to join any dissident groups. Not a week goes by
without being asked, but I want to stay completely out of politics. 148
Milhaud’s desire to be seen as apolitical was not limited to issues concerning Europe or
the war. Before accepting an invitation to speak at the 1943 Writers’ Congress, Milhaud asked
Tansman to find out whether or not the conference would take place on the campus of the
University of California, Los Angeles. If not, he wrote, “that would prove that it is a communist
thing, and in that case, I will not go.” 149 The Hollywood Writers Mobilization, which cosponsored the event with the university, was rumored to be an offshoot of the communist League
of American Writers, and the anti-communist California state senator Jack Tenney attempted to
have the Writers’ Congress canceled, then held hearings to investigate it. 150 But the Writers’
Congress was not directly associated with the Communist Party, and it was held on the UCLA
campus, so Milhaud agreed to participate. On the last morning of the conference, he spoke about
“Music in French Film” in a seminar on music and the war that also included contributions from
the composers Gail Kubik, Hanns Eisler, and William Grant Still. 151 However—whether for
political reasons or not—Milhaud distanced himself from the event as a whole, telling Tansman
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that apart from the two-hour seminar, which he dismissed as “the paying reason for my trip,” he
would “flee the site of the congress” to spend time with friends, especially the Stravinskys. 152
Milhaud’s avoidance of visible political activity did not mean that he was entirely
disengaged, however. In a long letter to Henri Hoppenot of 22 May 1942, he explained that
while he supported de Gaulle, he felt that joining dissident groups was not an effective way to
work toward the victory of the Free French; rather, one should simply follow the United States.
This presents a somewhat different perspective from his earlier concerns for his own safety,
which predated the entry of the United States into the war. The attack on Pearl Harbor in
December 1941 was, for Milhaud, a cause for celebration, since it brought the United States into
the conflict—in the first draft of Notes sans musique, he even made the cynical suggestion that a
statue of Emperor Hirohito should be erected at the United Nations. 153
The prior letter from Hoppenot does not survive; in it, he likely asked Milhaud for advice
on whether to remain in his ambassadorial post in Uruguay. Pierre Laval, a proponent of
escalated collaboration with Germany, had recently returned to the Vichy government as Prime
Minister, and as a result, a large number of diplomats—including Hoppenot—resigned in the
following months. 154 Milhaud’s response gives little direct advice to his friend, but does provide
a window into how he saw his own obligations as a French artist in exile:
I understand, and I feel very deeply how torturous the current situation must be for you.
You ask me for my opinion—me, a poor derelict, clinging to the hope in America that we
152
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all have. My dear friend, what can I tell you? The situation for a Frenchman living here is
very simple. Follow America until the deliverance of France. . . . This has nothing to do
with the divergences among the French, which we are always trying to smooth over. All
the same, we have occasionally reached a sort of unity. With war relief, for example.
Everything is centralized and divided into three parts—prisoners, children . . . Free
French. There have been concerts with the consul and the representative of de Gaulle
present!
I have never wanted to join a dissident organization, because I reckon that there is
only one way to serve de Gaulle—militarily, by going to fight—but if it’s just by
organizing banquets in San Francisco, zut! But one can serve well at the American level
without getting roped into dissidence. Besides, the Franco-American situation is so
complex. Vichy is represented diplomatically. De Gaulle is never recognized, but they
deal with Admiral Robert in the West Indies, not with Vichy. The Gaullists are
denounced in Saint Pierre and Miquelon, and recognized in the Pacific and in Africa.
The average Frenchman gets lost in this. This is why I prefer to stay outside any
“clique,” given that the state of my health does not allow me to consider an active
(military!) life. But I was glad to register for the “old man’s draft,” and Madeleine is
doing a great deal of work for the American Red Cross. She is an Instructor of First Aid,
and she does three courses a week.
But there is a lot to do to maintain French culture; the study of French in colleges
and universities has sharply dropped. They learn Spanish. In this respect, Madeleine is
doing a lot of work. Relying on a little class on “fluency in French,” she was able to put
on a play by Molière (Le Mariage forcé) with her classes, which she is doing again in San
Francisco these days. She has given a number of lectures and poetry readings (always
without pay, naturally). 155
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Unable to fight and unwilling to engage in political dissidence—which, to him, included
Gaullist organizations—Milhaud focused his attention on the defense of French culture. The
Mills College Maison Française (see chapters 4 and 5) provided an opportunity for the composer
and his wife to teach students about French music and literature. Beyond the college campus,
Milhaud used his position as a composer to reach a broader audience. As Annegret Fauser has
shown, composers exiled from Allied nations had access to modes of musical nationalism not
open to those who had left Axis countries. 156 During the war, Milhaud used these strategies both
to build up his own reputation as a French composer in the United States and to contribute in his
own way to the fight for France.
This approach is already evident in the first piece Milhaud conducted after arriving in
New York in the summer of 1940, Cortège funèbre. Though he had written the music in 1939 for
a film about the Spanish Civil War, the information provided to newspapers across the United
States in advance of the New York radio broadcast made no mention of the composition’s origin
as a film score, instead presenting it only as a reaction to recent events. For example, the Mason
City Globe-Gazette in Iowa reported: “Cortege Funèbre, as indicated on the manuscript from
which it will be performed, was begun at Aix-en-Provence, the composer’s birthplace, May 10,
1940, and completed the following day. May 10 was the date on which Hitler’s invasion of the
Low Countries began.” 157 At that time, the film, an adaptation of André Malraux’s 1937 novel
L’Espoir, remained unreleased due to pressures by the Franco regime; reassigning the score to a
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less controversial political cause enabled it to be heard. In 1942, Milhaud attempted to repurpose
another composition, this time for the American war effort. In January 1940, he had been
commissioned by the French government to write a short march to accompany radio
announcements about purchasing war bonds; two years later, he sent a manuscript copy to
Archibald MacLeish, the poet who then served as both Librarian of Congress and assistant
director of the Office of War Information, to offer the music to the U.S. government. 158
Milhaud’s contribution to the 1942 collection of fanfares commissioned by the conductor
Eugene Goossens—of which the most famous is Aaron Copland’s Fanfare for the Common
Man—was titled Fanfare de la Liberté. Milhaud’s choice of a French-language title, the only one
not in English, reflects his position as the only wartime émigré among the eighteen composers
who participated. 159 “Liberté” recalls the French motto “Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité”—which was
replaced by “Travail, Famille, Patrie” (“work, family, fatherland”) under Pétain—while also
allowing for a more universal interpretation. In Suite française, a wind-band composition written
several months after the liberation of France, Milhaud used folk melodies from five French
provinces, aiming to educate young Americans about “those parts of France where their fathers
and brothers fought to defeat the German invaders, who in less than seventy years have brought
war, destruction, cruelty, torture, and murder, three times, to the peaceful and democratic people
of France.” 160
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For Milhaud, defending French culture also meant celebrating continued cultural
production in occupied France, a position that was not as politically neutral as he perhaps
believed. On the basis of limited—and biased—information from the friends who managed to
write to him from France, he understood the persistence of professional musical activity in Paris
as a powerful sign of French endurance in the face of oppression rather than the thorny web of
accommodation, collaboration, and resistance that scholars such as Myriam Chimènes and
Yannick Simon have since shown it to be. 161 In an article printed in the New York-based French
newspaper Pour la Victoire in February 1942, Milhaud began an overview of opera in Paris
between 1939 and 1942 with a description of the activity of the Opéra and Opéra-Comique in the
year before the German invasion, concluding with the premiere of his own opera Médée in May
1940. He then explained that the two Parisian opera houses had re-opened under the occupation
and that they planned to stage works by two of his closest friends: Francis Poulenc’s ballet Les
Animaux modèles and Henri Sauguet’s opera La Gageure imprévue. Of the Poulenc composition,
he wrote: “This important work by one of our most sensitive French musicians will be staged at
the Paris Opéra and will bring the suffering Parisians the consolation of his tender and lively
melodies.” 162
Milhaud concluded his article: “All the same, it is reassuring to think that despite the
despair and distress, despite the cold and hunger, despite the daily tragedies of the occupation,
despite the appalling difficulties of material life, the lyric theatres of Paris continue to fulfill their
role and envisage the creation of new works to keep French music alive and to assure its
161
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continuity.” 163 At the beginning of the occupation, the Opéra and Opéra-Comique, like a number
of theatres in Paris, were placed under Vichy control, albeit with German oversight and
censorship. The re-opening of Parisian opera houses and the presentation of new works by
French composers became part of the Vichy government’s strategy for opposing the threat of
German cultural dominance in France. 164 Milhaud was unaware that German policy in the
occupied zone involved permitting and facilitating such activity to create the illusion of
normalcy and thereby encourage collaboration. Using the end of Milhaud’s essay to illustrate
Pour la Victoire’s openness to articles that contradicted Gaullist ideology, historian Colin
Nettelbeck notes: “It is not at all likely that de Gaulle would have been comforted by the thought
of a flourishing theatrical life in Paris.” 165 For Milhaud, however, the knowledge that his friends
were able to continue having new works performed was a source of hope and comfort, and
publicizing this activity in the United States was a way for the exiled composer to defend his
homeland from afar.
The liberation of Paris in August 1944, and of the rest of France in the ensuing months,
cast Milhaud into a new stage of his exile. Four years after arriving in Oakland, returning home
was no longer a distant dream, but a concrete possibility. The path ahead was far from
straightforward, however. With increasingly impaired health and mobility, he could not rush
back to a city in severe economic and material crisis, and the friends who wrote to him after
communication with France resumed brought news of tragedy, collaboration, and instability,
even as they urged him to return quickly. At the same time, he felt indebted to Mills College for
163
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providing him with security and a home in exile, and after four years of working to build up his
compositional career in the United States, he had formed professional ties that could not be
easily broken. As I explore in the next chapter, Milhaud’s postwar transatlantic career was a
product of the period of uncertainty between 1944 and 1947, in which the personal, musical, and
political concerns of the war years continued to shape his decisions as he forged a path out of
exile.
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CHAPTER TWO: FORGING A NEW PATH (1944–47)

25 August 1944, the final day of the Battle for Paris, saw Darius Milhaud in Stanford Hospital in
San Francisco, where he was undergoing an experimental three-week penicillin treatment—a
“vacation at ‘Penicillin-Beach,’” as he termed it in a letter to Claire Reis. 1 On that day, he began
writing his autobiography, Notes sans musique. 2 He wrote in the preface:
It is August 25, 1944. Paris has just been liberated, foreshadowing the final victory after
these four dramatic years, where, in exile, our despair conflicted with the hospitable
comfort we found in the United States. After a seven-month illness, I am forced to rest in
a San Francisco hospital. I have time to look back upon the half-century I have lived. But
this is not a private diary. I will not speak about the painful tragedy that turned my life
upside down before finding a happiness of exquisite mellowness in every moment. 3
After returning from the hospital, Milhaud wrote to Reis: “We are so full of a mixture of
happiness and anxiety with the news of my France. Liberation is also at the price of so many
1
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“C’est le 25 Août 1944. Paris vient d’être libéré, laissant prévoir la victoire finale après ces quatre années
dramatiques, où en exil, notre désespoir s’accordait mal avec le confort hospitalier trouvé aux Etats Unis. Je suis en
repos forcé, après une maladie de sept mois, dans un hôpital de San Francisco. J’ai le temps de regarder le demisiècle que j’ai vécu. Mais ce n’est pas un journal intime. Je ne parlerai point du drame douloureux qui a bouleversé
ma vie avant de trouver un bonheur d’une douceur exquise de tous les instants.” The published version of the
preface (MVH, 7) is slightly different and does not include the last two sentences of this excerpt, which are crossed
out in the manuscript.

93

destructions—and very soon we will hear about so many bad news from relatives and friends
that happened during those 4 years of nightmare during the occupations of the Nazis-GermansBoches-Pigs and Co.” 4 Indeed, as he would soon learn, more than twenty members of his and his
wife’s extended family were killed in the concentration camps. 5 Among them were Eric Allatini
(a cousin on Darius’s mother’s side) and his wife, Hélène Kann, who both spent the first two
years of the occupation engaged in Resistance activity in Paris. In October 1942, the Gestapo
found them in the process of making false identity papers for a group of refugees; after first
being sent to separate prisons, they were reunited at the Drancy internment camp north of Paris,
where they were held before being sent to Auschwitz.6 Jean Milhaud, the seventeen-year-old son
of Madeleine’s older brother Etienne, was arrested in Domfront on the way to his baccalaureate
exam and deported from Drancy to Auschwitz in October 1943. 7 Etienne, his wife, and their
younger son were later arrested as well, but they narrowly escaped deportation and spent the next
year in hiding. 8 Darius Milhaud’s professional networks were also fractured: Raymond Deiss,
one of his primary publishers, was executed in a German prison for using his printing equipment
to publish a Resistance newsletter. The Milhauds also learned of other family members who had
survived, as Darius recounted to Alexandre Tansman:
Yesterday, we received some news through an American soldier in Aix. He wrote to his
brother here that he went to the synagogue for Yom Kippur and that he was invited
afterwards to have dinner with a family where everyone spoke English: my mother-in-
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law, my aunt, my cousins. So we know that they were able to leave their hiding place in
the mountains and return to Aix.9
Even after Paris and other regions of France were liberated, the ongoing war made the
transmission of news across the Atlantic difficult. The censors were strict, and letters could still
take months to reach their destinations, if they arrived at all. For Milhaud and others on the West
Coast, the distance from New York and Washington posed an additional barrier. When possible,
Milhaud and his friends in Europe sent letters, musical scores, and other material through
diplomat friends such as Pierre and Henri Claudel, bypassing the censors and increasing the
likelihood that everything would eventually arrive. Through these channels, Milhaud wrote long
letters to Francis Poulenc, Paul Collaer, and others, summarizing his activities of the past four
years. Collaer, having resumed his radio work in Brussels as soon as that city was liberated in
September 1944, invited Milhaud, Hindemith, Stravinsky, and Bartók to record spoken messages
that would be aired on Belgian radio during a concert of their works. Hindemith chose not to
participate, perhaps feeling that a message from a German would be unwelcome, but the other
three composers did. In this way, European listeners had an opportunity to hear Milhaud’s voice
three years before his actual return. 10 As requested by Collaer, the three composers provided
summaries of their compositional activity during the war, with Milhaud’s the longest by far. In
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addition, Bartók offered praise for the resilience of the Belgian people, while Stravinsky
expressed astonishment that Collaer reached out to him in this way when it was those in exile
who hungered for news from Europe. 11 In a personal note to Collaer attached to the description
of his work in the United States, Milhaud wrote: “Since the liberation of France, I no longer have
the feeling of exile. It is something else. It is no longer this incessant mental anguish, but an
immense hope, life returning to one’s very being.” 12
While the liberation and the end of the war transformed his sense of being in exile,
Milhaud knew that he would have to wait before returning to France. After being severely ill for
most of 1944—which forced him to skip his yearly visit to New York—he did not know if he
would ever regain the ability to walk. In post-occupation Paris, food and fuel were scarce, and as
he would have been physically unable to use the overcrowded Métro, the family would need both
a car and sufficient fuel. Writing to Tansman, who was planning his own return to Paris, Milhaud
described the situation and said: “All of that is impossible for me. And that upsets me, because I
was offered the composition class at the Conservatoire and had to refuse. And that is the one
thing in the world I would most have loved to do.” 13 Claude Delvincourt, the director of the
Conservatoire, had written to Milhaud in 1945 to ask him to succeed Henri Büsser as professor
of composition. 14 Büsser, who had to step down as director of the Opéra-Comique when he was
mistakenly listed in the first edition of the Lexikon der Juden in der Musik, had written an article
11
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in October 1940 for La Gerbe, an aggressively collaborationist newspaper, in which he referred
to Les Six as the “Cinq jeunes”; Yannick Simon writes that he did so “certainly with the
ambition of crossing off Darius Milhaud’s name from the French musical landscape.” 15
Further complicating the Milhauds’ plans to return was the knowledge that their homes in
both Paris and Aix-en-Provence had been looted by the Nazis. Herbert Gerigk, co-author of the
Lexikon and head of the Sonderstab Musik—the music division of the Nazi task force in charge
of confiscating cultural property in occupied regions—targeted their Paris apartment in the first
months of the occupation. 16 Gerigk and his associates first entered the apartment at 10 Boulevard
de Clichy in the fall of 1940, and on 2 November, he produced the following report:
The Jew Darius Milhaud is regarded today as the most notable contemporary French
composer, and he is also claimed by world Jewry as a representative of Jewish cultural
activity. At the beginning of 1940, the Paris Grand Opera even gave the world premiere
of a new work by Milhaud in a festive atmosphere.
The search of his apartment and the seizure of materials important to us were
essential for ideological and professional reasons. Milhaud has fled; the building manager
could not confirm residence, so his possessions were deemed unclaimed Jewish property.
We found a very carefully arranged collection of exotic records from all over the world.
This collection was taken away for the Hohe Schule. Furthermore, a large number of
Milhaud’s manuscripts were seized, and Jewish literature, Jewish and atonal music, and
numerous collections of folk songs from around the world were taken from his private
library. Correspondence was almost nonexistent.
The apartment was in a very neglected state, and we found out from the building
manager that Milhaud had resided mainly at a country estate in the unoccupied zone,
where the correspondence with German individuals that we consider so important can
probably be found. 17
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The Milhauds were notified of the raid by Henri Sauguet, who informed them that Gerigk had
been accompanied to the apartment by Jacques Benoist-Méchin, a high-ranking Vichy official
who—before his turn to fascism in the 1930s—had once been friends with Milhaud as part of the
circle of young composers around Erik Satie. Sauguet also reported that the Nazis had left a copy
of the score of Richard Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde on the piano. 18
In October 1944, the conductor Roger Désormière wrote Milhaud a letter—spread across
two densely-filled postcards stamped “Examined by U.S. Censorship”—detailing what had
happened to the apartment. In addition to the Nazi break-in of 1940, there were two burglaries in
1942 and 1943; then, in early 1944, “the Germans requisitioned the apartment, then completely
emptied it.” 19 Before that, however, Désormière organized a group of Milhaud’s friends to take
away and store as much as they could without attracting attention or causing trouble for the
building’s manager. Honegger and Sauguet held Milhaud’s papers and music, while
Désormière—who also paid the rent for the apartment throughout the occupation—stored the
piano. 20 Additionally, a number of Milhaud’s manuscripts were already with his brother-in-law
in Domfront, where he had sent them before leaving France.

weltanschaulichen und fachlichen Gründen unbedingt erforderlich. Milhaud ist geflüchtet; ein Aufenthalt konnte
vom Hausverwalter nicht angegeben werden, und sein Besitz war demnach als herrenloses jüdisches Gut anzusehen.
Wir fanden eine besonders sorgfältig angelegte Sammlung exotischer Schallplatten als allen Teilen der Erde vor.
Diese Sammlung wurde für die Hohe Schule abtransportiert. Ferner wurden zahlreiche Manuskripte Milhauds
beschlagnahmt und aus seiner Privatbibliothek das jüdische Schrifttum, jüdische und atonale Musik, sowie
zahlreiche Volksliedersammlungen aus aller Welt entnommen. Korrespondenz war fast gar nicht vorhanden. Die
Wohnung befand sich in einem sehr verkommenen Zustand, und vom Hausmeister erfuhren wir, dass Milhaud sich
in der Hauptsache auf einem Landsitz im unbesetzten Gebiet aufgehalten hat, wo wahrscheinlich auch die für uns
besonders wichtigen Briefwechsel mit deutschen Persönlichkeiten zu finden sein werden.” The typed document
bears Gerigk’s signature.
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Désormière and his friends took these actions during the occupation with the conviction
that Darius and Madeleine Milhaud would someday return to a liberated Paris, and indeed, the
couple never seriously considered remaining in the United States permanently if going back
would become an option. The decision to return—which rested on the hope that there was
something worthwhile to return to—aligned the Milhauds with larger trends in postwar
remigration. Whereas many German Jewish exiles saw Germany as permanently compromised
and did not view remigration as a viable prospect, most of their French counterparts had
sustained a belief in a true France that would re-emerge after the shadow of occupation had
lifted. 21 The Milhauds, who spent the war years working to promote and celebrate French culture
in the United States, certainly shared this belief, and the letters Darius Milhaud received from his
friends in France after the liberation repeatedly called on him to aid in rebuilding the musical life
of his homeland.
Milhaud knew, however, that remigration carried personal and professional risks, and he
had also developed important connections in the United States. The Mills College campus was
significantly more wheelchair-accessible than Paris, and the college had served as an
indispensable support network in a time of crisis. There was no guarantee that he would be fully
welcome in his former artistic circles; his wartime faith in the heroism of French musicians
clashed with the reality that a number of his friends and associates had made compromises with
the occupying powers. His efforts to reestablish himself as a composer in the United States had
been fruitful, and by 1947, his connections in the American music business likely seemed more
secure than the uncertain situation that awaited him in France. 22 Milhaud’s solution was neither
21
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continued exile nor a definitive remigration, but rather a path of his own devising that enabled
him to maintain an active professional life in both countries.
To establish an additional layer of context for Milhaud’s decision, I begin this chapter
with an overview of his professional activity in the United States, tracing the development of his
relationship to the American music business across the seven years of his exile. The rest of the
chapter focuses on the period between the liberation of Paris in the summer of 1944 and the
Milhaud family’s initial return to France three years later. During this time, Milhaud once again
had to contend with political divisions, this time among those who had remained in France
during the occupation. Taking the commonly held view that those who had not lived through the
occupation were not qualified to accuse others of collaboration, he approached the issue with
caution, especially in the case of his friend Arthur Honegger. He also began the process of
preparing to return to France, while also planning to continue his work in the United States. In
advance of his arrival, his music—which had been banned under the occupation—returned to
French concert programs and radio broadcasts through the efforts of his friends. I conclude the
chapter with the Milhaud family’s return to France in 1947, situating their experience within the
broader pattern of returning displaced Jews. Facing a transformed musical landscape, serious
personal losses, and his own health challenges, Milhaud began to build the transatlantic career
that would sustain him through the next two decades.
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American Connections
When he left France in June 1940, Milhaud was forty-seven years old and had a catalog of just
over two hundred works; an experienced composer, he was also skilled at the business aspects of
making music, as Louis Epstein has shown. 23 Yet exile presented a new series of professional
challenges, as Milhaud recalled in Notes sans musique: “It was only on board the ship, after the
shock of tearing away, that I realized I was starting a new phase of my existence. I would find
few of my orchestral scores in the United States. … I would have to get back to work in order to
satisfy any requests of concert societies.” 24 While he carried the manuscripts of a few recent
works, most were stored with his brother-in-law in Normandy. Until the end of the German
occupation, not only would he be unable to access these manuscripts, but it would also be
impossible to communicate with, or get materials from, his French publishers.
Almost immediately after arriving in New York, Milhaud began to develop new contacts
that would lead to commissions and performances. However, not every opportunity went as
planned. His first commission came through a meeting with Alexander Smallens, who had
recently conducted the orchestra for Ballet Theatre’s Black Ritual, Agnes de Mille’s adaptation
of Milhaud’s La Création du monde. 25 Smallens expressed interest in getting Milhaud to write an
original score for the company, and after further meetings with Ballet Theatre’s management,
Milhaud left New York with a commission to write the music for a ballet on the life of Moses,
titled The Man From Midian. He completed the score on schedule, but the company’s financial
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and organizational problems eventually derailed the project completely. The ballet was originally
scheduled for performance that fall, but it was delayed, as was every attempt to stage it in 1941.
When the choreographer, Eugene Loring, left to start his own company at the end of that year, he
took the scenario with him, but when he produced it with Dance Players in 1942, he used a new
score by Stefan Wolpe. Milhaud was never notified of this, and only learned about it when he
read a review of Loring’s performance. He wrote to Virgil Thomson: “No one said anything to
me, asked me anything. Strange customs. Is this common? I understand that there must have
been a spat between Ballet Theatre and Dance Players, but can they use a title that has been
announced for a year and a half with music by poor Milhaud?”26 To make matters worse, Ballet
Theatre lost the manuscript copy of the score that Milhaud had sent them, returning it with an
apologetic note five years later. 27 When his original agreement with the ballet company broke
down, the composer, who had always been in the habit of creating concert works from his scores
for the stage or for film, revised the score for concert performance and gave it the title Opus
Americanum, no. 2, as it was the second composition he completed in the United States. Under
that title, the work had its premiere in December 1943 with the San Francisco Symphony
Orchestra conducted by Pierre Monteux, one of Milhaud’s few prominent musical contacts in the
Bay Area at that time. This performance was originally planned for a concert earlier in 1943, but
it was postponed due to complaints about the amount of modern music on the orchestra’s
programs. 28
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Because Milhaud did not know many Bay Area musicians before moving to Oakland and
perceived the region’s musical activity as limited, working with conductors and making
orchestral concert appearances in the early exile years usually meant traveling outside California.
He became much more involved with the musical life of the San Francisco Bay Area as it
developed over the next thirty years, but at first, his concerts at home were mainly smaller
affairs, while he secured performances for his orchestral music through his existing connections
to orchestras in New York, Boston, and Chicago. 29 He traveled to Chicago in October 1940 to
conduct the premiere of his First Symphony, and the city’s position on the train route from
Oakland to New York allowed him to continue making concert appearances there in the years to
come. Serge Koussevitzky, the director of the Boston Symphony Orchestra, commissioned and
premiered Milhaud’s Second and Sixth Symphonies (1942 and 1946), and the orchestra also
performed several of his other works, although the composer made more requests for
performances than could be accommodated. Notably, a December 1940 concert included
Milhaud’s Cortège funèbre, Fantaisie pastorale (with the Iowa-born pianist Stell Andersen, who
had given the premiere in Paris in February 1939), and Suite provençale, all conducted by
Milhaud. This performance occurred during the first of his annual winter visits to the East Coast,
a practice he gave up during the post-exile years. 30 This first trip east in December 1940 also
included private receptions in Boston and New York hosted by the influential patron Elizabeth
Sprague Coolidge, a lecture-recital on music and poetry by Darius and Madeleine Milhaud at the
Alliance Française in New York, and a League of Composers chamber-music concert in the
auditorium of the Museum of Modern Art. While his appearance with the Boston Symphony
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Orchestra increased his visibility as a composer and conductor with the broader concert-going
public, these other events took place within the more circumscribed networks of those who
created and supported modern music.
In the concert realm, Milhaud had the support of multiple interconnected networks of
conductors, performers, patrons, and managers. He had worked with many of these people
before, and he was already somewhat familiar with the procedures and expectations from his
earlier concert tours. Dealing with American publishers, however, was new territory for him,
made both more complicated and more necessary by not having access to most of his older
scores or the ability to communicate with his publishers in France. Milhaud had always worked
with multiple publishers in Europe, choosing where to send a given work based on market
considerations and each company’s individual profile, which set him apart from his
contemporaries who primarily or exclusively used a single publisher. 31 Arnold Schoenberg, for
instance, was one of a number of European modernists who had a sustained relationship with the
Viennese publisher Universal Edition before exile, but his works after 1934 were divided among
eight different companies. 32 Béla Bartók negotiated an exclusive contract with the British
publisher Boosey & Hawkes after Universal Edition was taken over by the Nazis in 1938, but he
was an exception. Milhaud’s pre-war experience may have made it easier for him to enter into
new business relationships with U.S. publishers and to engage with several companies
simultaneously, but he still faced challenges; while conducting business in English for the first
time, he had to learn what American publishers expected in their dealings with composers.
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In a few instances, Milhaud was able to publish existing works that had not yet been
printed in France, if he had brought the manuscript with him or otherwise had access to the
material. Another exception was made possible by Raymond Deiss, who had been one of
Milhaud’s main Parisian publishers. Shortly before his arrest in October 1941, Deiss wrote to
Milhaud’s mother, who was still living in Aix-en-Provence, telling her that Milhaud had his
permission to do whatever he wanted with the works his company had published. 33 Milhaud took
this opportunity to capitalize further on a piece that was already available and well known in the
United States, his two-piano suite Scaramouche. He had the piece reprinted in the U.S., and also
brought out two new arrangements: a version for saxophone and orchestra, which had been
performed on the radio in Paris but never published, and a clarinet transcription made at the
request of Benny Goodman. 34
Whether a result of exclusive agreements with performers or of a lack of interest among
publishers, most of the significant works of Milhaud’s first years of exile remained unpublished
until after the war, when some came out in the United States and others in France. But during
this time, he began to work with U.S. publishers by writing small-scale pieces specifically for
publication, responding to the particular needs of the American sheet-music market. For
example, several publishers invited him to contribute to their ongoing series of music by modern
composers. For Carl Fischer’s “Masters of Our Day Educational Series,” which included
contributions from a number of modern composers, mostly from the Americas, he wrote a pair of
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short piano pieces for children, one using only the white keys and one only the black keys. 35
Then, at the invitation of William Strickland, he wrote a piece for the H. W. Gray Company’s
“Contemporary Organ Series,” joining such composers as Aaron Copland, Arnold Schoenberg,
Roger Sessions, and Walter Piston. 36
Following the commercial success of Igor Stravinsky’s Tango in 1941, Leonard Feist of
the Mercury Music Corporation approached Milhaud to write something similar, a short work
with popular appeal that could be brought out in multiple arrangements to target different parts
of the music market. Milhaud was initially skeptical of the request, writing back: “I have never in
my life submit a work to an editor who asks me a definite piece. If you keep the wright to refuse
my piece after I have written it, I prefer not to try! If I write this work it is at your request and I
must be sure that you will publish it.” 37 Despite these reservations, he accepted the commission
and agreed to write a set of four short pieces—titled Four Sketches—in versions for piano,
orchestra, and potentially other arrangements. Milhaud worked quickly, as he usually did, and
sent each one to Leonard Feist as he completed it, both to show that he was making progress and
to get the publisher’s approval before moving on. After sending the third piece and promising the
fourth “very soon,” he wrote to Feist: “You see that I execute my contract in a rather short time. I
hope our relations on this field will continue.” 38
Once Milhaud had established a professional relationship with Mercury, he began to ask
them to consider some of his other works, but these requests were unsuccessful more often than
not, and the company only published a few more of his compositions. However, Milhaud’s
35
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efforts in his first two years in the United States had given him the connections and the
confidence to move on to more ambitious projects, the largest of which was an opera on the life
of Simón Bolívar, which Milhaud hoped the Metropolitan Opera would perform. He enlisted the
support of many of the individuals and groups he had come to know in the United States, even
using his well-connected contacts to bring the project to the attention of prominent political
figures such as Fiorello LaGuardia and Nelson Rockefeller. But even with the combined efforts
of these patrons and musical networks, Milhaud could not overcome the difficulties of producing
a new opera in wartime, and in the end, Bolivar had its premiere not in New York, but in Paris,
seven years after its completion. 39
In the end, the failure to secure a U.S. premiere for Bolivar was one of only a few major
professional disappointments in the period of Milhaud’s exile, which otherwise saw him adapt
successfully to a new musical environment. Even in the case of Bolivar, he did get some of his
music published and heard; continuing his longstanding practice of extracting short, marketable
pieces from his theatrical works, he arranged a suite of dances from the opera, titled La
Libertadora, in versions for both one and two pianos. This arrangement not only gave Milhaud a
way to make use of his score while it languished in bureaucratic limbo, but also reinforced his
image as a composer with a particular connection to Latin America; after the premiere in New
York by pianist Maxim Schapiro on 9 November 1945, Virgil Thomson deemed it “more
convincingly Brazilian in language” than a composition by Heitor Villa-Lobos on the same
program. 40 At this time, six months after the German surrender that ended World War II in
Europe, Milhaud was engaged in several new projects, including two marches for the Goldman
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Band to commemorate the end of the war, plans for a recording session with the New York
Philharmonic, and a ballet score (The Bells) for the choreographer Ruth Page (which, unlike The
Man From Midian, was performed multiple times). Even as he moved toward returning to France
and began to receive commissions from French institutions once again, he continued to direct a
substantial amount of his musical activity toward the United States.

Politics After the Liberation
In early January 1945, Francis Poulenc sent Milhaud a long letter from London, where he was
giving concerts with the singer Pierre Bernac. The primary purpose of the letter was to provide
Milhaud with a list of Poulenc’s recent compositions and those of their mutual friends, but—in a
passage that would be redacted from the first published volume of his correspondence in 1967—
he also commented defensively on the wartime behavior of various French musicians. 41 He
praised Claude Delvincourt’s Resistance activities and assured Milhaud that most musicians had
not been collaborators, but in the list of exceptions that followed, he attempted to downplay the
seriousness of each person’s transgressions. “Only Arthur [Honegger] was a bit weak,” Poulenc
wrote, “but just a little, and if he had quite naturally presented himself as a Swiss musician for a
long time, the issue would be very simple.” Of Marcel Delannoy, a member of the Groupe
Collaboration, he wrote: “Poor Delannoy was an ass, as usual, but his heavy family obligations
excuse him in my eyes.” 42 Myriam Chimènes’s 1994 edition of Poulenc’s correspondence
reinstates most of this paragraph, but still omits his complaint that the pianist Marcelle Meyer
41
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was being ostracized, her Italian husband “having made a fortune from the Jewish sequestration
and being in the Italian Gestapo! That’s all! It’s sad, because she was playing better than ever.” 43
After receiving the letter in mid-February, Milhaud had typed copies made and sent them
to a number of his fellow exiles. On Tansman’s copy, he added a handwritten note commenting
on Poulenc’s leniency: “Dear Sacha, I think that this will interest you. What strikes me is the
immense indulgence.” 44 Tansman later recalled his—and others’—displeasure with Poulenc’s
forgiving attitude toward those whose actions had been questionable:
Milhaud received a long letter from Poulenc, giving him all of the details about each of
the musicians in Paris. Not being particularly intelligent, Poulenc had furnished all of
these examples of cowardice with comments giving excuses or indulgence: this one had
collaborated out of stupidity, the other to earn money, another out of opportunism, etc.,
etc. But he seemed to find it completely natural that some had profited from their
cowardice while others risked their lives with the Resistance for their country. Milhaud
made a number of copies of this letter and passed it on to all of his French friends in the
United States. Everyone was nauseated by it, except for a few reactionaries or antisemites
who, among others, found it perfectly agreeable to profit from the property seized from
the Jews and to do lucrative business with the Germans. 45
At a time when personal news from Paris came slowly, any information was worth passing on,
and Poulenc’s letter also provided a summary of his recent compositional activity and that of his
peers. But by forwarding Poulenc’s excuses along with these innocuous details, Milhaud gave
43
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his exiled compatriots an opportunity to begin to gauge the political complexities that those who
intended to return would soon encounter.
By the time Milhaud received Poulenc’s letter, the issue of collaboration—and of who
had the right to define, identify, and punish it—was already a topic of active discussion among
Europeans in U.S. exile, including musicians. In November 1944, a symposium titled “On Artists
and Collaboration” appeared in Modern Music. According to the magazine’s editor, Minna
Lederman, the symposium “won more celebrity for Modern Music than any other in its history.”
Arnold Schoenberg, Ernst Krenek, Vittorio Rieti, Bohuslav Martinů, and Milhaud each
contributed a short essay addressing the question of what should be done with musicians and
other artists who had collaborated with the Nazis. Lederman later explained that the composers
were chosen because, “being refugees themselves,” they would presumably “prove less
simplistic in their judgments than most of us who were removed from the scene of danger by
birth and distance.” 46
All five composers agreed that they—and other Europeans in the United States—were
not in a position to determine who had crossed the line into true collaboration. As Milhaud put it:
Being so far away we can have nothing to say about all that. The people who have
suffered and fought in the Underground and who have been cold and hungry, who have
helped the persecuted and risked their lives at any time are the only ones who can act and
have the right to do so. Let them mete out justice. They will certainly know who is a real
collaborator, I mean a Nazi-minded person, and will make a sharp distinction between
him and those who have had to bear pressure and continue to work to be able to live. And
what can we know here? So often I have heard: “This one went to Germany, he is a
Nazi.” Do you know if he has not been there for the Underground? 47
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Rieti, for his part, wrote: “We here lack the means to discriminate between opportunism, good
faith, weakness, betrayal, dignity, in every individual case. Moreover, were we in full possession
of the facts, we would still be in ignorance of what would have been our own attitude in the same
case.” 48 Krenek and Martinů did not state this belief outright, but it is implied through their
attempts to outline the ethical dilemmas facing artists without definitively condemning particular
actions. 49 Schoenberg, drawing a distinction between forced and voluntary collaboration, wrote
that “only those should be authorized to blame the forced collaborator who have themselves
proved fearless before the menace of the concentration camp and of torture.” 50 In the case of
those who had officially been charged with collaboration, Milhaud, echoing the title of Martinů’s
essay (“Artists are Citizens”), wrote: “I don’t see why artists should not be treated as ordinary
citizens. Jacques Benoist-Méchin is a composer who has written a few works in which you may
find a certain gift. He was a minister in the Laval cabinet. Now he is arrested, accused as a
traitor, a German spy. I hope he will be shot.” 51 In this, he disagreed with Schoenberg, who
concluded by writing: “considering the low mental and moral standard of artists in general, I
would say: Treat them like immature children. Call them fools and let them escape.” 52
Left unstated in Milhaud’s Modern Music essay, but certainly a significant factor in his
thinking on these issues, is the fact that Arthur Honegger, one of Milhaud’s closest friends and
colleagues before the war, was among the composers accused of collaboration. To a certain
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extent, Honegger’s wartime activities were unexceptional in context: like most of the composers
who remained in Paris during the occupation, he continued writing music and working as a critic.
But some of his actions taken to further his career went beyond mere accommodation, and in the
eyes of many, his Swiss citizenship could, at most, serve as only a partial justification. 53
In November 1941, Honegger was part of the French delegation to a week-long Mozart
festival in Vienna, which was organized by the German Ministry of Propaganda. Attendees were
subjected to speeches—including one from Joseph Goebbels—extolling Mozart as “the symbol
of the new Europe in general, and of Franco-German collaboration in particular.” 54 Leslie Sprout
notes that while most of the French delegates “did not neglect the political messages of the event
in their published music reviews . . . readers of Honegger’s accounts would have been hard put to
locate the festival in its politically charged time and place.” 55 Unlike some of the other delegates,
he avoided openly aligning himself with the festival’s propagandistic message, but his separation
of music and politics—a strategy he would also use to defend his wartime choices—played into a
view of German music as universal, which was another aspect of Nazi cultural propaganda. 56
These reviews appeared in Comœdia, an arts journal that had been revived as a Nazi-sponsored
publication. In its new incarnation, it aimed to promote collaboration through cultural rather than
overtly political means.
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Marcel Mihalovici notified Milhaud of Honegger’s trip to Vienna in a letter of December
1941. 57 Milhaud likely got additional information from an August 1942 article in The Nation by
Minna Lederman, who wrote:
Composer Florent Schmitt, his seventy-two years giving him the prestige of a dean, and
two Swiss musicians whose careers are closely associated with France—Arthur
Honegger, composer of the Group of Six, and Robert Bernard, editor of the new,
German-authorized, Parisian review L’Information Musicale—led a body of respectable
publishers and academy chiefs to a Mozart festival in Vienna, where they were welcomed
as guests of Richard Strauss at a grand reception in honor, again, of Franco-German
cultural relations. 58
Lederman’s account is incomplete; the French delegation numbered more than twenty, including
at least seven composers, of whom only Honegger and Bernard were Swiss citizens. 59 In the
summer of 1943, the newsletter for the Mills College Maison Française included a report by
Milhaud on current musical activity in France, which appears to draw primarily on information
received in letters from friends in the formerly unoccupied zone. Focusing on celebrating the
continued vitality of French musical life, he raised the issue of collaboration only in the last
paragraph, with a description of the Mozart festival that aligns with Lederman’s report. While he
omitted Honegger’s name, he implicitly referred to him as a collaborator, albeit not a French
one:
Among the collaborationists, there were three musicians who went to Vienna, via Berlin,
for the Mozart festival, where they were welcomed by Richard Strauss. But fortunately,
among these three Parisian musicians, only one is French: Florent Schmitt, who had
57
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already singled himself out at the Salle Pleyel by crying ‘Vive Hitler’ in 1933, after the
great success obtained by a work of Kurt Weill, who had just left Germany for good. The
other two are Swiss! 60
However, earlier in the report, Milhaud did mention Honegger by name, describing the
week-long festival held in Paris in honor of his fiftieth birthday, at which Jeanne d’Arc au
bûcher and his new Symphonie pour cordes were performed. To some in France, this festival
was viewed as a sign that Honegger had gained too much favor with the German authorities, but
in Milhaud’s account, it is simply an indication of the endurance of French music and musicians,
as he had interpreted the performances of new works by Poulenc and Sauguet in his 1942 Pour
la Victoire article. Given the later implied reference to Honegger as a collaborator, this positive
description of his birthday festival should perhaps be read as an exercise in caution—regardless
of Milhaud’s personal feelings at this time, he would not have wanted to make overt accusations
against someone with whom he was known to be closely associated, especially not on the basis
of limited information. This passage and the article as a whole also reflect Milhaud’s lack of
awareness about the nature of cultural activity under the occupation (see chapter 1). At the
beginning of the report, he wrote: “In occupied countries, the activity is always divided in two:
the artistic events organized by the occupying forces, to which the patriots do not go, and those
depending on the artistic elements of the invaded country, to which the population goes en
masse.” 61 Milhaud based this generalization on his simplistic understanding of musical life in
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occupied Belgium during World War I, unaware that the situation in occupied Paris was much
more complex. 62
In private correspondence, Milhaud took an ambivalent position on the case of Honegger:
while acknowledging his friend’s transgressions, he expressed concern for him and classified
him as a résistant, albeit one who had made some poor decisions. For example, in 1945, Milhaud
wrote to Tansman, relaying information from Sauguet and Désormière: “Arthur, who was part of
the Resistance, did some stupid things (trip to Vienna, collaboration with Comœdia). There was a
Resistance court session at Déso’s house, and they kicked him out. He is deeply affected by
this.” 63 Milhaud’s secondhand account is essentially accurate. For a period of time, Honegger
was a member of the Front National des Musiciens, a Resistance organization founded in 1941
by Roger Désormière, Louis Durey, and Elsa Barraine. But in 1943, he was expelled from the
group as a result of such offenses as the Vienna trip, attendance at a reception for a leading
cultural propaganda official at the German embassy in Paris, and “positive reviews of
contemporary German music by Hans Pfitzner, Werner Egk, and Richard Strauss,” all of which
called his allegiance into question. 64
By the time the two composers could once again exchange letters, Milhaud had evidently
decided that Honegger’s actions could be overlooked for the sake of their friendship. Responding
to a letter from Milhaud (now lost) in May 1946, Honegger wrote: “As I told you, I wrote to you
several times. . . . Since I never received a response, I feared—because this is, unfortunately, all
62
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too common these days—that someone had written nasty things about me to you, but I see from
the tone of your letter that this is not the case, which pleases me not only for the two of us, but
for the others as well.” 65 After this, the issue is completely absent from their extant
correspondence.
Milhaud’s willingness to resume his friendship with Honegger is unsurprising in light of
his understanding of his own position as an exiled Frenchman, his general distaste for political
rumors and conflict, Honegger’s reacceptance among musicians in France, and Milhaud’s plans
to rejoin the French musical community himself. While he openly condemned outright
collaboration, as in the case of his former friend Jacques Benoist-Méchin, Milhaud believed that
as an exile, it was not his place to pass judgment on the basis of secondhand information when
the circumstances were more ambiguous, and he had been assured by Poulenc and others that
Honegger’s wartime actions were not “serious.” 66 Unlike Schmitt and Delannoy, Honegger was
not called before a purification committee after the liberation, likely because he was not a French
citizen, and he therefore faced no official punishment. 67 After an unofficial six-month boycott of
his music in France, he was gradually reaccepted, and by May 1946, when he wrote to Milhaud,
he had returned to regular work as a composer and critic, though he remained resentful about his
treatment. 68 Denouncing Honegger would have put Milhaud at odds with this process of
rehabilitation, which aligned with the broader effort to smooth over the complexities of French
65
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wartime actions in the years after the liberation. Milhaud may even have sympathized with
Honegger’s experience of professional exclusion, though it had occurred for reasons quite
different from his own circumstances. As he prepared to return to France and resume his career
there, he could not risk introducing additional discord to an already-delicate situation, nor could
he afford to reduce the number of personal and professional allies he would find upon his arrival.

Symbolic Remigration
Milhaud did have allies in France, and in the three years between the liberation of Paris in 1944
and his return in 1947, these composers, conductors, and critics prepared for his arrival by
reintroducing his music to concert programs and radio broadcasts after the wartime ban. 69 With
the gradual reopening of communications between the United States and France, Milhaud was
able to participate in this process remotely by sending copies of his new scores. The renewed
presence of Milhaud’s music in the continued absence of its composer is an example of what Joy
H. Calico terms “symbolic remigration” in her book on Arnold Schoenberg’s A Survivor from
Warsaw. 70 Schoenberg died in 1951 without ever returning to Europe, but, as Calico asserts, “the
‘re-presence’ of his music . . . can be regarded as a kind of remigration.” 71 Drawing on cultural
mobility theory, Calico demonstrates that the physical remigration of individuals must not be the
sole focus of remigration studies, as the “noncorporeal return” of a composer by way of his or
her music can carry great significance in itself. 72 Unlike Schoenberg, of course, Milhaud did
return to his homeland—though not definitively, as I will discuss in the rest of this dissertation—
69
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and the younger composer had more than two decades of professional activity ahead of him. But
in the uncertain period just after the liberation of France, the symbolic remigration of his music
served two purposes: it prepared the way for him to resume his compositional career in France
upon his own arrival, and it played a role in the fight for musical dominance between Milhaud’s
contemporaries and the younger generation of composers. 73
Yannick Simon describes Milhaud as a composer who, through his—and his music’s—
enforced absence from France, became a symbolic figure both for the occupying forces and for
the musicians of the French Resistance. 74 Milhaud’s entry in the Lexikon der Juden in der Musik
and the multiple raids of his apartment are evidence of his notoriety among the Nazis as a
prominent Jewish composer, and his importance to the Resistance musicians is clear from the
efforts to keep his music in covert circulation in defiance of the official ban. The October 1942
issue of Musiciens d’aujourd’hui, the clandestine publication of the Front National des
Musiciens, noted in a list of musical resistance activities: “A private concert took place
somewhere in occupied France, dedicated to the works of Darius Milhaud. A performance was
also given in Provence.” 75 His works were also occasionally played as unannounced encores or
under different names; for example, in a concert at the Ecole Normale de Musique in June 1943,
his Scaramouche was listed by a fairly transparent anagram: “Mous-Arechac” by “Hamid-alUsurid.” 76 1943 also saw the publication of Paul Landormy’s La Musique française depuis
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Debussy, the final volume of his history of French music. When Milhaud heard later that year
that Landormy had written a substantial chapter on him and his music, he wrote to Hélène
Hoppenot that his inclusion in the book “indicates a certain courage on the part of its author.” 77
As soon as Milhaud’s friends and supporters in France were once again able to write to
him after the liberation of Paris, they began asking about his plans to return, telling him that his
presence was not merely welcome, but necessary for the rebuilding of French musical culture. In
his letter explaining the situation with Milhaud’s Paris apartment, Roger Désormière wrote: “Can
you return soon? I advise you to do so as soon as you can; we need you.” 78 Similarly, Marcel
Mihalovici wrote in February 1945: “We are impatiently waiting for you. We play your music
here and are rediscovering it with the emotion you can imagine. . . . What have you written?
When do you intend to come back? We need you.” 79
In the United States, Virgil Thomson used his position as a prominent critic to promote
the notion that the French musical world was collectively waiting for Milhaud’s return. In the fall
of 1945, Thomson traveled to Europe at the invitation of the French and Belgian governments
with the goal of observing “the postwar state of music abroad” and describing it for U.S. readers.
One of his reports for the New York Herald Tribune, bearing the headline “The Vacant Chair,”
framed a description of current French compositional activity with the issue of Milhaud’s
absence:
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Viewing the French musical scene in closeup one is impressed with the cardinal
importance to it of him who is absent; of the central position in the picture that is being
reserved for the return of Darius Milhaud. Just as Ravel before him and Debussy before
that was in the eyes of all beholders clearly the first composer of his country, Milhaud’s
primacy is no less obvious than theirs in a landscape that is no less copiously adorned by
figures of considerable brilliance.
After characterizing these other “figures of considerable brilliance” as either “academic”
(Jacques Ibert, Jean Rivier), “impressive” (Arthur Honegger, Manuel Rosenthal, Olivier
Messiaen), or “poetic” (Francis Poulenc, Georges Auric, Henri Sauguet), Thomson positioned
Milhaud as “the great man who dominates all the categories” and concluded:
And that is why in spite of all the brilliant figures now occupying the musical scene in
France, there is a vacancy in the center of the stage. Neither Honegger nor Rosenthal nor
Messiaen, for all their spectacular qualities, can fill it. Nor can Sauguet for all his
delicacy and tenderness, be quite sufficient for the place. And so everybody is working
busily and beautifully at writing music for the repertory adorning, to change the
metaphor, France’s musical house—already and by far the richest of our century—in
view of what all musical France hopes will not be too long delayed, the return of its
master—Darius Milhaud. 80
At the time of Thomson’s report, Milhaud’s return was still two years away. The
symbolic remigration of his music had already taken place, however. As Mihalovici’s letter
indicates, Milhaud’s music reclaimed a place on French concert programs and radio broadcasts
as soon as it was possible to do so. On 28 September 1944, a month after the liberation of Paris,
Manuel Rosenthal, who had just become the principal music director of the Orchestre National
de France after his wartime suspension from that organization, conducted a concert of music by
French, British, U.S., and Russian composers to celebrate the Allied victory. 81 Milhaud’s Suite
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provençale was the only work on the program by a living French composer, and this concert,
which was broadcast across the country, marked his music’s official re-entry into the repertoire.
Another significant performance was the premiere of his oratorio La Sagesse, written in 1935
with a libretto by Paul Claudel. Manuel Rosenthal conducted it on the radio on 7 November
1945; Henry Barraud, the newly-appointed director of Radio France, sent Milhaud the records
made from the broadcast. 82 When Paul Collaer conducted the work for Belgian radio in March of
the following year, Claudel, who had disapproved of the French performance, told him that his
rendition “bears no relation to Rosenthal’s vile mess.” 83 Problems with Rosenthal’s direction
were also noted in letters to Milhaud by Barraud and Honegger, but Mihalovici had only
praise. 84
Suite provençale and La Sagesse were both pre-war compositions with scores already
accessible in France, but with Milhaud’s help, Parisian listeners were also introduced to a
number of the pieces he had written in exile. In March 1945, he sent Poulenc “a big pile of
music”—nine published scores and thirteen copies of manuscripts—via the diplomatic bag of
Henri Claudel. 85 The package was misplaced somewhere in Paris, but when Poulenc finally
received it in June, he delivered the scores to the Deiss publishing house, which would soon be
taken over by the larger publisher Salabert. Describing his plans to organize a chamber music
concert featuring some of the newly-arrived compositions, Poulenc wrote to Collaer:
“Unfortunately, we do not have a Paul Collaer in Paris, and the interests of our poor dear Da are
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rather feebly defended.” 86 Collaer had long been an advocate for the music of Milhaud and other
French composers in Brussels, and he resumed this role as soon as he returned to Belgian radio. 87
Paris had Poulenc, Roland-Manuel, Désormière, and others promoting Milhaud’s music and
organizing performances, but no single figure with influence comparable to Collaer’s in
Brussels.
The chamber concert on 14 December—which included the Poèmes juifs (1916)
alongside several new works—and the premiere of La Sagesse were part of a “Milhaud Festival”
on the radio that Poulenc had helped to coordinate. 88 After the performances, he told Milhaud:
“Your two concerts (Sagesse) and chamber music recital deeply touched a number of young
people who seem not to have been familiar with your music until then. One of them spoke to me
the other morning with a spontaneity that delighted me.” 89 The satisfaction of reintroducing
Milhaud’s music to the French public, and particularly to a younger generation, was also
described in a letter from the composer and critic Roland-Manuel:
What you cannot know or even imagine is the emotion and the joy that we felt, each and
every one of us, upon discovering your music again in the days after the liberation—the
very music we thought we knew best. As a good wine is stripped down in the darkness
and silence of the cellar… a trite and worn-out image, but one which expresses what we
have felt. Add to that the pleasure I personally had in introducing Suite provençale, Le
Carnaval d’Aix, La Création du monde, Le Pauvre Matelot, etc.… to young people who
could not have known them. After Manuel Rosenthal’s first concert, a young pianist who
works with me on the Radio broadcasts and who only knew you by reputation, deformed
like all of our youth by four years of Wagner festivals, told me about the refreshing
impression your music had given her and her desire to study it and hear more. . . . When
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you are back here among us, you will discover a new generation of admirers and
performers. 90
Roland-Manuel then confessed to Milhaud, “You will not be pleased by everything in
today’s musical Paris.” 91 This comment, along with his and Poulenc’s effort to expose young
musicians to Milhaud’s music, hints at the ongoing aesthetic battle in which they were both
involved. As Leslie Sprout has shown, the period after the liberation of Paris saw a power
struggle between the composers of Milhaud’s generation, who hoped to regain their pre-war
status, and those who had come of age during the occupation—with Olivier Messiaen as their
figurehead—who wanted French music to move beyond neoclassicism. 92 One prominent
manifestation of this conflict was the disruptive protesting by the twenty-year-old Pierre Boulez
and others at concerts of Igor Stravinsky’s music, which led to a drawn-out debate in the musical
press. Milhaud’s friends felt that his presence among them—and, failing that, the presence of his
music—would be important ammunition for their side, not least because they could use his exile
to imply that he deserved a place in the postwar music scene. But the anti-neoclassicist reaction
against Stravinsky’s music affected Milhaud’s reception as well: at a chamber concert in
February 1945 featuring the French premieres of Stravinsky’s Danses concertantes and two

90

Roland-Manuel to Darius Milhaud, 15 August 1945, PSS-DM: “Ce que tu ne peux savoir ni te représenter c’est
l’émotion et la joie que nous avons éprouvées, tous tant que nous sommes en retrouvant ta musique au lendemain de
la libération – celle même que nous pensions le mieux connaître. Comme un bon vin se dépouille dans l’ombre et le
silence de la cave… image banale et rebattue mais qui exprime bien ce que nous avons ressenti. Ajoute à cela le
plaisir que j’ai eu personnellement à faire entendre aux jeunes qui ne pouvaient les connaître la Suite Provençale, le
Carnaval d’Aix, la Création du Monde, le Pauvre Matelot etc.… une jeune pianiste qui travaille avec moi aux
émissions de la Radio et qui ne te connaissait que par ta renommée, déformée comme tous nos jeunes par quatre ans
de festivals Wagner, me disait après le premier concert de Manuel Rosenthal l’impression de rafraîchissement que
lui avait donné ta musique et son désir de l’étudier et de l’entendre davantage. . . . Quand tu seras de retour parmi
nous, tu te découvriras une nouvelle génération d’admirateurs et d’interprètes.”
91

Ibid.: “Tout ne te plaira pas dans le Paris musical d’aujourd’hui.”

92

Sprout, Musical Legacy, 151–84.

123

movements from Milhaud’s Four Sketches of 1941, both works drew protests from Boulez and
his friends. 93
The protesters were students of Olivier Messiaen, who was seen as a threat to the older
generation both through his own music and through his mentoring of young composers, and was
often assumed to be behind his students’ protests. Here, too, Poulenc put his hope in Milhaud. In
1945, discussing the plan for Milhaud to assume a position at the Conservatoire upon his return,
Poulenc wrote: “You would be so good there, and so useful. With your prestige, you would
strongly counterbalance the influence of Messiaen, a remarkable musician, but a theorist as
obtuse in his own way as d’Indy.” 94
At that time, though, Milhaud still did not know when he would be able to go back to
France. A tentative plan to return in the spring of 1946 was postponed, as the Milhauds knew
from friends in Paris that it would still be impossible to have a car. In the meantime, the
composer stayed up to date on the state of music in Paris through Poulenc and his other friends,
and he shared this information with his fellow musicians exiled from France. Alexandre
Tansman was planning his own return, and—as a fairly conservative neoclassical composer—he
shared Milhaud’s concerns about being left out of the postwar French music landscape. Beyond
the issue of musical style, he also felt that he was forgotten by those who had been advocating
for Milhaud. In March 1945, after hearing about a concert in Paris featuring works by Milhaud,
Stravinsky, and Hindemith, Tansman wrote to Milhaud: “I’ll be honest with you, I had hoped to
resume contact with Parisian musical life before a German, even if it is Hindemith, and it hurts
that no one over there had the idea to think of me. . . . I genuinely thought that they would
93
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concern themselves first with people who were part of Parisian musical life for so many years,
and that they would not immediately rush to German music.” At the same time, he looked
forward to leaving Hollywood behind for good: “I’m swimming in complete s… with my film
music, and I’m waiting impatiently to be done with it.” 95
Tansman and his family returned to France in 1946; his subsequent letters to Milhaud
address both his family’s material difficulties in resuming their Parisian life and his reactions to
the changes in the musical scene. In February 1947, he wrote to Milhaud: “As for the musical
activity here, it seems to me still in a certain state of confusion. The ‘youth’ have just discovered
the existence of Schoenberg, almost 40 years late. . . . All of this methodical music without
content seems more academic than a Prix de Rome cantata.” After criticizing the recent music of
Messiaen (“much less ‘novel’ to me than what everyone said about it”) and Honegger’s
Symphonie liturgique (which he compared to a Hollywood film score), Tansman concluded:
Anyway, I may be mistaken, but I feel much more of an affinity with the music
composed in the USA by Europeans like Stravinsky, you, or Bartók than with the
somewhat confused activity of the current school in Paris. Nevertheless, I still think that
it is a temporary situation, due to the long isolation, and that it will get back on its normal
path in the end. I think that your visit will really contribute to this clarifying of spirits that
feels so necessary to me. 96
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By expressing a preference for the music of émigré composers and by attributing the “confused”
state of music in Paris—including the rise of Messiaen and the belated embrace of serialism—to
its isolation during the German occupation, Tansman reversed the rhetoric of exile as an isolating
condition. In his view, Paris needed to reconnect with exiled composers—especially Milhaud—
and absorb the restorative influence of their transnational perspective. Only then could the city’s
cultural quarantine be lifted and the German occupation truly end.

Returning to France
Reports such as Tansman’s gave Milhaud a reason to be concerned about how he and his music
would be received, even as they assured him that his presence would be beneficial. A few weeks
before his own departure for France in the summer of 1947, Milhaud wrote to Henri Sauguet:
“I’m a little alarmed by my contact with music in Paris. Are the Messiaenistes and the
Dodecaphoschoenbergistes going to put rat poison in my food or only throw stink bombs at
me?”97 Still, he knew that even if the future belonged to the younger generation, France’s official
institutions would welcome him home, something not all returning exiles could expect. While
still in California, Madeleine Milhaud was made a Chevalière of the Légion d’Honneur in
recognition of her wartime organizational work and support of French culture in the United
States, and Darius was promoted from Chevalier to Officier. 98 The offer to join the composition
faculty of the Paris Conservatoire was held for him through the delay in his return. His Third
Symphony was commissioned by Radio France to celebrate the end of the war, and his Fourth
97
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was written at the request of the French government to commemorate the centenary of the 1848
revolution. By the time of Milhaud’s departure for France, he was also in serious discussion with
Georges Hirsch, the new director of the Paris Opéra, about the possibility of staging Bolivar in
the 1947–1948 season. Milhaud had finished this work in 1943, but the difficulties of producing
a new opera in wartime had kept it from being performed in the United States. 99
Another important event was the publication in 1947 of Paul Collaer’s book on Milhaud
and his music, which he had started writing before the war. 100 Milhaud received a copy of the
book less than a month before leaving California, and his subsequent letter to Collaer shows the
significance the book held for him at this pivotal moment in his life:
Your book just arrived. It brought me immense joy and moved me deeply. I
DEVOURED it. You have made it with an extraordinary objectivity. You have a deep
and acute knowledge of my work. And you have understood the source of everything I
love.
It came like a harbinger of my past that brought a lump to my throat. At the very
moment when, breaking a long exile, a quiet sanctuary suitable for my old age, I am
going to reestablish contact with my country, a contact which moves me terribly. I know
that this France is different from the one I left, that the people are different because they
have suffered so much, but I do not think that this will have created a gulf between us and
them. 101
This letter highlights Milhaud’s consciousness of the non-musical implications of his separation
from France, which he would soon have to confront upon his return. He was acutely aware of
what he had escaped by spending the war years in California, both the general experience of
enduring the occupation in France and the extreme danger he would have faced as a disabled
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Jewish person known to the Nazi authorities. In an earlier letter to Collaer of March 1946,
Milhaud’s insistence that exile had been emotionally difficult reveals anxiety about how his
absence might be perceived by those who had experienced the occupation directly:
Do not think that living at ease in a Californian bungalow leaves the soul comforted.
Years of exile, with no sign from Europe because of the occupation, are hard. One cannot
sleep, one obsessively thinks of one’s country, one’s relatives, one’s friends, one
suddenly turns on the radio in the middle of the night. Since the Liberation, the feeling of
exile is no longer the same. One has made contact with Mother Europe once again. But
one has a physical shock to the heart every time one goes to the market and sees the
abundance of everything, every time one sits down at the table, every day. 102
Passing up the opportunity to return home to France was never considered as an option—
even after learning of the many devastating changes wrought by the occupation—but as early as
September 1943, the Milhauds had decided that the end of the war would not mean the end of
their time in the United States. Hélène Hoppenot wrote in her diary during her visit to Oakland:
“Upon the liberation of France, he will return to Paris, but will come back for another year to
teach at Mills. ‘I do not want to seem to ditch them as soon as I no longer need them…’” 103 In
December 1945, during Milhaud’s visit to New York, the New York Times reported that “he
probably would not return to Paris before next summer and that he would like to divide his year,
after that, into two parts, half to be spent in France and half at Oakland.” 104
However, Milhaud largely avoided discussing any long-term plans as the time of his
departure grew closer. To those in France, he focused on the homecoming; he told them that he
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would have to go back to the United States in the summer of 1948 to teach at Tanglewood, but
left his future plans unstated. Meanwhile, multiple articles in the Oakland Tribune referred to the
Milhaud family’s upcoming “visit” to France, emphasizing that they would be back in California
in a year. The final such article, on 3 August 1947, characterized the voyage as a “European
trip,” a “visit to France,” and “a year’s sojourn in Europe.” The accompanying photograph
depicts a gendered division of labor: Madeleine Milhaud packs a box of tea—“‘In France now,’
she explained, ‘there is no tea, no sugar, no rice’”—while her husband and son watch (“As the
distinguished composer explained, ‘It is Madame who packs. Daniel and I sit and look on’”). The
article, by music critic Clifford Gessler, described Milhaud’s plans for upcoming compositions
and performances, which included “concerts in Amsterdam, Brussels, Rome, Turin and other
cities.” 105
Shortly before the family’s departure, Milhaud completed the manuscript of Notes sans
musique. In the final paragraphs, he looked ahead with guarded optimism, acknowledging both
the losses he would have to confront and the friends who had taken action to protect some of his
possessions.
The return to France is now approaching. Thanks to my loyal friends, I will rediscover
some objects from my Parisian past. Roger Désormière paid my rent during the entire
occupation. He was able to save my piano and some paintings from the looting of the
apartment. Honegger took some papers and music home with him. Poulenc was able to
save my works published by Deiss, once his arrest was known. From my brother-in-law’s
house in Domfront, Paul Bertrand managed to recover a trunk full of manuscripts,
perhaps thirty years of work, and put them safely at Le Ménestrel. In Aix, Le Bras D’Or
was occupied by the Italians, the Germans, the French Forces of the Interior, the
Americans, and the Musique de l’Air. L’Enclos was transformed into a hospital for the
Germans. There is not much furniture left in these family homes, but I am glad that the
walls are still standing. These houses are still privileged not to have been bombed.
As soon as the Summer Session ends, around the fifteenth of August, we will
board the Trondanger, a ship that takes only twelve passengers, which departs from San
Francisco and goes to Le Havre by way of the Panama Canal. I will leave seven
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American years behind me, for which I will be infinitely grateful to this great country—
where, furthermore, I will come back so as not to abandon completely the work started
here—and I can already imagine our emotion when the shores of our rediscovered
homeland appear on the horizon. 106
Darius, Madeleine, and Daniel boarded the ship in Alameda, close to Oakland; it then
stopped in Los Angeles for two days, giving them a final chance to see Germain Prévost,
Vladimir and Lisa Sokoloff, and Igor and Vera Stravinsky. 107 As the ship continued on through
the Panama Canal and across the Atlantic Ocean, Milhaud worked on his Fourth Symphony,
mirroring the composition of his String Quartet no. 10 on the ship from Lisbon to New York
seven years earlier, at the beginning of his exile. In Rotterdam, the ship’s first European
destination, the Milhauds were met by Paul and Elsa Collaer, who took them to their home in
Brussels to stay for several days. While there, Milhaud conducted his 1919 orchestral suite
Protée for the Belgian radio. The same ship took them from Antwerp to Le Havre; there, they
were met by a group of friends including Jane Bathori and Andrée Tainsy, who had returned
from their own exile in Buenos Aires. The following day saw the arrival of Etienne Milhaud—
Madeleine’s older brother—from Domfront, in the southern part of Normandy, with his wife and
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their one surviving son. On the way to Paris, they saw “signs of war everywhere, Le Havre
destroyed, entire neighborhoods of Rouen devastated…” 108
The ability to move back to one’s prior residence immediately upon arriving in Paris was
a privilege afforded to few of the thousands of Jews who returned to the city after surviving the
concentration camps, going into exile, or hiding elsewhere in France. Most found that their
homes were occupied by other people and their possessions either seized in Nazi raids, stolen by
neighbors, or appropriated by the new residents. 109 There were legal procedures by which they
could attempt to recover property, but these petitions were usually unsuccessful, in part because
the provisional government concerned itself primarily with accommodating former prisoners of
war and forced laborers, who greatly outnumbered the Jewish returnees. 110 With the repeal of
Vichy’s antisemitic legislation in 1944, French law once again made no distinctions based on
race or religion, and while this return to republican universalism ended overt state-enforced
discrimination, it did not allow “the specificity of Jewish loss” to be taken into account. 111 By
1947, many of those who had tried to recover their homes and belongings through the legal
system had become discouraged. 112 Alexandre Tansman was among them: he filed a lawsuit to
regain possession of his old apartment, but abandoned it when he learned that the process would
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likely take years. Instead, the composer, his wife, and their two daughters spent more than two
years living in a room of his mother-in-law’s already-crowded house before they could find a
new place of their own. 113
The Milhaud family was more fortunate in this respect: Roger Désormière’s decision to
pay the rent for the apartment at 10 Boulevard de Clichy had saved it from being occupied by the
Germans or taken over by a new tenant, so they were able to move in immediately. However, it
was entirely empty due to the raids by the Sonderstab Musik. 114 Knowing this in advance, the
Milhauds had shipped a set of folding tables and chairs from California to begin to replace the
missing furniture. 115 The objects preserved by their friends were returned, but nothing
confiscated in the Nazi raids would be seen again, and the building’s concierge, who had taken
some furniture—ostensibly for safekeeping—had disappeared. 116 Madeleine Milhaud recalled:
When we returned, we knew that she was guilty, but we had no intention of suing her
because we had been lucky enough to come out of the war alive. We had not had to suffer
from fear or malnutrition, so we were not going to become the righter of wrongs. But
after a few friends and even former servants came to visit, we realized that we had to take
action of some kind—but how? 117
Accompanied by Henri Sauguet, she located an armchair and a chest of drawers—with the
contents intact—in the shop where the concierge’s daughter had worked. She also found the
concierge’s new address and went to Fontainebleau to inquire about the other missing items.
When the woman denied having taken anything, Madeleine Milhaud filed a police report; upon
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returning to Fontainebleau several months later with Sauguet and two police officers, she found
everything but the furniture. 118
It was not only in Paris that the Milhauds encountered personal and material losses. As
Darius’s parents had both died in his absence, he needed to visit his hometown to resolve some
questions about their estate. Leaving Daniel in Paris, Darius and Madeleine went to Aix-enProvence in October, intending to stay for only a short time, as Darius was scheduled to conduct
his Third Symphony in Paris at the end of the month. While still in the United States, he had
expressed apprehension about this visit, writing to Collaer in late July: “But Aix? What will I
find? Two graves, my parents’ house pillaged, a business situation I do not understand at all.
Fortunately, the town was not damaged by the war—the eternal countryside.” 119 The shock of
seeing the violation of his childhood home—and of being there without his parents—precipitated
his worst period of illness since 1944. 120 Forced to remain in Aix for several months, he missed
both the premiere of his Third Symphony (which Roger Désormière conducted in his absence)
and the entire fall term at the Conservatoire.
By 10 January 1948, though still unwell and unable to walk, he had recovered enough to
make the trip back to Paris with Madeleine. After a week there, he wrote to Hélène Hoppenot: “It
is infuriating, absurd, to have been in Aix for three months without seeing the town or my
beloved Provençal countryside again, and to be in Paris with only a view of the Montmartre fair.
At least it is something, of course, but after seven years of exile, I hoped for more. I think I ought
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to have my legs psychoanalyzed!” 121 The decline in Milhaud’s physical mobility during exile
now left him unable, on most days, to ascend or descend the stairs to the apartment. But after the
family’s long separation from their home and the effort undertaken by their friends to preserve it
for them, the idea of leaving 10 Boulevard de Clichy for a more accessible Parisian residence
was unthinkable. Milhaud continued to be almost entirely confined to his apartment through the
spring, though he was able to fulfill his Conservatoire teaching responsibilities by holding his
classes at home, as he had done at Mills since 1944. Hélène Hoppenot began to worry that his
return to the United States that summer might be permanent, writing in her diary in March 1948:
“I will have to see him again before his departure, which is sooner than I thought. Who knows if
he will come back? . . . It almost seems as if the terrible exodus of 1940 will start over again.” 122
This disheartening homecoming put an anticlimactic end to Milhaud’s seven-year exile.
Surrounded by reminders of the war’s destruction, finding the city unaccommodating of his
disability, and uncertain of his position in the new musical hierarchy, he could not easily
reintegrate, despite the efforts of his friends. Yet he did not respond by returning to California
permanently, as Hélène Hoppenot had worried he would. While he and his wife had made the
decision several years earlier to divide their time between Paris and Oakland, that plan now
seemed especially prudent, as it would allow Milhaud to participate in building Paris’s musical
future without the risk of making the city the sole focus of his postwar life and career. His
ongoing connections to France would also help him to maintain his status as a significant
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musical figure in the United States. And in both countries, he had numerous friends,
communities, and support networks; after his efforts to develop these relationships in the United
States and to preserve them in France, neither environment could simply be abandoned. In the
following chapters, I will show how the bonds forged during exile became the foundation for the
American side of Milhaud’s postwar career as a transatlantic composer.
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CHAPTER THREE: THE EVOLUTION OF A JEWISH COMPOSER

The first edition of Notes sans musique was published in 1949, two years after Darius Milhaud’s
return to France, with an English translation following in 1953. On both sides of the Atlantic, the
opening line of the book quickly took hold in the press and in program notes as a neat
encapsulation of the composer’s identity: “Je suis un Français de Provence et de religion
israélite.” 1This sentence is typically translated into English as “I am a Frenchman from
Provence, and, by religion, a Jew,” but Milhaud’s use of israélite rather than juif is significant. 2
With this word choice, he asserted his connection to a specifically French branch of Jewish
history, a connection explored further in the subsequent pages of his memoirs. The two terms
were used more or less interchangeably in France through most of the nineteenth century—
though israélite was generally considered the less derogatory term—but in the twentieth, a
sharper distinction developed. 3 The migration of Eastern European Jews to France beginning in
the late nineteenth century threatened to disrupt the carefully crafted self-presentation of native
French Jews. These newcomers spoke Yiddish, identified as ethnically Jewish, were mostly poor,
and showed little interest in assimilation; by contrast, the French Jewish establishment had
worked for generations to develop a Jewish identity compatible with French republican
universalism. By giving Jewishness the status of a religion rather than a cultural or ethnic
1
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affinity, French Jews could profess that their allegiance lay with France while still maintaining a
sense of Jewish distinctiveness. As in other countries across Europe, antisemitism in France was
on the rise at this time, which put further pressure on native French Jews to demonstrate
respectability and loyalty to France; consequently, they began to draw a semantic distinction
between the immigrant juifs and the acculturated israélites. 4 Raised in a prosperous family with
centuries-deep roots in the south of France, Milhaud was certainly an israélite; he took pride in
his French nationality and in the particularity of his Judeo-Provençal heritage.
The term “Français de religion israélite” was a fairly common formulation among those
with backgrounds and convictions similar to Milhaud’s own. 5 However, while this framing of
national and religious identities was the product of a community across generations, in the first
decades of the twentieth century, Milhaud was essentially alone in trying to express it as a
composer. In a cultural environment governed by concepts of racial essence and national style in
music—notions Milhaud fully embraced, except in the case of musical Jewishness—the
identities of “French composer” and “Jewish composer” were seen as mutually exclusive, and
only the former gave one access to the musical mainstream. Milhaud composed around a dozen
works on Jewish subjects between 1916 and 1940, some of them drawing specifically on his
Provençal heritage. But as Barbara Kelly has shown, he worked hard in his early career to
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position himself as a legitimate part of a French musical tradition, not wanting to be relegated to
the marginalized status of “Jewish composer.” 6
His resistance to this label did not signal a rejection of his Jewish identity, nor was it a
simple case of professional opportunism. Where antisemites disputed Milhaud’s claim to
Frenchness, Jewish cultural nationalists considered him too Westernized: his music and his
israélite identity had little place in a movement that not only opposed assimilation, but also
located Jewish “authenticity” in Eastern Europe. Milhaud had no Ashkenazi heritage; his mother
was from an Italian Sephardic family, and through his father, he descended from the medieval
Jewish community of the Comtat Venaissin, which had been part of the papal enclave
surrounding Avignon. Thus the ethnic essentialism at the heart of both negative and positive
conceptions of “Jewish music” in the first decades of the twentieth century implied an identity
very different from Milhaud’s own. 7 To respond to this, Milhaud did not reject the concept of
inherited musical tradition, but rather attempted to turn it to his own advantage. 8 When he spoke
of any “racial essence” in his music, he meant not just French, but Provençal, Mediterranean, and
Latin—“southern” rather than “eastern.” He viewed his Jewish heritage as an integral part of this
identity, but this was far removed from popular conceptions of Jews as “Oriental” and from
Eastern European Ashkenazi perspectives on Jewish authenticity.
Under Nazi ideology, of course, Jewishness was Milhaud’s only essential characteristic.
Furthermore, leaving France removed him from the cultural context in which he had formed his
identity. In exile, the composer had to come to terms with this loss of control over his self6
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presentation while also finding ways to move forward in a new country. He continued to
emphasize his particular Provençal background; the first chapter of Notes sans musique, titled
“Origines,” establishes Milhaud as the product of a Jewish community that had been in Provence
since “six hundred years before Jesus Christ” (a date not substantiated by archaeological
evidence). 9 He could trace his own family history to the fifteenth century, but by claiming a
much earlier date for the beginning of the Jewish presence in southeastern France, he went
beyond the assertion that his own French nationality was legitimated by genealogy: if Jewish
traders were part of the ancient community of Marseille and “a great number of Gauls
converted” to Judaism, then Jewishness was inextricably woven into the fabric of French
history. 10 Four years after leaving France to escape persecution and genocide, Milhaud found it
all the more vital to declare not merely that he was both French and Jewish, or even that the two
aspects of his identity were not in conflict, but that his Jewishness made him more French, not
less. 11
By the time Milhaud made his enduring declaration of self-identification, therefore, the
occupation of France and his experience of exile had already reshaped what it meant for him to
claim the label of “Français de Provence et de religion israélite.” It changed further in the
following decades; his Provençal background no longer automatically excluded him from the
prevailing notions of Jewish authenticity, and taking on the role of “Jewish composer” came to
offer more advantages than disadvantages. In this chapter, I trace the increasing centrality of
9
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Jewishness to Milhaud’s identity as a composer across the span of his involvement with music in
the United States, situating a selection of his Jewish-themed works within the complex interplay
of personal circumstances, cultural shifts, and market forces that shaped both his sense of
identity and his compositional output.
I first consider Milhaud’s uneasy place in U.S. discourses of Jewish music up to 1945 and
the ways in which he responded to that intellectual environment. During World War II, he
continued to reject the label of “Jewish composer,” as he had done in France, both because his
music did not fit the prevailing stereotypes in the United States and because racially essentialized
conceptions of Jewishness now had demonstrably dangerous implications. This tension is evident
in a 1945 lecture titled “The Problem of Jewish Music,” in which the composer strongly rejected
the notion of innate Jewish musical characteristics. By this time, however, he had already begun
to write music for U.S. Jewish contexts, facilitated by his developing connections with fellow
émigrés and with other Jewish musicians across the country. His Sacred Service (1947),
composed for a synagogue in San Francisco, raised his profile in the United States as a composer
of Jewish music, though some critics still had difficulty hearing it as “Jewish.”
Beyond the opportunities presented by Milhaud’s professional networks and his
increasing recognition as a Jewish composer—the very label he had long resisted—the
reconfiguration of global Jewish culture in the wake of the Holocaust opened up space for him to
engage publicly with this aspect of his identity in a new way. Milhaud’s long-held conception of
himself and his music as “Mediterranean” now enabled him to assert an affinity with the newly
independent state of Israel, and the prestige of his French nationality became an asset to those
aiming to raise the cultural status of Judaism in the United States. The Biblical opera David,
composed for a 1954 festival in Jerusalem and staged at the Hollywood Bowl two years later,
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shows the extent to which Jewish identity became part of Milhaud’s transatlantic career in the
decade after World War II. His rate of composition slowed somewhat after 1960, but religious
music became an even more prominent aspect of his output, with significant works written for
performance in France, Israel, and the United States. Now well-established as a Jewish
composer, he was occasionally called upon to represent Judaism on the interfaith musical stage,
as he did with the 1963 choral symphony Pacem in terris, a setting of excerpts from a papal
encyclical. His last major work was the cantata Ani Maamin (1972), with a Holocaust-related
text by the writer and Holocaust survivor Elie Wiesel. At the beginning of Milhaud’s career, he
was careful to avoid being classified as a “Jewish composer”; by the end of it, that same label
granted a measure of sustained international prestige to a composer whose reputation otherwise
centered on works composed decades earlier.

“The Problem of Jewish Music”
In the January 1929 issue of Modern Music, Aaron Copland published an article titled “The
Lyricism of Milhaud,” his challenge to the apathy and misunderstanding he felt had shaped the
French composer’s reception in the United States over the past decade. Rejecting the view of
Milhaud’s music as trivial—a characterization he admitted “Milhaud did nothing to correct”—
Copland put forth the image of a sensitive musician with a gift for lyricism and a distinct musical
personality. 12 In Copland’s assessment, part of this personality stemmed from Milhaud’s Jewish
ancestry:
With a quietly moving diatonic melody and a few thick-sounding harmonies he creates a
kind of charmed atmosphere entirely without impressionistic connotation. When it is
darkly colored it becomes the expression of profound nostalgia—a nostalgia which has
nothing of pessimism in it and almost no yearning, but a deep sense of the tragedy of all
12
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life. Since this nostalgia is shared by none of his French confrères, I take it to be a sign of
Milhaud’s Jewish blood. That he is not so racial a composer as Bloch or Mahler seems
natural if we remember that his ancestors settled in Provence in the fifteenth century so
that his Jewishness has been long tempered by the French point of view. Nevertheless, his
subjectivism, his violence and his strong sense of logic (as displayed in his use of
polytonality) are indications that the Jewish spirit is still alive in him. 13
Copland, the son of Russian Jewish immigrants to New York, had spent several years in
Paris in the early 1920s, during which time he became personally acquainted with Milhaud—and
with the experience of being Jewish in France. But at this time, Milhaud had written only a few
compositions with titles or subject matter that pointed to his Jewish background, and they were
virtually unknown in the United States. 14 On his tours of the United States in 1923 and 1926–27,
he lectured on the subject of modern French music, trying out the rhetoric about race in music by
which he sought to define himself as a French composer. 15 But he was known to be Jewish
nonetheless, and this brought a spectrum of stereotypes and expectations to bear on how his
music and his position as a composer were understood. For Copland, whose musical personality
was also sometimes described in stereotype-drenched language, identifying Jewish traits in
Milhaud’s compositional voice—with connotations of seriousness, emotional depth, and
resonance with the past—was a strategy for elevating Milhaud’s reputation above that of an
irreverent rogue. 16 Conversely, the charge of frivolity against which Copland argued could be
seen to have antisemitic subtext.17
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Most U.S. critics at this time lacked the knowledge of Milhaud’s music and biography
that Copland possessed—giving them little with which to contextualize or interpret the French
composer’s Jewishness—but even Copland’s more informed perspective relied on essentialist
presuppositions. His qualifying statement that Milhaud was “not so racial a composer as Bloch
or Mahler” is especially revealing. 18 As in Europe, racialized conceptions of difference saturated
musical discourse in the United States. 19 Notions of Jewish racial difference were based on an
Ashkenazi archetype; the elements Milhaud’s music would have needed to exhibit in order to be
heard as a full expression of his “race” had little or nothing to do with his actual ancestry.
Moreover, Copland’s identification of Ernest Bloch as particularly “racial” points to the
overwhelming influence the Swiss-born composer had—somewhat inadvertently—on shaping
expectations about musical Jewishness in the United States. Lacking an easily discernible
national identity in his music, Bloch had chosen in his early career to position himself as a
Jewish composer. His frequently-quoted claims that the Jewish qualities of his music emerged
from his innermost self were embraced by U.S. critics from the moment of his migration to the
United States in 1916, and this rhetoric soon overwhelmed any other potential lens through
which to interpret his compositions, thereby shaping the expectations for other Jewish
composers. 20
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Although more of Milhaud’s music had become known to U.S. critics by the time of his
exile, the discourse surrounding his Jewish identity in mainstream music criticism had developed
little. “The Lyricism of Milhaud” was incorporated into Copland’s book Our New Music in 1941,
bringing it to a broader readership, and other writers subsequently took up his identification of
Milhaud’s “subjectivism, his violence and his strong sense of logic” as Jewish musical
qualities. 21 The journalist Daniel Schorr framed his review of Copland’s book for the Jewish
Exponent around the question of why so many modern composers were Jewish; of Milhaud, he
wrote: “If ‘subjectivism,’ ‘violence,’ and ‘logic’ are outstanding characteristics of modern music
and can be identified with ‘the Jewish spirit,’ then we may have a partial answer.” 22 When
Marion Bauer profiled Milhaud for The Musical Quarterly in 1942, she noted that his Provençal
Jewish heritage had “given rise to occasional discussions as to whether certain traits shown by
Milhaud may be due to his Jewish inheritance, or whether they reflect five centuries of French
environment,” but the only writer she quoted on the subject is Copland, and after that paragraph,
the only reference to Milhaud’s Jewish identity is a brief excerpt from the Poèmes juifs. 23
Two other books on modern music published within a year of Copland’s, both containing
contributions from multiple authors, also give the impression that while U.S. critics in the early
1940s possessed a more thorough understanding of Milhaud and his music than they had a
decade earlier, attempts to assess the place of Jewishness in his creative identity remained
limited and tentative. With Bloch still consistently identified as the most Jewish of modern
composers, there was no language with which to articulate how a composer as dissimilar as
Milhaud—who was so clearly French—might also be Jewish. In Great Modern Composers
21
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(1941), edited by Oscar Thompson, Gilbert Chase noted that “Critics have found in certain of
[Milhaud’s] works a strong trace of the composer’s Jewish extraction,” but did not specify or
elaborate; by contrast, Bauer’s chapter on Bloch in this volume centered on the well-established
image of the composer as “Hebrew prophet.” 24 The Book of Modern Composers appeared the
following year, edited by the popular and prolific writer David Ewen, a Jewish immigrant from
Austria. 25 Ewen’s essay on Bloch trod familiar ground, with references to “almost Chassidic
mysticism,” “Oriental flavor,” and “Semitic intervals,” whereas the Catholic Ernst Krenek
depicted Milhaud as a Mediterranean composer—a focus Milhaud surely approved—and wrote
that “the width of Milhaud’s horizon is vast enough to enable him to set Jewish hymns as well as
to interpret profoundly Catholic thought . . . one may presume that he experiences both as
equally thorough expressions of Mediterranean humanity.” 26 In both of these books, the
Jewishness of composers such as Copland, Castelnuovo-Tedesco, and Schoenberg is treated
similarly to Milhaud’s—mentioned briefly, if at all, and never taken as the composers’ primary
musical identity or source of inspiration.
These issues had varying implications for writers concerned with the subject of “Jewish
music,” as seen in several books published by the Bloch Publishing Company—a New York–
based company that specialized in books on Jewish subjects—in the 1920s and 1930s. 27 The
earliest of these books, Gdal Saleski’s Famous Musicians of a Wandering Race (1927), is a
broad survey of several hundred composers, conductors, and performers who “have in their veins
24
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that fire to which the Jewish prophets gave utterance in the time of Jerusalem’s glory.” 28 The
brief profile of Milhaud, which is similar to most of the others in the book, does not address the
presence or absence of Jewish traits in his music, focusing instead on Les Six, modernism, and
his visits to the United States. 29 Saleski’s objective was to catalog Jewish classical musicians
comprehensively, and thereby to demonstrate the central position of the “Jewish race” in
Western music. The authors of the other books, however, were concerned with establishing a
history that could be drawn upon to create a distinctly Jewish compositional language. For these
writers, Milhaud and most of his Jewish contemporaries were far too detached from Jewish
culture—that is, Eastern European Ashkenazi culture—to take part in developing such a
tradition.
David Ewen’s Hebrew Music: A Study and an Interpretation, published in 1931,
exhibited a different perspective from his discussions of the European concert music tradition.
Most of the short book presents a history of synagogue and folk music aimed at non-specialist
Jewish readers, but in the last section, Ewen turns his attention to the subject of modern
composers. 30 In his estimation, only Bloch (to whom the book was dedicated) and selected
Russian Jewish composers were able to express a true Jewish spirit in their music. Of Milhaud,
he wrote:
28
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Milhaud’s numerous attempts at Hebrew music have all achieved the same result. Such
works as Israel est Vivant or Six Popular Hebrew Melodies or Hymne de Sion are,
obviously, the work of a foreigner. None of the religious ecstasy or the sad brooding of
the Jew is here captured. There is in these works a rich flow of complacent melody,
skillfully developed, but the melody is distinctly French in form, reminiscent of the idiom
of the French six. 31
For Ewen, the French Milhaud could approach Jewish music only as a “foreigner,” inherently
unable to achieve authenticity. He placed Milhaud alongside Copland, Maurice Ravel [sic], and
Mario Castelnuovo-Tedesco in the category of composers who “are Jews merely by accident of
birth,” whose “interest in matters Jewish is more intellectual than emotional,” and who “do not
feel or understand the religion or the distinct culture it has produced.” 32 In the context of French
music, Ewen could express a certain appreciation for Milhaud’s output—as he did in other books
and articles—but he did not consider the composer or his music to be truly Jewish, as Milhaud
was the product of a Jewish culture Ewen did not recognize.
Lazare Saminsky’s Music of the Ghetto and the Bible (1934) circulated more widely,
owing to the author’s prominence in the Jewish cultural nationalist movement before and after
his immigration to the United States in 1920. 33 Saminsky, a founder of the League of Composers
who came to feel neglected by modernist circles, drew a distinction “between the Eastern,
populist wing of the modern Jewish composers (Achron, Bloch, Gniéssin, Krein, Milner and
myself), and the Western radical group including such men as Schoenberg, Milhaud, Gruenberg,
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Rathaus, Copland, Paul Pisk, Ernest [sic] Toch.” 34 Rather than characterizing the latter group as
only nominally Jewish, as Ewen did, Saminsky associated them—especially Schoenberg—with
antisemitic stereotypes of neuroticism and anxiety, contrasting them with the healthy Hebraic
mentality of the “Eastern populists.” 35 Condemning the modernist pursuit of artistic individuality
as “that calamitous mission-idea that has made the Jewish creator blind to his own submerged
racial art,” Saminsky described this type of composer as “Eager to take up a fantastic and fatal
obligation to humanity, that of an international musical salesman, eager to be a citizen of the
cosmopolitan art-realm. . . . Eager to plant anarchical individualism coupled with an all-cure
tonal synthesis like Schoenberg and Hauer, or to uphold the facile precepts of the ‘Latin genius’
like Milhaud.” 36 The rhetorical strategy of juxtaposing “pure” ancient Hebrews with “corrupt”
modern Jews was common to both antisemites and Jewish cultural nationalists, but Saminsky
was particularly bold in his use of this binary construction to attack other Jewish composers. 37
The most influential book on Jewish music at this time—Abraham Zvi Idelsohn’s Jewish
Music in its Historical Development (1929)—was issued not by the Bloch Publishing Company,
but by the mainstream publisher Henry Holt. 38 Idelsohn, a Latvian-born professor at Hebrew
Union College in Cincinnati who had immigrated to the United States in 1922 after seventeen
years in Palestine, was not part of the New York modernist scene that preoccupied and frustrated
34
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Saminsky. Both writers were driven by a similar ideology of Jewish cultural nationalism, but
whereas Saminsky’s book was primarily a polemic, Idelsohn’s was the product of decades of
ethnographic research. 39 Rich with detail and notated musical examples, Jewish Music in its
Historical Development traced synagogue music and Jewish folk song from antiquity to the early
twentieth century. Judah M. Cohen writes that with this book, “Idelsohn attempted to give Jews
in America a clear sonic heritage and epistemology” and “gave the concept of Jewish music a
usable past for both musical practice and future research.” 40
In the penultimate chapter, “The Jew in General Music,” Idelsohn—like Saleski—noted
with approval that Jewish composers and musicians had a significant presence in Western art
music, but he drew a distinction between this activity and “Jewish music.” 41 For Idelsohn,
Jewish music could only be created by those who were immersed in a Jewish cultural
environment and had a strong command of traditional Hebrew melody. 42 This definition
excluded even Bloch, whose music Idelsohn dismissed as possessing only “a touch of
Orientalism” rather than a true Jewish quality. 43 Milhaud is not mentioned by name, but he is
implicitly included in Idelsohn’s judgments. Though Idelsohn maintained that there was an
essential relationship between race and music, he saw environment as an equally important
39
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factor, writing: “Verily, history teaches us that race alone does not make for originality in music.
It serves merely as fertile soil which, when sown with seeds of the spiritual culture of that race,
bears distinctive fruits. The Jew in general music has written not as a Jew, but has produced out
of and contributed to the culture in which he happened to be reared.” 44
Of the books discussed above, Jewish Music in its Historical Development is the only one
I am certain that Milhaud read. In “The Problem of Jewish Music,” an unpublished Englishlanguage manuscript written in 1945, Milhaud drew on Idelsohn’s book both as a source of
information and as support for his anti-essentialist view of the relationship between his Jewish
identity and his music. 45 The influence of Idelsohn goes unacknowledged in the text, which was
likely written to be delivered as a lecture at Mills College. However, the condensed history of
Jewish music that comprises the majority of Milhaud’s essay is clearly derived from Jewish
Music in its Historical Development, often to the point of plagiarism. 46 Even the discussion of
the music of the Provençal Jewish community is mostly a close paraphrase of Idelsohn, though
Milhaud included some additional information to connect the history to his own family. 47
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On the subject of modern Jewish composers, Idelsohn’s perspective and goals were very
different from Milhaud’s, but his argument about environment and culture nevertheless resonated
with the composer. In Milhaud’s reading, Idelsohn’s assertion that composers such as
Mendelssohn, Halévy, and Offenbach “drew their material from the wells of the music of their
adopted peoples” validated his connection to the French musical tradition as well as his broader
“Latin” identity. 48 Milhaud wrote:
I have studied very deeply the liturgy of the Provençal Jews and used it in some works of
Jewish or religious character. But all the characteristics of my music are French and
mediterranean, or even more accurately Latin. South America, where I lived 2 years in
Brazil, had a strong influence too on my work, but it is a Latin influence, because my
Southern French soul feels at ease in any Latin atmosphere. 49
Milhaud had made similar assertions about his own music long before his exile, but here,
bolstered by Idelsohn’s specific definition of “Jewish music,” he also applied this reasoning to
his Jewish contemporaries, aligning their musical identities solely with their national origins.
I think that most of the Jewish composers have lost their Jewish characteristics, except of
course the case of the works written on Jewish subject.
Paul Dukas was a Jew. I see only Gallic tradition in his works.
Schonberg is a Jew. I see only Austrian tradition and the atonality that he uses, as
the terminal point of the Wagnerian chromaticism.
Aaron Copland is a Jew. I see only the heart of America, the mood of the country
soil, the sadness of the shadow of cow boy songs, the clarity of American horizons. 50
Ernest Bloch has written numerous works of jewish inspiration but in his opera
Macbeth, which is perhaps his master piece, and in his quartets, you feel a human heart
belonging to the world. 51
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Vittorio Rieti is a Jew. How could you know it, listening to his works so much in
the Italian tradition of Scarlatti and even Rossini.
Alexander Tansman is a Jew. But his music is in the French tradition with Polish
feeling (like his mazurkas) but with more of Chopin’s characteristics than the moods of
the Polish Rabbis.52
Going a step further than Idelsohn, he further separated personal identity from musical
composition by giving examples of non-Jewish composers who had composed what might
otherwise be called “Jewish music”:
Honegger is a Protestant, of Swiss origin, but in his oratorios King David and Judith you
can find a sort of oriental flavor which no doubt would be attributed to jewishness…if he
was a Jew.
Strawinsky is a Russian orthodox. He wrote his Symphony de Psaumes, for choir
and orchestra in which you feel a strong sentiment expressing the Old Testament.
Recently he agreed to collaborate in making a collection of records on Genesis, with
Shilkret, Tansman, Toch, Castelnuovo Tedesco, Schonberg and myself. All Jews except
Strawinsky. His contribution, The Tower of Babel is a cantata, and the best piece of the
album. 53
While Milhaud took a pointedly anti-essentialist view of musical Jewishness in this essay
(essentializing national origin in order to do so), he did not attempt to deny that this aspect of his
heritage had influenced certain compositions. After listing fifteen works in his own catalog—
which reached op. 250 by this point—that he considered to have “Jewish inspiration,” he wrote:
“In works of a religious character, if I use actual Jewish tunes, I know a Jewish feeling, is added
to the music of a Franco-Latin heart, French citizen of Jewish faith.” 54 He concluded by looking
ahead to the development of a distinct musical culture among the Jewish population of Palestine.
While many Zionists viewed Eretz Yisrael as the place where authentic Jewish culture could be
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recovered and rebuilt, Milhaud positioned the work of its composers as a developing national
tradition like any other.
But in the Palestine of to day music is produced with the same intensity that the oranges
and grape fruit plantations grow and transform the country. Until now the folk elements
come more from the askenazim, due to the great number of germans or eastern europeans
who emigrated. I heard the music of the Habimah Theater of Russian influence and that
of the Johel theater. 55 This latter company is purely Palestinian, an indication for the
artistic future of this country. Although the prononciation is Sephardic the tunes are more
of the Askenazim. But Palestinian music will affirm itself. It will be quite different from
the music of the European or American Jewish composers expressing their Jewish faith.
It will probably be more Palestinian than Jewish, as my music is more French and Aaron
Copland’s more American. 56
Of the fifteen works on Milhaud’s list of his own Jewish-themed compositions, all but
three predate his exile, though the omission of his contribution to the Genesis Suite, the
collaborative work mentioned in his discussion of Stravinsky, seems to be an oversight. The
exceptions, listed together on one line, are “a Borechou, a Schema, a Kaddisch.” These short
pieces, composed in 1944 and 1945, were his first compositions for an American synagogue.
This engagement with liturgical music would soon lead to one of his best-known Jewish
compositions, the Sacred Service.

Music for the Synagogue
The reflections on Jewish music discussed in the previous section took place primarily within the
Reform movement; Saminsky was the music director of the oldest Reform synagogue in New
York City, Temple Emanu-El, and Idelsohn was affiliated with Hebrew Union College. Many of
their fellow Eastern European immigrants formed Orthodox congregations, but Saminsky’s and
Idelsohn’s networks, social status, and interest in new synagogue composition led them to
55
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Reform Judaism when they reached the United States. The two men—especially Saminsky, from
his powerful position as the music director of a large New York synagogue—were involved with
the efforts within the U.S. Reform movement to build up a repertory of synagogue music
comparable in breadth and quality to that of American Protestants. They worked toward this goal
alongside such composers as Isadore Freed, Abraham W. Binder, Herbert Fromm, and Hugo
Chaim Adler. In this context, discerning the “essence” of Jewish music was seen as a vital task in
order to establish a solid and legitimate foundation for new composition.
Interest in new synagogue music was not limited to Reform Judaism, however.
Conservative synagogues at this time exhibited a wide range of liturgical and musical practice,
depending on the background and interests of the congregants and leadership. Many were former
Orthodox congregations undertaking a moderate process of reform, often driven by the U.S.-born
children of Eastern European immigrants, but others had closer ties to the Reform movement. 57
For example, New York’s Park Avenue Synagogue changed its affiliation from Reform to
Conservative in 1933 under the leadership of its new rabbi, Milton Steinberg. This shift changed
some aspects of the temple’s services—for instance, men were now required to cover their heads
during worship—but the music continued in more of a Reform vein, including the organ and a
mixed-gender choir. 58
Park Avenue’s cantor, David J. Putterman, who arrived from a different New York
congregation at the same time as Steinberg, made a sustained effort to reach out to “famous
composers who otherwise would never have been interested in writing for the synagogue.” 59 The
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first of Putterman’s annual services featuring newly-composed liturgical music took place in
March 1943. It presented settings of portions of the liturgy by Alexander Gretchaninov, Mario
Castelnuovo-Tedesco, Paul Dessau, Hugo Chaim Adler, and Max Helfman. 60 The cantor
solicited these contributions by sending prayer books to composers and inviting them to choose
the texts that most interested them. 61 Later in 1943, Putterman asked Milhaud to set his choice of
texts for the following year’s contemporary service, to which the composer responded: “Thank
you for your letter. I will choose the Barechu and the Shema. Do you want it in hebrew, in
english or both? If you send me the hebrew with the accents I should like it also with the
sephardim prononciation.” 62 At this time, most U.S. synagogues used the Ashkenazi
pronunciation of Hebrew, in accordance with the demographics of the American Jewish
community, while Milhaud—whose knowledge of Hebrew was limited to a handful of prayers—
was accustomed to the Sephardic pronunciation used at the synagogue in Aix-en-Provence. 63
The texts Milhaud selected both occur early in the Sabbath service. Following the
preliminary prayers, which can vary from one service to the next, “Borechu” (the Ashkenazi
spelling used by Park Avenue) is the call to worship. Milhaud’s setting preserves the call-and-
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response structure of the prayer by alternating between the cantor and the four-part choir. 64
“Shema Yisroel,” the declaration of faith, is the most important prayer in the liturgy, later
featured at the end of Arnold Schoenberg’s A Survivor from Warsaw. Milhaud’s version includes
only the first two lines of the long prayer; after an introduction using imitative counterpoint, it
follows a similar call-and-response pattern, with the second line sung in unison on only two
pitches. 65 As published in Synagogue Music by Contemporary Composers, a 1951 collection
edited by Putterman, Milhaud’s Borechu and Shema Yisroel can be sung in either Hebrew or
English. 66
In January 1945, Milhaud also wrote a “Mourner’s Kaddish” for Putterman’s
synagogue. 67 The text appears only in the original Aramaic and is sung entirely by the cantor,
with the choir responding “Amen” after each phrase. 68 The published score bears the dedication
“To the memory of my Parents.” 69 Because Milhaud was far away from his parents at the time of
their deaths in 1942 and 1944—and did not receive the news until weeks later—he was unable to
mourn in full accordance with Jewish custom.70 The Mourner’s Kaddish is traditionally recited
on each anniversary of a family member’s death, and January 1945 marked one year since the
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death of his mother. As Annegret Fauser has suggested, his choice of text may also have been a
reaction to learning that he had lost members of his extended family to the concentration
camps. 71 January 1945 was an appropriate time to mourn these relatives as well; less than a week
before writing the piece on 9 January, the composer had received a letter from Madeleine’s
brother confirming that Jean Milhaud had been deported to a concentration camp. 72
Like many of the composers who wrote music for the Park Avenue Synagogue in the
1940s, Milhaud did not attend synagogue services regularly, nor was he especially observant in
other ways. According to Madeleine Milhaud, her husband prayed daily and always fasted on
Yom Kippur, “but he was not excessively religious,” meaning that apart from private devotion,
he did not take part in Jewish ritual practice. 73 Alexandre Tansman recalled one of Milhaud’s
visits to Los Angeles during the war: “As Milhaud was very religious, we made special food for
Passover, and we had just bought unleavened bread when, that same evening, Milhaud showed
up with an enormous cake, which he claimed to be ‘traditional’ according to his own beliefs, but
which we ate knowing well, each one of us, that it was nothing of the sort!” 74
Madeleine Milhaud did not consider herself religious at all; her father, Michel Milhaud,
had moved from Aix to Paris to study law in the 1890s, at the time of the Dreyfus Affair, and
living through this period of heightened antisemitism made him wary of openly identifying as
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Jewish.75 Madeleine and her older brother, Etienne, were raised secular; while she did receive
some religious instruction as a teenager, she later claimed to have done this to annoy her family
rather than out of any genuine conviction. 76 Of her relationship with Darius, she recalled: “I did
not point out that he worked on Saturdays, which he should not have done. All the same, he was
very broad-minded, and he accepted that I was not religious.” 77
Although the Milhauds were not members of any congregation in California, they had
connections to at least two Reform synagogues in the area. Daniel Milhaud’s bar mitzvah was
held at Oakland’s Temple Sinai in February 1943, and in December of that year, Madeleine
Milhaud performed at the temple’s Hanukkah party. 78 Their closer and more significant
relationship was with Temple Emanu-El in San Francisco. Founded in 1851 at the height of the
Gold Rush, it was one of the two oldest synagogues in the city, and it had developed into a center
of the Bay Area’s Jewish establishment. 79 The temple on Lake Street—built in the 1920s to
replace a structure destroyed in the 1906 earthquake—cost more than a million dollars to
construct, most of which was provided by wealthy members of the congregation. 80 In the 1940s,
the issue of Zionism caused significant conflict within the congregation, with some—including
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the rabbi—fearing that the establishment of a Jewish state would increase antisemitism in the
United States by cementing the status of Jews as a minority ethnic group and leading to
suspicions of divided loyalty. 81 In 1948, following several years of discord, the anti-Zionist
Rabbi Irving Reichert was replaced by Alvin Fine, a supporter of the new state of Israel. 82
The Milhaud family’s link to the temple was Reuben R. Rinder, the cantor of Temple
Emanu-El for over fifty years (1913–66). An immigrant from a town near Lviv in what is now
western Ukraine, who trained as a cantor in New York, Rinder was hired to bridge the gap
between the temple’s acculturated Central European establishment and the rapidly growing
Eastern European segment of the membership. 83 Throughout his long tenure, he wielded
considerable influence in the life of the congregation, both within and outside the domain of
music. Starting in 1922, he arranged annual performances of oratorios and other choral works by
such composers as Handel and Mendelssohn, for which the Emanu-El choir would join forces
with singers from nearby universities and instrumentalists from the San Francisco Symphony
Orchestra. 84 In addition to this activity, Rinder sought out composers to write new synagogue
music, as Putterman did on the other side of the country. He was instrumental in bringing Ernest
Bloch from Cleveland to San Francisco in 1925, and after some persuasion—and the promise of
a considerable fee—Rinder convinced the composer to write a complete service for Temple
Emanu-El. 85 Bloch’s Sacred Service (also titled Avodath Hakodesh) was heard in Turin and New
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York before its eventual performance at Temple Emanu-El in 1938 (featuring an orchestra from
the Federal Music Project). 86
The arrival of another prominent Jewish composer to the Bay Area caught Rinder’s
attention, and he and his wife brought the Milhauds into their social circle over the following
years. At Reuben and Rose Rinder’s Passover seder in April 1947, Milhaud was commissioned
to write a Sacred Service for Temple Emanu-El. 87 The composer was present, as was Clara
Hellman Heller, a member of the synagogue who belonged to two prominent Bay Area Jewish
families. 88 According to Rose Rinder, when the cantor raised the possibility of such a project,
Heller immediately volunteered to provide the financial support. 89 Milhaud received $5,000 for
the composition—more than his annual salary at Mills—with another $4,000 pledged toward the
first performance. 90 He completed the score in early July, but there was no time to arrange the
premiere before his return to France the following month. 91 In December, he wrote to Rinder
from his sickbed in Aix-en-Provence: “I will never forget that it was thanks to your intervention
that I have been able to write one of the great works of my life.” 92
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In its structure and content, the Sacred Service reflects both typical U.S. Reform practice
and the specific circumstances of Temple Emanu-El, while also bearing the influence of
Milhaud’s own religious background and compositional style. 93 The text is set in short discrete
movements; according to Ludwig Altman, the organist of Temple Emanu-El, this structure made
it relatively easy—if not entirely uncomplicated—to use sections of Milhaud’s music in an
ordinary synagogue service, whereas Bloch’s oratorio-like composition was difficult to excerpt
or interrupt. 94 Milhaud’s division of the cantor’s role between a baritone soloist and a speaker
stemmed from a practical concern: by this time, the sixty-year-old Rinder had developed a
condition that permanently limited his singing voice, so the incorporation of spoken recitation
with instrumental accompaniment would allow him to participate in the performance. 95 The
choir and soloist sing in Hebrew, while the spoken text is in English, corresponding to the use of
the vernacular in a Reform service. Though Milhaud preferred the Sephardic pronunciation of
Hebrew, he wrote the manuscript using the Ashkenazi transliteration from the 1940 edition of the
Union Prayer Book. His Provençal heritage is woven into the music, however; Oreen Zeitlin has
identified specific melodic correspondences with a late nineteenth-century volume of chants
from the liturgy of the Comtat Venaissin. 96
The Sacred Service was premiered under Milhaud’s direction at Temple Emanu-El on 18
May 1949—a Wednesday evening, which placed the occasion in the context of performance
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rather than ritual. Continuing Rinder’s long-standing relationship with Bay Area secular
musicians, the orchestra consisted of members of the San Francisco Symphony Orchestra, and
the choir came from the University of California, Berkeley. Rinder gave the spoken recitation,
and the baritone soloist was Edgar Jones, who later joined the Mills College music faculty and
took part in many local performances of Milhaud’s music. In the program, the Hebrew titles of
each section of the piece are accompanied by the Union Prayer Book’s English translations of
the texts, making the work accessible to an audience unfamiliar with the Hebrew liturgy. The
profile of the composer on the last page includes Copland’s familiar assessment of the Jewish
qualities of Milhaud’s music, a list of Milhaud’s religious works, and the assurance that his
polytonal technique “has never been an enemy of the tonal system, for even when one tonality is
juxtaposed upon another, the predominating tonality endures and survives.” 97
Bay Area music critics responded positively to the work, recognizing its significance
both for the region’s cultural life and for synagogue music more broadly. 98 Without a significant
tradition of synagogue music by major composers to serve as a point of comparison, however,
they situated it primarily in the context of large-scale Christian works likely to be familiar to
their readers. For example, Alexander Fried wrote in the San Francisco Examiner:
Most composers, when they turn to religious forms, use much the same dramatic and
emotional attitude as in their serious secular works. For example, Beethoven’s Ninth
Symphony is hardly less religious than his Missa Solemnis. Verdi’s great Requiem, for all
its profound religious message, is as dramatic and virile as his Aida music. Milhaud has
taken a different track, and has run a bit of risk in doing so. His Sacred Service music is
deepfelt and original. Its moods generally turn inward. It seems consistently determined
not to be rhetorical. Instead of providing a dramatized portrait of ritual, it is the ritual
itself. 99
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Alfred Frankenstein commended the work’s potential for “universal artistic significance”
in the manner of Bach’s Lutheran church music or Catholic Mass settings by “countless
composers,” noting the absence of “the Orientalisms on which a lesser composer might have
fallen back.” 100 Virgil Thomson, who traveled to California for the performance, made a similar
assessment:
No melodies of traditional origin are employed (save for one briefly), and no evocation of
Near East orientalism is allowed to sentimentalize or to localize a musical conception of
universal applicability. The style, though personal to Milhaud, is easily comprehensible
anywhere. The service is occasionally bitonal in harmony, often a flowing counterpoint
of two or three parts freely juxtaposed, now and then noisily evocative of jostling crowds
and alleluias. But for all its occasional brilliance, the service is marked throughout by a
tone of intimacy wholly appropriate to the Jewish temple and deeply touching. Its
grandeur and its plainness impressed this listener as being somehow related in spirit to
those of Purcell and his Elizabethan forebears in their settings of Anglican worship
forms. 101
Thomson’s perception of the composition was still colored by his preconceived notions about
“Jewish music” (“Near East orientalism,” “jostling crowds and alleluias”), but his frame of
reference was broader than it might have been fifteen or twenty years earlier. 102
Three months after the premiere of the Sacred Service, it was performed again at Temple
Emanu-El in the version designed for the Friday evening service, which replaces several of the
movements with settings of other prayers. 103 This performance on 17 August 1949—also a
Wednesday—coincided with a meeting of the Music Teachers’ National Association. The same
choir and soloist took part, but they were accompanied by the organ instead of a full orchestra.
Alexander Fried’s review sharpened a critique implicit in his earlier juxtaposition of Milhaud’s
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work with compositions such as Verdi’s Requiem: “Only a few passages of the Friday Service
have any touch of liveliness or exultation or dramatic force. This fact makes the work hardly
suitable for concert repertoire even though a patient listener will find in it many remarkable,
sensitive beauties.” 104 For R. H. Hagan, on the other hand, the lack of dramatic intensity was
less of an obstacle to appreciating the performance:
If anything, the Friday Service contains more contemplative moments and fewer dynamic
ones. Proportionally, it was also interspersed with more passages for the recitant, Cantor
Reuben Rinder. These circumstances, combined with the use of the organ instead of a full
orchestra, emphasized the reverent rather than the dramatic elements in the work, and
achieved, fittingly enough, the atmosphere of a service and not a performance—a result
quite consonant with Milhaud’s intentions. 105
After the publication of the score in 1950, the Sacred Service was heard at Reform
synagogues in St. Louis, New York, and San Antonio. A review by Lazare Saminsky, which
followed the performance at New York’s Central Synagogue in January 1951, shows a somewhat
greater degree of nuance compared to his pre-war polemics about secularized Jewish composers,
though his low opinion of Milhaud’s “cosmopolitanism” persists:
Milhaud, a composer of high musical intelligence and a man deeply attached to the
religion of Old Israel, has chosen to employ the characteristic Jewish devotional color,
which with native French soberness, he merges with the “neo-classic” simplicity of style
he has helped to shape. There is a proper kind of modality in the resulting work.
Melodically and harmonically, however, this music is so much over-simplified that its
style, its emotion, its delivery verge almost on neutrality. To be frank, it is in a way deJudaïzed. Of course, we do find in Milhaud’s choral work pages of high religious fervor
and of racial color, but on the whole, Milhaud has written in a medium opposed to that of
Ernest Bloch’s Sacred Service. . . . While the Milhaud setting bears a certain
cosmopolitan air added to his own peculiar elegance of expression, it is the Bloch work
that contains both the power of universality and the propriety imperative in religious
music of grande envergure [large scale].” 106
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Although the music of Bloch was still the standard by which Saminsky judged other Jewish
compositions—leading him to deem Milhaud’s score not just insufficiently complex or grand,
but “de-Judaïzed”—he no longer felt the need to deny that Milhaud, as a person, had any genuine
connection to “the religion of Old Israel.” This shift in Saminsky’s rhetoric points to the broader
changes in U.S. Jewish life following the Holocaust and the establishment of Israel as an
independent state. In this transformed cultural context, Milhaud’s Jewish identity would become
an even more prominent aspect of his musical activity and public image in the United States and
elsewhere.

Israel and California
The published score of Milhaud’s Sacred Service (Salabert, 1950) includes the following
editorial note in French and English:
The score of the Sacred Service of Darius Milhaud contains two versions of the liturgical
text:
1. Sephardic (in Roman type).
2. Askenazi (in italics type).
This is deemed necessary because of the two different manners of pronouncing
Hebrew. The one has been in use for centuries in the Mediterranean countries: Southern
France, Italy, north Africa and the Near East; the other in the countries of Central and
Northern Europe as well as England and the United States.
Actually the Askenazi pronunciation is somewhat less used now owing to the
dispersal of many congregations in Central and Northern Europe.
Other contributing factors in favor of the Sephardic pronunciation are:
Its adoption as the official language of the new State of Israel.
A recent Assembly of Rabbis in the United States decided to adopt the Sephardic
pronunciation in all its Sacred Services. 107
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This note reflects not only the composer’s personal preference for the Sephardic pronunciation of
Hebrew, but also the radical demographic transformation of world Jewry in the 1940s. Before
World War II, Europe was home to about sixty percent of the Jewish population, already a
significant decrease from eighty percent at the beginning of the twentieth century. 108 The Nazi
genocide left only about 3.5 million Jews in Europe—concentrated primarily in the Soviet
Union—where there had been more than nine million in the early 1930s, and many survivors left
Europe after the war. By 1950, two-thirds of the Jewish population lived outside Europe, with
just over half in the Americas. 109 As a result, the United States and the newly independent State
of Israel emerged as the new centers of the world’s Jewish population, a status the two nations
continue to hold today. 110 The gradual adoption of Sephardic pronunciation by U.S. synagogues
signaled a turn toward Israel—and away from Eastern Europe—as the primary site of Jewish
authenticity. 111
It was in this rapidly changing environment that Jewishness truly became a central aspect
of Milhaud’s public identity as a composer. The racialized conceptions of “Jewish music” that
had dominated the discourse of the interwar period faded from prominence, as this type of racial
essentialism was no longer tenable in the post-Holocaust world. In the United States, midcentury
conceptions both of individual ethnic and religious identity and of society-wide “JudeoChristian” religious pluralism—famously articulated in sociologist Will Herberg’s 1955 book
Protestant, Catholic, Jew—created an environment in which being French by nationality and
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Jewish by religion could be seen as just one “hyphenated identity” among many. 112 Milhaud’s
Provençal Jewishness—a non-Ashkenazi European Jewish identity—therefore posed less of a
conceptual problem than it had before, and “Jewish composer” was not the unappealing label he
had considered it to be when he wrote “The Problem of Jewish Music” in 1945. Furthermore, the
publication of Notes sans musique in 1949—followed by the English translation in 1953—
provided critics and listeners with an easily-quotable statement putting the composer’s Jewish
identity on the same level as his French identity.
Milhaud’s postwar transatlantic career connected him both to the old and to the new
centers of Jewish life, and in the first half of the 1950s, he wrote a number of Jewish-themed
compositions for performance in the United States, Europe, and Israel. Nearly all were
commissions, indicating that he had come to be thought of as a composer of, among other things,
Jewish music. For U.S. choirs, he wrote several settings of Biblical texts. Cantata from Proverbs
(1951) was commissioned and premiered by the United Temple Chorus, a Long Island–based
Jewish women’s community choir directed by Isadore Freed. Milhaud then wrote Miracles of
Faith (1951), a cantata telling the story of Daniel, for the centenary of Coe College in Cedar
Rapids, Iowa.
In France, Milhaud composed incidental music for plays by the Jewish writers André
Spire (Samaël) and S. Ansky (The Dybbuk), which both aired on French radio in December
1953, as well as for a 1954 production of André Gide’s Saül in Toulon. 113 The Holocaust
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memorial cantata Le Château du feu (1954) was a commission from the Réseau du Souvenir
(Network of Remembrance), an association of former Resistance members who had survived
deportation and aimed to raise awareness of the Holocaust. 114 The harrowing text is by the poet
Jean Cassou, the chair of the arts committee of the Réseau. 115 The composer dedicated the work
to the memory of his nephew Jean Milhaud and his cousins Eric and Hélène Allatini, all killed in
Auschwitz. 116
At the time of Israel’s independence in 1948, Milhaud already had connections to the
musical activity of the region, albeit from a distance. In 1937, he was one of a number of
composers invited by the German Jewish musicologist Hans Nathan to write arrangements of
Palestinian folk songs. 117 The following year, he became one of the honorary presidents—Ernest
Bloch being the other—of the World Centre for Jewish Music in Palestine, a position that would
soon increase his notoriety among Nazi officials. 118 In a letter of December 1937 accepting the
“invitation to serve on the executive committee,” he wrote: “Everything that touches Jewish
culture finds a profound echo in my heart, because, as a French Jew from Comtat-Venaissin and
a descendant of the Jews who settled in Provence prior to the Christian era, I remain extremely
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attached to the religion of my forefathers.” 119 Milhaud contributed an article on the music of the
Comtat Venaissin to the first and only issue of Musica Hebraica, the organization’s journal. 120
Parts of the article are similar to the first chapter of Notes sans musique, indicating that his
personal narrative of Provençal Jewish history was established well before World War II. 121
After 1948, musicians in Israel made a particular effort to connect with their Jewish
counterparts in the United States and elsewhere, seeing this as a way for the new nation—and for
Jewish music—to establish legitimacy in the international musical community. Leonard
Bernstein’s long association with the Israel Philharmonic is an especially striking example of this
mutually beneficial exchange, both raising the orchestra’s profile internationally and
strengthening the role of the conductor’s Jewish identity in his public life. 122 It was primarily
through Milhaud’s continued presence in the United States that he became involved in this type
of activity. His first composition written specifically for Israel was The Seven-Branched
Candelabra, a set of easy piano pieces named for Jewish holidays (Rosh Hashanah, Yom
Kippur, Sukkot, Hanukkah, Purim, Passover, and Shavuot). He composed it in Paris in
December 1951 and immediately sent the manuscript to San Francisco so that it could be
presented to the Israeli ambassador to the United States at Pierre Monteux’s “Tribute to Israel”
concert on 29 January 1952. 123 Milhaud was also “among the American composers” on the
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Composers’ Committee for Israeli and American-Jewish Music, established by Abraham W.
Binder in 1953. 124 The aims of the committee included “To send to America and vice versa, to
Israel, music of Jewish musical interest. . . . To present concerts and aid in stimulating
performances of such music in joint programs in America and Israel. . . . To effect a tie between
Jewish composers in America and in Israel which will aid in the development of a Jewish
national style.” 125
Milhaud’s opera David, a five-act dramatization of the life of the Biblical patriarch,
connects each part of the world for which he wrote Jewish music during this period. Composed
in 1952–53 for a festival in Jerusalem, it subsequently had several performances in Europe
before being staged in Los Angeles at the Hollywood Bowl in 1956. 126 Each performance was in
a different language (Hebrew, Italian, German, French, and English) and emerged from its
particular circumstances and context. In Israel and California especially, the work’s status as a
Jewish cultural product was central to its presentation, publicity, and reception, albeit in very
different ways. Additionally, publicizing the opera enabled Milhaud to articulate an identity as a
Jewish composer—rather than just a composer who happened to be Jewish—that would not have
been possible (or desirable) for him even ten years earlier.
As recounted by Alfred Frankenstein in the San Francisco Chronicle a decade later, the
opera’s origin story has allusions to David’s anointing of Solomon. While hospitalized in San
Francisco after conducting the Israel Philharmonic Orchestra there in February 1951, Serge
Koussevitzky summoned Milhaud and asked him “to write a great musical composition to be
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given in Jerusalem itself” for an upcoming festival celebrating what was declared to be the three
thousandth anniversary of the founding of that city by King David. 127 The conductor, who had
been a leader in the realm of U.S.-Israeli musical exchange, died in June of that year, but the
work of the Koussevitzky Foundation continued, and this festival was to be one of its major
endeavors, with Milhaud’s opera as the centerpiece. 128
Invited to choose his own librettist, Milhaud selected his lifelong friend Armand Lunel, a
philosophy teacher in Monaco. Lunel had provided the text for several of Milhaud’s previous
theatrical works, including Esther de Carpentras, which drew on their shared Provençal Jewish
heritage. 129 Though not religiously observant himself, Lunel was a scholar of Jewish scripture
and history, and Milhaud trusted him to approach the project with the necessary concern for
tradition. 130 The composer, his wife, and the librettist traveled to Israel together in April 1952 at
the invitation of the Israeli government. Madeleine Milhaud later recalled: “Interestingly we
were received in Israel with a certain distrust as our names did not strike the Israelis as being
properly Jewish; they were used to Polish or German names.” 131
One purpose of the visit was to assure the committee in charge of the festival that the
opera would depict its subject with the proper respect and faithfulness to the Biblical narrative, in
contrast to the 1951 Hollywood film David and Bathsheba, which depicted the love affair
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between the title characters in a way Israeli religious leaders considered distasteful. 132 Milhaud
also made valuable professional contacts, as with the conductor Heinz Freudenthal, who went on
to conduct numerous performances of the Sacred Service in both Israel and Europe. 133 At the
home of the composer Marc Lavry, Milhaud held preliminary auditions for the opera; feeling
strongly that local singers should take as many roles as possible, he wanted to familiarize himself
with the performance forces available before writing the score. 134 Making Milhaud’s
acquaintance benefited Lavry as well: when Reuben Rinder visited Israel in 1953, he
commissioned Lavry to write a Sacred Service for Temple Emanu-El.
After his trip, Milhaud began to assert a connection between Israel and his long-held
conception of himself as a “Mediterranean” composer. 135 Before World War II, his construction
of a Mediterranean identity had served to defend French music against German music, to
subsume his various musical influences under one label, and perhaps to reframe his Jewishness
as less “foreign.” 136 The notion that he had a natural affinity with any landscape or culture that
reminded him of Provence—and therefore had a claim to its music—became even more
professionally advantageous after his encounter with Israel. In an interview with Clifford Gessler
of the Oakland Tribune in the summer of 1952, Milhaud put forth his Mediterranean identity as
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the possible rationale for choosing a French composer who lived in Paris and Oakland to write an
opera for a festival in Jerusalem:
The Central European influence is fading in Jewish culture, especially in music. I talked
with 28 composers in Israel. Thirty years ago most of them were European in style as
well as origin and training. Today they are writing more and more in the direction of a
Mediterranean esthetic. The next one or two generations will see a very interesting
development in that direction.
Perhaps that was why I was chosen to compose this opera—because I am a
Mediterranean composer. In 60 miles of travel between the airport and Jerusalem, I was
struck with the similarity of the scenery to that of my own southern France. I felt quite at
home there. 137
The resemblance to his native Provence was not the only impression Israeli geography
made on the composer. Milhaud took at face value the words of his tour guides, who showed him
the sites traditionally associated with various Biblical stories and drew parallels to recent events
that had purportedly occurred in the same locations, a common interpretive strategy to legitimate
the Jewish claim to the land. 138 Upon returning to California, he told a music critic for the San
Francisco Chronicle: “There are modern miracles, too. When I was in Israel last April, we
stopped at the place where David defeated Goliath. That miracle was repeated on the very spot
only a few years ago, according to the driver of our car, when a few Jews, as unarmed and
unprotected as David was, were miraculously saved from the Arabs.” 139
In Milhaud’s accounts of David’s creation, the claims of his tour guides directly inspired
one of the opera’s most distinctive features, although according to Lunel, the composer had the
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idea more than a year earlier, shortly after receiving the commission from Koussevitzky. 140 The
five acts cover David’s life from his boyhood through his reign as king, ending with his
anointing of Solomon as his successor. 141 At certain moments in each act, a chorus representing
modern Israeli Jews comments on the action of the plot, connecting it to their own recent
circumstances in a manner reminiscent of the 1937 Kurt Weill–Franz Werfel pageant The
Eternal Road. 142 In Act II, for example, the modern chorus observes a group of villagers dancing
and sings: “In that time, they already danced our hora, dance of victory and joy!” 143 At times,
Lunel’s libretto is militantly Zionist, as when the modern chorus responds to David’s slaying of
Goliath in Act I with Marseillaise-like triumph:
And we, not long ago, for our reborn fatherland,
with the same faith and in the same struggle as in that time,
Facing the most dreadful coalition,
reduced, like our forefathers, to the most pitiful equipment.
When their tanks, on five fronts, advanced like Goliath the Giant,
Sons and daughters of Israel, with our grenades and our bottles,
we crushed them, in their tanks,
Remembering David, with his rock and his sling!
Legion of the Living God! Onward! Onward! 144
The opera was originally intended for the new Jerusalem Convention Center, which
would have provided the space necessary for a large-scale stage production. However, it soon
became clear that the construction of the Center would not be completed in time, and the site
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chosen to replace it for the premiere could support only a concert performance. The plans for a
“King David Festival” were also scaled back; while the supposed anniversary continued to be
mentioned in conjunction with the opera, the performance was absorbed into the annual festival
of the International Society for Contemporary Music. 145 Apart from the opera, the rest of the
festival events were in Haifa, about seventy miles from Jerusalem. This was only the third time
the ISCM Festival had taken place outside Europe, after the wartime festivals in New York and
San Francisco.
Milhaud traveled from Paris to Jerusalem for the performance, which took place on 1
June 1954. Lunel’s French libretto was translated into Hebrew by Aharon Ashmann. The Swiss
baritone Heinz Rehfuss played the role of David, while the other characters, the chorus, and the
orchestra musicians were all local performers, in accordance with Milhaud’s wishes. In his
autobiography, the composer described the significance of hearing the work performed in
Jerusalem by Israeli singers:
The singers seemed to be transfigured; they were singing “their” history; the audience
participated in the glorification of “its” national hero. At the end of the third act, when
David decides to make Jerusalem the capital—just as the Israeli government had done not
long before—a collective emotion took hold of the audience, and during the chorus of
“Jerusalem! Jerusalem!” it seemed as if they were all breathing as one. 146
In this context, a depiction of the story of David served to tell a larger narrative about the
relationship between the present-day State of Israel and its ancient religious heritage. The scene
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discussed by Milhaud and the opera’s triumphant conclusion could also be seen to look ahead to
the reunification of Jerusalem and other future victories. While the oratorio format was a
consequence of logistical difficulties, the absence of sets and costumes likely reinforced the
connection between past and present for this audience. The performance was broadcast over the
radio, and when Milhaud and his wife went to the airport the next day, they were met by a group
of admirers. 147
Once it had become clear that a fully-staged opera was not logistically possible at the
time of the premiere, Milhaud and his contacts in Israel began to discuss the option of following
the oratorio performance with a staged version in Jerusalem the next year. The set designer for
this production would have been Marc Chagall, a painter whose postwar status as an
internationally-known Jewish artist parallels Milhaud’s own. 148 Born in 1887 to a Hasidic family
in Russia, Chagall relocated to Paris in 1910 and became involved with the same modernist
artistic circles in which Milhaud also moved. After leaving France in 1941 with a visa provided
by the same official at the U.S. consulate in Marseille who likely assisted the Milhaud family the
year before (see chapter 1), Chagall spent the war years in New York, then returned to France in
1948. Jewish subjects—both Biblical imagery and depictions of Russian Jewish culture—were
always prevalent in his artistic output, but as with Milhaud, some of the tension between
“modern artist” and “Jewish artist” in Chagall’s reception dissipated in the postwar years.
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The plans for a staged production of David in Jerusalem never materialized, and the only
remnant of Chagall’s involvement is the cover art for the piano-vocal score of the opera,
published by Israeli Music Publications in 1954 (Figure 3.1).

Figure 3.1: Marc Chagall, cover art for David, 1954 (Israeli Music Publications) 149
The figure of David holding a lyre is a recurring image in Chagall’s body of Biblical art,
particularly that of the 1950s and 1960s. In a number of these works, the king stands on the left
side overlooking Jerusalem, as he does here. In this version, the name “David” is written in
Chagall’s hand in both Latin and Hebrew characters, matching the dual-language title page that
follows it in the score.
Seven months after the premiere, in January 1955, David had its first fully-staged
production at La Scala in Milan. Leonard Bernstein was scheduled to conduct it, but he backed
out in mid-November to focus on writing Candide. This decision elicited a disappointed response
149
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from Milhaud, who—after being unimpressed with George Singer, the conductor in Jerusalem—
had looked forward to hearing his opera directed by a conductor he trusted. 150 In this Italian
opera house, the apparent purpose of the production was to present a new opera by a major
European composer rather than to celebrate the Jewish people. In this setting, it could seem like
any other operatic depiction of a legendary hero, or like Milhaud’s other operas about “great
men” (Christophe Colomb, Maximilien, and Bolivar). While it still featured the modern Israeli
chorus, the program notes pointed out that a similar theatrical device can be found in multiple
nineteenth-century Italian plays, giving the audience an alternative context—dramatic rather than
Zionist—in which to understand that aspect of the opera. 151 Later in 1955, David was also heard
in a Hamburg radio broadcast and staged at the Théâtre de la Monnaie in Brussels. This latter
performance, which had the Queen of Belgium among its audience, was organized by the
Belgian branch of Youth Aliyah, a Zionist group that originated as a rescue organization during
World War II. 152
After the production at La Scala, a committee of the American Association for Jewish
Education began to make plans for a performance in the summer of 1955 at the Music Academy
of the West in Santa Barbara, California, where Milhaud had taught during the summer for
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several years. Like the premiere in Jerusalem, this production would have been in oratorio form.
However, when it became clear that more time would be required to secure the necessary
financial support, the “Festival of Faith and Freedom Committee” postponed the performance
until September 1956 and also turned its attention toward a much larger venue: the Hollywood
Bowl in Los Angeles. Demographically speaking, Southern California was an appropriate and
promising location for such an event. The population of Los Angeles grew by approximately one
million between 1940 and 1960, and new Jewish migration—from both within and outside the
United States—was a significant element of this growth. By the end of the 1950s, the city had
the second-largest Jewish population in the United States (after New York), with more than half
a million. 153 The community that developed during this time aimed “to become culturally as well
as demographically American Jewry’s ‘second city.’” 154 Furthermore, the Hollywood Bowl was
an ideal site for the pageant-like production the committee now envisioned, as it had a history of
staging similar spectacles, including some on Jewish themes. One such work was Ben Hecht’s
We Will Never Die (1943)—with music by Kurt Weill—a “dramatic propaganda piece . . . about
the importance of Jews in world culture, the genocide in Europe, and the need for Jewish
national as well as just religious and ethnic identity.” 155
The potential for the production of David to be a high-profile event—rather than merely a
concert performance at a summer music school—enabled the committee to attract supporters and
financial backers from Hollywood and across the country. The honorary chairmen of the
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committee were California governor Goodwin J. Knight, Los Angeles mayor Norris Poulson,
Leonard Bernstein, Ernest Bloch, Gregor Piatigorsky, Artur Rubinstein, and Rabbi Edgar
Magnin of the city’s Wilshire Boulevard Temple, which counted many participants in the film
industry among its congregation. 156 This list of prominent supporters shows the extent to which
the production was presented as a significant event for the city of Los Angeles and for Jewish
culture both there and in the United States as a whole.
Milhaud was well-positioned to be the composer associated with this event, both because
of his connections to California and because of his status within and outside the domain of
Jewish music in the United States. The fact that “the greatest living French composer”—as he
was often designated in the American press by this time—was also a Jewish composer lent a
distinct prestige to his name in this context. In the two years after the performance of David in
Jerusalem, Milhaud received three honorary doctorates from American Jewish institutions. All
were founded shortly after World War II, but represented different Jewish movements. 157 The
first, in 1954, was awarded by the University of Judaism, a Los Angeles institution founded in
1947 by Conservative Jews. 158 In June 1955, Milhaud traveled to Brandeis University for its
third Festival of the Creative Arts—which included performances of his Salade (1924), Concerto
pour batterie (1929), Cantate nuptiale (1937), and Médée (1938)—and received an honorary
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degree at commencement. 159 Though officially secular and nonsectarian, the university was
founded and supported by Jewish community leaders and had a majority-Jewish student body.
On the same East Coast trip, Milhaud went to New York to be similarly honored by the School
of Sacred Music at the Reform-affiliated Hebrew Union College, then the only school in the
United States to provide cantorial training. 160 (In a letter to Henri and Hélène Hoppenot, Milhaud
noted the irony of awarding a Doctorate of Hebrew Letters, even an honorary one, to someone
who “does not even know the alphabet.”) 161
The cast of David was a mix of Los Angeles-based singers and those brought in from
elsewhere, and most of the leading performers had connections to Milhaud, Izler Solomon (who
conducted the orchestra), or Roger Wagner (whose professional choir constituted part of the
opera’s chorus). Harve Presnell, the twenty-three-year-old baritone cast as David, had studied
voice at the Music Academy of the West and performed under Wagner’s direction. In the years
following David, he became known primarily for his work in film musicals, notably The
Unsinkable Molly Brown (1964) and Paint Your Wagon (1969). Mack Harrell, who played Saul,
had sung the lead role in the New York Philharmonic’s concert performance of Milhaud’s
Christophe Colomb in 1952; he also knew Milhaud through the Aspen Music Festival, having
become the director in 1954 following the retirement of its founder, Walter Paepcke. Adele
Addison, the African American soprano in the role of Michol, was the soloist in the Brandeis
performance of Milhaud’s Cantate nuptiale in 1955.
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With a cast of more than four hundred and numerous connections to the Hollywood film
industry, this production can easily be situated within the contemporary tradition of Biblical epic
film. The director Cecil B. DeMille was even asked to be involved in an advisory capacity, but
he declined because he was too busy with his work on The Ten Commandments, his
quintessential religious epic, which was released less than two months after the performance of
David. 162 These “Old Testament” epics were a distinct product of midcentury “Judeo-Christian”
American culture, generally presenting a Christianized perspective on the Biblical narratives but
also functioning as dramatizations of Jewish history. 163 Film scholars Bruce Babington and Peter
William Evans write that “Hollywood’s Old Testament films not only recreate a remote
historical period . . . but also dramatise a new order in post-1948 Jewish history,” with the
establishment of Israel leading to “the promulgation of images of Jewish heroism.” 164 After
Orson Welles—another non-Jewish director—declined the invitation to stage David (but
promised to attend the performance), the organizers hired Harry Horner, an Austrian Jewish
émigré who worked as a film designer in Hollywood. 165 Horner’s involvement gave David a
direct connection to another dramatic genre, that of the Biblical pageant, as two decades earlier,
he had begun his U.S. career as Max Reinhardt’s assistant for The Eternal Road.
Milhaud had forbidden any cuts to his opera in Jerusalem and Milan, but for the Los
Angeles performance, Horner abridged and restructured it into two long acts instead of five
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shorter ones. The libretto was translated into English by the British music critic Rollo H. Myers,
a specialist in twentieth-century French music. Horner’s design (Figure 3.2) involved removing
the shell of the Hollywood Bowl, essentially allowing the hills behind the amphitheater to serve
as part of the backdrop.

Figure 3.2: David at the Hollywood Bowl, September 1956 166
The set was designed to allow multiple groups of performers to be on stage simultaneously, with
boxes in the center for the chorus. The second chorus, representing modern Israeli Jews, made its
appearances at one side of the stage. Some wore uniforms and carried guns, while others were
dressed as civilians. 167
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Staging the work in this venue, where it would be seen by nearly twenty thousand people,
enabled the organizers to fulfill their aim of asserting a central place for Judaism in American
life by presenting a depiction of Jewish history to a broad and religiously diverse audience. The
statements printed in the program book express this goal of reaching an interfaith audience.
Edgar Magnin’s message began: “David is alive today. There is no character in history or
literature more beloved. His influence extends to the ends of the earth. In every synagogue,
church and mosque, his psalms are read.” 168 Walter Hilborn, the chair of the Festival of Faith
and Freedom Committee, wrote: “Our concept was to develop a better understanding and
appreciation of the Biblical heritage which undergirds America and its major faiths, through
great musical and dramatic works presented on the highest artistic level.” Hilborn further noted
that the production “was made possible by the combined energies and talents of many dedicated
people of all faiths.” 169
The program book also included a congratulatory telegram from President Eisenhower,
which was read aloud before the start of the performance, in front of a packed audience. The
president, who was running for reelection at this time, lacked strong Jewish support due to his
Middle East policies; rather than giving a nod to the opera’s Zionist message, though, the
telegram focused on its importance as an artistic product. 170 The day after the performance, a
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review in the Los Angeles Times, which had given extensive coverage to the preparations for the
opera, emphasized the scale of the spectacle as a sign of “the great capacity of Southern
California to muster artistic and musical forces,” but also pointed to its significance for
American Jewish life and to its function as a celebration of the modern state of Israel. 171
Also in the program book is a message by Madeleine Milhaud titled “Highlights in the
life of a Great Composer as seen by His Wife,” in which she wrote:
For the first time I felt in Milhaud’s mind an anxiety while composing David. He had
already written a great number of religious works, but this one was so deeply related to
the history of the country of Israel, and was going to have such a meaning for the
Israelians, that he felt a very heavy responsibility. I am sure that it is only because of his
strong belief that he came through this work as he did. It is also thanks to his strong belief
that he was honored to be commissioned to write it. 172
Emphasizing Milhaud’s personal faith as the sentiment behind his Jewish compositions—rather
than pointing only to his Judeo-Provençal heritage—was a new strategy for the composer and his
wife in the postwar era. 173 This rhetoric reframed Milhaud’s Jewish identity for a cultural context
in which Judaism had assumed the status of a “world religion.” It was this framework, along with
his ongoing commitment to Israel, that would shape his engagement with Jewish music and
identity in the last stage of his career.
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A Jewish Composer on the World Stage
From the early 1960s until the end of his life, Milhaud’s compositional output slowed to less
than half its previous rate, a consequence both of his health difficulties and of the changing
musical climate. He focused his energy on fulfilling the commissions he continued to receive
each year from organizations in Europe, the United States, and Israel, and his Jewish identity was
central to a significant portion of this work. In Europe, he was called upon on multiple occasions
to represent Judaism alongside Catholic and Protestant composers. He wrote two final choral
works on Biblical texts for U.S. colleges and synagogues: Cantata from Job (1966) for Temple
Beth Zion in Buffalo, New York, and Promesse de Dieu (1972) for the bicentennial of Dickinson
College in Pennsylvania. Though he never visited Israel again after the premiere of David in
1954, he retained connections to musicians there, and he was asked to write pieces
commemorating the thirteenth and twenty-fifth anniversaries of Israeli statehood in 1961 and
1973 respectively. 174
During this period, Milhaud also became more politically outspoken, if not to the extent
of a composer such as Leonard Bernstein. With the exception of the Zionist cause, he avoided
taking partisan or controversial stances, and he still maintained that he hated politics. 175 But the
precariousness of exile was long behind him; from his privileged position as a senior cultural
figure, he could use music to draw attention to human-rights issues, for instance, without fear of
being seen as subversive. In fact, he generally did so with high-level official backing—for
example, his Hommage à Comenius (1966), which used a text by the seventeenth-century Czech
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philosopher Jan Amos Comenius to advocate for universal education, was commissioned for the
twentieth anniversary of UNESCO. 176
Much of Milhaud’s late work bears generic titles—either describing the music (Suite en
sol, Six danses en trois movements) or acknowledging the origin of the commission (Musique
pour Lisbonne, Stanford Serenade)—and has no particular extramusical agenda. When he did
address a political concern in a composition, he most often did so through the language of the
sacred. Moreover, he did so through a distinctively Jewish lens, even when drawing upon
Catholic or nonsectarian texts and imagery; not only was he informed by his own life experience
and the devastation of the Holocaust, but he also knew that his work would be received as the
product of a Jewish compositional voice. This activity once again has a parallel in the work of
Marc Chagall, who turned to the medium of stained glass in the late 1950s and created windows
for synagogues, churches, and secular institutions such as the United Nations. 177
Milhaud’s 1963 choral symphony Pacem in terris epitomizes both his turn toward moral
and political issues and the authority he commanded as one of the world’s foremost living Jewish
composers. The idea to create a musical setting of excerpts from the final encyclical of Pope
John XXIII came from Michel de Bry, the secretary of the Académie du Disque Français, shortly
after the text was issued in April 1963. 178 Milhaud recalled in Ma Vie heureuse:
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His idea seemed insane to me. Collaborating with a pope! What insurmountable
difficulties that would raise. Michel de Bry was undeterred by my arguments, and he
made me promise to read the Encyclical right away. This text made a profound
impression on me. It unveiled the injustice in our society and supported all the theories I
held dear. I started to think seriously about de Bry’s project, but it seemed unfeasible, and
besides, I knew that it was forbidden to abridge a papal or liturgical text. De Bry, always
devoted and dynamic, proposed to me that he would take all the necessary steps with
Rome. He obtained all of the requisite authorizations from the Vatican: the right to
choose extracts from the Encyclical in order to create a choral symphony with them, to
have it edited and performed as I pleased. 179
As his ancestors in the Comtat Venaissin had lived under papal protection from the
thirteenth century until the French Revolution and had included prayers for the pope in their
liturgy, Milhaud held a certain ironic respect for the institution of the papacy. In 1940, shortly
before leaving France, he had dedicated a portion of a cantata based on the Comtat Venaissin
liturgy—the movement titled “Prière pour le Pape”—to John XXIII’s predecessor, Pius XII, and
even attempted to send him a copy of the score on parchment engraved with the papal coat of
arms. 180 However, the outbreak of war prevented the copy from being sent, and while in exile,
Milhaud privately rescinded the dedication in response to Pius XII’s lack of public action on
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behalf of European Jews. 181 With Pacem in terris, Milhaud aligned himself with a pope who
made significant efforts to acknowledge and atone for the Catholic Church’s legacy of
antisemitism. 182
After receiving a commission from Henry Barraud to compose a work for choir and
orchestra for the inauguration of Paris’s new Maison de la Radio, Milhaud wrote the fifty-minute
composition in just under a month, “sustained by the sentiments of this great patriarch, who
vehemently criticized discrimination, racism, injustice, infringements on liberty, and atomic
weapons, and who fervently expressed a desire for world peace.” 183 From the 172 paragraphs of
the Latin encyclical, he selected twenty-five that conveyed ideas he found compelling, made
further deletions to streamline the still-lengthy text, and divided the resulting excerpts into seven
movements. 184 His selections focused on issues such as religious freedom, equality, racism,
atomic weapons, immigration, and political refugees. The penultimate paragraph of the
encyclical, used for the final movement, is a prayer for peace to be achieved through the power
of “our divine Redeemer” (divino Redemptore nobis), but Milhaud made it less specifically
Christian by removing the one sentence that identified the Redeemer as Christ.
181
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Although the text was deeply meaningful to Milhaud, he acknowledged the irony of his
position as a Jewish composer setting the words of the Pope, particularly in light of other
composers’ activities. Several days after finishing the piece, he wrote to Henri Sauguet: “At the
same time, Stravigor [Igor Stravinsky] is writing a work in Hebrew, commissioned by Israel…
so, the Jew with the Pope and the antisemite with the State of Israel, political representative of
the Old Testament. All very John XXIII.” 185 Milhaud’s composition can also be viewed in light
of Francis Poulenc’s Sept répons des ténèbres, the Latin liturgical text of which includes several
references to “the Jews” as the murderers of Jesus. After the premiere by the New York
Philharmonic on 11 April 1963—the same day on which John XXIII issued Pacem in terris—
conductor Leonard Bernstein received numerous letters protesting the antisemitic elements of the
text. 186
When de Bry approached Vatican officials on Milhaud’s behalf for permission to set
excerpts of the encyclical, their only stipulation was that “to highlight the ecumenical character
of this event . . . the first performance should be directed by a Protestant conductor.” 187 Charles
Munch fulfilled that duty for the premiere in Paris on 20 December 1963, and he conducted the
work again on 30 May 1964 in a concert at Notre-Dame de Paris, commemorating the eight
hundredth anniversary of the beginning of the cathedral’s construction. The requirement that the
conductor be Protestant applied only to the premiere; to conduct the first U.S. performance,
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Milhaud first asked Bernstein, then successfully engaged Maurice Abravanel, the conductor of
the Utah Symphony Orchestra, who also was Jewish. 188 Under Abravanel’s direction, Pacem in
terris was performed and recorded in December 1964 at the Mormon Temple in Salt Lake City,
adding yet another interfaith dimension to the work’s performance history. 189
In December 1963, at the time of the Pacem in terris premiere, Milhaud composed his
Ode pour les morts des guerres in response to the French government’s request for a piece
commemorating the fiftieth anniversary of World War I. Here, too, Milhaud’s Jewish identity
served an “ecumenical” function, as the other composers commissioned were the Catholic
Olivier Messiaen and the Protestant Georges Migot. 190 Ode pour les morts des guerres is an
orchestral composition with no text, but the titles of the three movements suggest a sacred—
though nonsectarian—memorialization of the war dead:
1. Déploration sur les populations civiles massacrées [Lament for the massacred civilian
populations]
2. Prière pour les morts en captivité et en déportation [Prayer for those who died in
captivity and deportation]
3. Hymne funèbre pour les morts au champ d’honneur [Funeral hymn for those killed in
battle]
Finally, in 1965, Milhaud was invited to a concert at the Vatican. He initially declined, as
he was in Oakland at the time, but after a telegram informing him that Pope Paul VI personally
requested his presence, he reconsidered. 191 This performance, the first “ecumenical concert”
organized by the Italian radio, featured music by composers of four different faiths: Milhaud as a
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Jew, Stravinsky as a Russian Orthodox Christian, Gian Francesco Malipiero as a Catholic, and
Jean Sibelius as a Protestant (“they could find a better protestant composer,” Madeleine Milhaud
quipped to Reuben Rinder). 192 The three living composers—Sibelius had died in 1957—were
present at the concert. Milhaud and Stravinsky were both represented on the program by psalm
settings written more than three decades earlier: Milhaud’s Psalm 129 (1918) and Stravinsky’s
Symphony of Psalms (1930). After leaving Rome, Madeleine Milhaud wrote to Rinder:
We sat next to the Pope who—twice—spoke to Darius, he thanked him for coming and
he said that he desired absolutely that Milhaud would be present at that concert. He added
that he knew how difficult it was for him to travel and that he was grateful that he did
so… then he gave us presents… Strange! astonishing! and in this world of absurdity all
the same hopeful. . . . (We are not converted!) 193
Milhaud’s status as the quasi-official Jewish composer of both France and the Vatican
was limited to the period between the convening of the Second Vatican Council in 1962 and the
Six-Day War in June 1967. France had previously been an ally of Israel and one of its primary
sources of weaponry, but after this conflict, the French government broke with Israel to avoid
antagonizing France’s Arab allies and former colonies. Like many French Jews, Milhaud—who
had been a supporter of Charles de Gaulle until this point—was concerned about the change in
policy, and about the international reaction to Israel’s victory more broadly. 194 He wrote to Henri
and Hélène Hoppenot on 26 June 1967:
I have been very worried since this morning, with the Johnson-Kosygin meeting
achieving nothing. 195 I followed all of the UN’s blathering on TV. So much bad faith!
France silent, and then the General [de Gaulle] condemns Israel. That really takes the
cake! The closure of the Gulf of Aqaba, the departure of the UN soldiers, the howling of
192
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Nasser and Co., are not an aggression. Alone, in legitimate defense, Israel responds to the
provocations, wins the war with breathtaking speed, and… it is the aggressor. Are we
heading toward that world war I have dreaded for months? And France with the Russians
and the Arabs? Inconceivable. 196
This staunchly pro-Israel perspective was likely reinforced not only by the composer’s
connections to that country, but also by his links to Zionism in the United States, where it was a
more mainstream position. In the 1960s, he was a featured speaker for at least two San Francisco
benefit dinners for the Israel Bonds Development Corporation of America. On 27 March 1963,
the event was in his honor; in his fifteen-minute address, he spoke primarily about his Provençal
Jewish heritage and his 1952 visit to Israel, reiterating his belief in “a sort of parallelism between
the time of the Bible and the time of the resurrection of the state.” 197 For a banquet in honor of
the violinist Isaac Stern on 14 February 1965, Milhaud presented the violinist with an award
from the organization. 198
After David, the Israeli government commissioned Milhaud to compose two more works,
both commemorating significant milestones in the life of the nation. The first, Cantate de
l’initiation (“Bar Mitzvah Israël 1948–1961”), marked the thirteenth anniversary of statehood in
1961. When he asked Rabbi Edward Zerin, whom he met in Aspen, to suggest “a text in the
Saturday morning service that would contain an allusion to the prophecy heralding the
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reconstruction of the State of Israel,” Zerin happened to choose the Torah portion from
Milhaud’s own bar mitzvah in 1905. 199 Reuben Rinder assisted the composer with the Hebrew
prosody, as he had done for the Sacred Service. For Israel’s twenty-fifth anniversary in 1973,
Milhaud composed Ode pour Jérusalem, which the Israel Philharmonic Orchestra premiered
under the direction of Daniel Barenboim. 200
One month after completing Ode pour Jérusalem in August 1972—and one day before
his eightieth birthday—Milhaud began his last major composition, Ani Maamin (“I Believe”):
Un chant perdu et retrouvé. By this time, he had retired to Geneva and was in very poor health,
but he had received a commission from the Union of American Hebrew Congregations (now the
Union for Reform Judaism) for a composition to mark the centenary of that organization. His
librettist was Elie Wiesel, who described the genesis of the project in a 1978 interview:
First I wrote the poem, then I gave it to Darius Milhaud. I wrote the words and he wrote
the music. I went to Geneva once to see him. He was an old man and couldn't move. I
sang the Hasidic Ani Maamin. I wanted him to hear it. He comes from a Sephardic family
where they never sang this kind of Ani Maamin. That was the only contact. He worked
alone; I worked alone. 201
Ani Maamin, meaning “I believe,” is the title of a prayer based on the Thirteen Principles
of Faith by the medieval Jewish philosopher Maimonides. It has been set to a number of
melodies, none of which Milhaud used for the cantata. The version Wiesel sang to Milhaud was
likely the one attributed to Azriel David Fastag, who is said to have composed it while in transit
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1999), 67.
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from the Warsaw Ghetto to the Treblinka extermination camp. 202 Wiesel’s libretto uses excerpts
and paraphrases of the original Ani Maamin text in the sections sung by the choir, but the spoken
narrative portrays three Biblical patriarchs—Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob—confronting God about
the Holocaust. 203 God is silent in the face of these impassioned cries, but after the three men
become discouraged and leave heaven to be witnesses to the Jewish victims, the narrator reveals
that God weeps while watching them. 204 Wiesel wrote the text in French (with some quotations
in Hebrew from the original Ani Maamin), and his wife Marion translated it into English for the
premiere. Milhaud completed the score in October 1972 and sent the manuscript to Wiesel, who
wrote to the composer in December: “We just heard your music, played on the piano: it is
beautiful, heartrending in its beauty.” 205
Confronting God for abandoning humankind is also the central theme of Bernstein’s
Third Symphony, “Kaddish” (1963). 206 Milhaud knew this work, though it seems to have
provoked mixed feelings in him. After attending a performance by the San Francisco Symphony
Orchestra in January 1965, he wrote to Bernstein: “It was marvellous to hear Kaddisch, which I
knew well thanks to the record. It is a beautiful work and Felicia [Montealegre] was simply
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sublime.” 207 To Henri Sauguet, he again praised the quality of the performance, but also called
the symphony “interminable and extremely questionable,” perhaps indicating a distaste for the
work’s theology as well as its music. 208
Ani Maamin was commissioned to commemorate an institutional anniversary, but in the
month before the first performance at Carnegie Hall on 13 November 1973, it gained a
connection to a more urgent matter—the Yom Kippur War. On 19 October, two weeks into the
conflict, a half-page advertisement for Ani Maamin appeared in the New York Times (Figure 3.3).
At the top is an excerpt from the text, with one significant word change: “and all to Abraham”
becomes “and all to Israel.” A second quotation by Wiesel, not from the cantata, appears below
it, further calling upon readers to view support for Israel as an essential duty for Jews in the
diaspora. Neither quotation hints at the bitter and complex irony of Wiesel’s complete text.
Above the information about the performance is a notice that the proceeds from the concert
would be donated to the United Jewish Appeal’s “Israel Emergency Fund.”
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Music critic Alan Rich reviewed the premiere in his column for New York magazine, a
relatively new publication that had been part of the New York Herald Tribune before the
newspaper folded in 1967. Rich contrasted the power of Wiesel’s text with what seemed to him
an outdated and unoriginal score, describing the music in terms typical of Milhaud’s late
reception:
It consists for the most part of some extended choral settings of a text by Elie Wiesel,
framing a narration by Mr. Wiesel and a supporting cast which—in the manner of
Leonard Bernstein’s Kaddisch—attempts to scold God for seemingly abandoning His
people. For Mr. Wiesel’s text and its narration I have only respect; it is a clever, fluent
essay in a poetic form which, I understand, goes back to ancient times: the notion of man
scornfully telling off a superior power. Mr. Wiesel may actually be telling us more than
what appears. The Milhaud score, however, is somewhat disappointing: mostly the kind
of ethnic-pastoral writing he was turning out a half-century ago, most of it by now
predictable and somewhat tired. 209
In the New York Times, Harold C. Schonberg took a more positive view of the score, writing:
“Milhaud’s music represents what is for him an unusually consonant and direct setting. . . . Some
lovely melodies came and went (the pianissimo ending was especially effective), there were
some powerful outbursts, and as a whole this proved to be a dignified and heartfelt addition to
Jewish religious music.” 210 At a time when Milhaud’s music—particularly his late works—was
considered a tiresome anachronism by many, it was as a Jewish composer that his name still
commanded significant prestige in the United States.
As I have shown in this chapter, the complexity of the intersections between personal
identity, creative production, local institutions, and global cultural factors over the course of a
long transnational life makes it impossible to speak of a fixed relationship between Milhaud’s
Jewish identity and his music. His strategies for self-promotion as a young composer in Paris
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were shaped both by his awareness that the limiting expectations for “Jewish composers” were
incompatible with his career goals and by his israélite conviction that his heritage and beliefs did
not diminish his Frenchness, but rather reaffirmed it. The upheaval of war and exile in 1940 had
both immediate and long-term effects on this carefully developed public persona. Resisting
essentialism became even more vital—as seen in “The Problem of Jewish Music”—but so, too,
did proclaiming his Provençal Jewish origins, as he did in the opening chapter of Notes sans
musique. In the postwar years, Milhaud’s large-scale Jewish compositions resulted not only from
his transnational activity and his personal connections with influential individuals such as
Reuben Rinder and Serge Koussevitzky, but also from broad cultural changes—including postHolocaust demographic patterns, the establishment of Israel, and American “Judeo-Christian”
rhetoric—that turned this aspect of his identity into a professional asset. Without losing the
specificity of his Judeo-Provençal background, Milhaud engaged as a composer with a spectrum
of Jewish and interfaith cultural activity in Europe, Israel, and the United States, which became a
central element of the final stage of his musical career.
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CHAPTER FOUR: MILHAUD AND MILLS COLLEGE

At the time of Darius Milhaud’s arrival in 1940, Mills College, with around 650 students, was
one of only a few women’s colleges in California. 1 Founded in 1852 as a “Young Ladies
Seminary” for the daughters of pioneer families, it had become a center for music, dance, art, and
literature despite its small size and somewhat isolated location in the Oakland foothills. The
music department dated back to the establishment of the Oakland campus in 1871; one of its first
graduates was the soprano Emma Nevada. 2 In the first decade of the presidency of Aurelia Henry
Reinhardt, which began in 1916, she oversaw a rapid increase in enrollment, the accreditation of
the college, and curriculum changes that included the establishment of a School of Music—
which became a department within the School of Fine Arts in a 1926 reorganization—and a
Graduate Division. 3 In 1922, Luther Marchant was hired as chair of the School of Music, a
position he held until 1954. 4
Central to the college’s reputation for music and art was the annual Summer Session,
which started in 1929. 5 Featuring classes in an expanding array of subjects, music and dance
performances (including a resident string quartet), and impressive rosters of visiting faculty, the
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program quickly became a fixture of the Bay Area, and it was recognized especially as a center
for interdisciplinary collaboration and modern music. Henry Cowell was part of the Summer
Session faculty in 1933 and 1934, teaching courses in “Comparative Musicology” and “The
Appreciation of Modern Music” and giving additional lectures in modern and world music. 6
After his May 1936 arrest prevented him from working as an accompanist in the dance division
and teaching a course on “Theory and Practice of Rhythm,” members of the dance faculty visited
him in prison. 7 To replace Cowell in 1938, the dance department hired John Cage and Lou
Harrison, who had both studied with him. In addition to accompanying dancers, Cage and
Harrison started a series of percussion concerts featuring their own works and those of other
modern composers, performed by an ensemble of both faculty and students. 8 In 1939, the
Bennington School of the Dance, which included Martha Graham among its faculty, held its
summer program at Mills rather than its usual location in Vermont. 9 Outside of music and dance,
the Mills Summer Session had also become a center for French language and culture through its
Maison Française, founded in 1934. Students living in the house were required to speak only
French, and lectures were given by visiting French writers and artists. 10
At a time when Milhaud’s music was not well known in most of the United States, it
already had a presence at Mills. Between 1933 and 1935, the Pro Arte Quartet, the Summer
Session’s resident string quartet from 1932 to 1938, played several of his quartets and the piano-

6
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quintet transcription of La Création du monde. 11 Cowell, who had been performing Milhaud’s
music in San Francisco since the early 1920s, included his compositions in lectures on modern
music. 12 Away from the college campus, Milhaud had other connections in the region, including
two French-born musicians whose efforts to promote French music in the United States dated
back to the late 1910s. Pierre Monteux, who shared Milhaud’s Provençal Jewish ancestry, had
conducted performances of Milhaud’s music in Boston, Amsterdam, and Paris before becoming
the director of the San Francisco Symphony Orchestra in 1936, and the composer held him in
high esteem. 13 The pianist E. Robert Schmitz, who moved from Los Angeles to Oakland in the
late 1930s when his daughter Monique enrolled at Mills, had organized both of Milhaud’s U.S.
concert tours in the 1920s as the president of the Pro Musica Society, which was called “the
Franco-American Musical Society” during its first three years of activity, and he regularly
included Milhaud’s piano and chamber music in his own recitals. 14
On 23 June 1940, while waiting in Lisbon for passage on a ship to New York, Milhaud
wrote to the influential U.S. music patron Elizabeth Sprague Coolidge: “We will arrive in New
York in the middle of summer, and with very little money. I am hoping to find work. I beg you
to help me, dear Mrs. Coolidge. I would like to find a master class in composition, a summer
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course, or a conservatory directorship anywhere.” 15 Like many of his contemporaries, Milhaud
had already benefited from Coolidge’s generosity; she commissioned his Eighth and Ninth string
quartets in the early 1930s, and they spent time together during her visits to France and Italy in
those years. As a prominent patron, Coolidge received many requests for help, especially as the
war began to displace many of the European musicians she had assisted previously. Not all of
these requests could be fulfilled, but in this case, her connections and resources opened the door
for Milhaud’s appointment at Mills College. 16
At the time of Milhaud’s letter to Coolidge, the Mills music department was seeking a
replacement for its previous professor of composition, the Italian-born Domenico Brescia, who
had died in March 1939 after fourteen years on the faculty. Coolidge had known Brescia as a
friend and as a composition teacher since before he began working at Mills, and her long
association with the institution had developed from this friendship. 17 In 1928, she attended the
dedication of the music building and played piano in a composition Brescia wrote for the
occasion. 18 The chair of the music department, Luther Marchant, also became her close friend,
and she made regular gifts of money and scores to the department and its library, including Gian
Francesco Malipiero’s complete edition of the works of Claudio Monteverdi. 19 She sponsored
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the Pro Arte Quartet, a Belgian ensemble whose members were well known to her, for their
annual residencies at Mills during the Summer Session, and her continuing composition studies
with Brescia led her to spend several summers on campus herself. 20 The opportunity for Mills
College to hire Milhaud satisfied the music department’s interest in finding another distinguished
European composer to replace Brescia, and it also aligned with President Aurelia Henry
Reinhardt’s efforts to recruit refugees to the faculty. 21
Milhaud’s affiliation with Mills College lasted thirty-one years; following his seven years
of exile, he spent alternating academic years in Oakland until 1971, when he returned to Europe
for the last three years of his life. I begin this chapter by tracing the mutually beneficial
relationship between the composer and the college across his three decades on the faculty, which
provided an important anchor in Milhaud’s life during and after exile while also enhancing the
prestige of the music department. The openness toward teaching in an American liberal-arts
environment that he expressed in interviews contrasts with the stereotypical image of
discontented émigré composer-teachers, but, I argue, it aligns with his established reputation as a
composer whose formative influences included popular music and jazz. Challenging previous
depictions of the Mills music department that treat its position in a women’s college as a mere
quirk, I show how the experiences of female and male composition students at Mills were shaped
by the gender dynamics both of midcentury U.S. society and of this college in particular. I
conclude with a discussion of Milhaud’s relationship to the experimental musicians at Mills in
the 1960s, for whom his own avant-garde past took on new significance.
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Milhaud and Mills
The offer of a one-year position as Visiting Professor of Music, at a salary of $2,500—of which
$500 came from Elizabeth Sprague Coolidge—arrived by telegram while Milhaud was on board
the Excambion from Lisbon to New York. 22 Two days after reaching the United States, Milhaud,
who worried that the proposed salary would not be enough to support him and his family after
the losses caused by their displacement, wrote to Luther Marchant to ask him to understand his
need to supplement this income by accepting concert engagements and composing film scores. 23
Once he arrived at Mills, he and Marchant met to discuss the terms of his employment at the
college, which included twelve hours of teaching per week, leaving time for composing and
other projects. 24 Milhaud asked Marchant several times if the college would provide housing for
his family, but this would not happen until the following year.
Darius and Madeleine Milhaud quickly became involved in the life of the college and the
wider community, facilitated by the friends they already had in the area. 25 On 4 September 1940,
the composer’s forty-eighth birthday, he gave a recital in Berkeley with the violinist Doris
Ballard. 26 Several days later, Elizabeth Sprague Coolidge hosted a dinner in honor of the
Milhauds, with an invitation list that included Pierre Monteux, Arnold Schoenberg, Bruno
Walter, and former U.S. President Herbert Hoover. 27 (The report in the Oakland Tribune does
not specify whether all those invited actually attended, but the list demonstrates the reach of
Coolidge’s social capital and her willingness to deploy it for Milhaud’s benefit.) During this
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time, as Milhaud adjusted to life in the United States and confronted the challenges of exile, the
hospitality he found at Mills quickly became a source of comfort. In a letter to Coolidge in
October, he told her: “The teaching at Mills is wonderful and I am everyday more graceful to you
to have make me work there.” 28 A short time later, Luther Marchant wrote to Coolidge:
Mr. Milhaud is meeting with great success in every way. He has endeared himself to
faculty and students. His kindness, which is almost tenderness, his great knowledge and
his ability as a teacher and his character as a man and a potential citizen have won for
him a host of friends.
I want to make him a full professor and his position permanent. He loves it here
and wants to live here. He said if he had to choose to live any place in the world, except
France, he would want to be at Mills. It has all been so agreeable and satisfactory to him
and his family and to us that, as he said to me yesterday, “You have just been waiting for
me.” He feels it almost a divine providence that sent him here. So you know how grateful
I am to you for suggesting him and for your help toward his salary. He is a great asset and
compensates our loss of dear Brescia. 29
In the spring, President Reinhardt renewed Milhaud’s contract for three years, now as
Professor of Music with a salary of $4,000. (“But three years from now, ah!” Darius wrote to
Hélène Hoppenot.) She also offered to have a house built for the family in the campus’s Faculty
Village, which later enabled the composer to teach his courses from home when his health and
impaired mobility made it necessary. 30 Though this first step toward a permanent position
provided much-needed stability in an uncertain time, looking beyond the immediate future drew
attention to the likelihood that the Milhauds’ stay in the United States would not be a short-term
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situation. Madeleine later recalled: “I tried to dissuade [Reinhardt]; I was convinced that the war
would soon be over and we should then leave for France. Wishful thinking, alas!” 31
The significant increase in Milhaud’s salary—and the end of Coolidge’s contribution to
it—resulted in the dismissal of the composer Arthur Berger, who had taught at Mills for two
years. Berger wrote to Aaron Copland:
A difficult situation has come up here. Esther and I have been very friendly with the
Milhaud’s [sic], we like them very much and they have acted as if they like us. . . .
Milhaud and I have been teaching much the same work, and since Mills can pay for only
one of us, it is quite natural that Milhaud and not myself will be retained. I hope you
understand that I do not bear any personal grudge against Milhaud. This is a social
problem which far exceeds individuals. It is the duty of society to provide a more stable
base for refugees than merely a year’s salary following which they are left high and dry. 32
Copland responded sympathetically: “I was of course rather shocked to hear the denouement of
the Milhaud ‘visit.’ Here again, your philosophical calm is somehow more effective than the
usual ‘ranting.’ Nevertheless it seems a pity that it should have turned out that way.” 33 Despite
the circumstances of Berger’s departure from Mills, he and Milhaud remained on friendly terms,
and Berger later credited his former colleague with inspiring him to return to composition after
an unproductive period. 34
It was not only through hospitality and security that Mills College facilitated Milhaud’s
first years in the United States. The administration, the music faculty, and the college’s press
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office all recognized the importance—and the mutual benefit—of helping him to cultivate his
career outside Mills. When Milhaud performed his Piano Concerto no. 2 in Chicago in 1941, his
biography in the program concluded with “He now makes his home in the United States and is at
present on the faculty of California’s Mills College”; after the concert, someone sent a copy of
the program to the Mills press office with the note “Couldn’t have better publicity.” 35 In 1942,
President Reinhardt wrote to Nelson Rockefeller on Milhaud’s behalf in an attempt to secure a
U.S. production of Bolivar, telling him that Milhaud was “an inspiration not only in his field of
music, but in the program of South American studies which has been developed during the last
two years at this college” through the composer’s association with Brazil. 36 The Oakland
Tribune and other Bay Area newspapers followed Milhaud’s activities closely, aided by the Mills
press office and such critics as Clifford Gessler and Alfred Frankenstein. In this part of
California, Milhaud was both a world-class composer and a local celebrity. 37
From the beginning of his time at Mills, Milhaud contributed to the cultural life of the
campus and the surrounding area. The collection of Erik Satie’s manuscripts and papers that he
had brought out of France was displayed in an exhibit at Mills in October 1940; for the opening
of the exhibit, he revised a lecture on Satie that he had delivered the year before at the
Bibliothèque Nationale when he gave part of the collection to that library. 38 In his first year, he
also presented lectures in Oakland and Berkeley on Debussy, on music and poetry (with
Madeleine Milhaud and the pianist Jean Leduc), and on his own compositions. 39 The Northern
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California WPA Symphony Orchestra premiered the saxophone and orchestra arrangement of
Scaramouche, his popular two-piano suite, in November 1940. 40 In February 1941, Milhaud
conducted the San Francisco Symphony Orchestra in his First Symphony, which the Chicago
Symphony Orchestra had premiered the previous October. 41 That same month, he composed a
brief work for string ensemble titled Mills Fanfare, punning on the name of the college by
translating the title into French as “La fanfare du moulin.” 42
The Summer Session programs in music and French were already strong before
Milhaud’s arrival, but his status and connections further enhanced the college’s offerings in those
areas and drew renewed attention to the summer school. The guests of the Maison Française in
1941 included Fernand Léger, who had designed the set and costumes for La Création du monde
in 1923, and André Maurois, who had known the Milhauds for more than a decade. 43 Léger had
settled in New York after leaving France in 1940; to get to Mills, he took a bus across the
country. As the artist spoke little English, his lecture on “Modern French Painting” was delivered
in French. In addition to teaching, he assisted with sets and costumes for the student plays, likely
including the one directed by Madeleine Milhaud. 44 Maurois gave lectures in both French and
English, including several on issues related to the war. 45 That summer, Milhaud taught three
courses: Composition (for “advanced and graduate students only”), Counterpoint (“strict
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counterpoint in two, three, and four parts”), and Orchestration. 46 The Casa Panamericana, the
Spanish and Portuguese counterpart to the Maison Française, engaged him to give lecturedemonstrations on Brazilian and Latin American music in 1943, in addition to his music
courses. 47 In 1944, he added a course consisting of “Individual conferences in the interpretation
of the compositions of Mr. Milhaud,” which may indicate that a significant number of students
had begun to attend the Summer Session especially to learn from him. 48 After 1947, he shared
his teaching responsibilities with other instructors, as he had started to spend part of each
summer at the Music Academy of the West, the Berkshire Music Center, the University of
Wyoming, or the Aspen Music Festival. 49
Milhaud also organized other special events at the college, including a visit by Igor
Stravinsky and Nadia Boulanger in October 1944. Milhaud wrote to Stravinsky in March to tell
him that the college was planning to invite him for a lecture in the fall; by late April, Mills had
extended an official invitation, which Stravinsky accepted. 50 In August, Stravinsky told Milhaud
that he would probably have to cancel due to another project planned for that time, but after
Milhaud and Luther Marchant discussed changing the date, Stravinsky agreed to come on 26
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October. 51 The plan to include Nadia Boulanger came later; Milhaud wrote to her in September
to invite her to visit, but without saying anything about performing at Mills. 52 When the date of
her visit happened to coincide with Stravinsky’s lecture, she agreed to participate by playing
two-piano transcriptions of several of his works. 53 After Stravinsky returned to Los Angeles,
Milhaud wrote to him: “It was so nice to have you here. It will be the oasis of the year. . . . All of
the students were enlightened by your presence and your music.” 54
After the war, Mills College was central to Milhaud’s decision to maintain a presence in
the United States. The offer of a teaching position at the Paris Conservatoire was an honor he
could not refuse, but neither would he abandon the college that had given him a lifeline at the
beginning of his exile and supported him for the past seven years. 55 Moreover, although he and
his family had postponed their first trip back to France until conditions in Paris and the
composer’s health had improved sufficiently, there was no guarantee that he would be able to
manage that challenging environment, whereas Mills College had worked to accommodate his
disability. The initial arrangement seems designed to protect his ability to return to Oakland
permanently if Paris did not work out: Milhaud took a paid sabbatical from Mills for 1947–48,
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he and his wife kept their status as U.S. permanent residents, and the local press characterized
the trip to Paris as a “visit” rather than as a definitive return. 56
In his letter requesting a sabbatical leave, Milhaud wrote to Lynn T. White, Jr., who had
succeeded Reinhardt as president of the college in 1943:
My purpose is to go to France and study the music written since the war, to conduct some
of my works, to make a survey of the teaching methods in the Conservatoire, to visit
Belgium, England and other countries where my music is performed, to do my best to
obtain performances of the music of young american composers in France and
particularly in the Radio. 57
While clearly written to make the strongest case for a sabbatical—notably, he conveniently
neglected to mention that he would be teaching at the Conservatoire, although White was aware
of that fact—this statement shows Milhaud positioning his return to France as something that
was not just for his own personal and professional benefit, but would also enrich the Mills
College music department. The planned European performances of his music would boost his
international reputation, which would reflect back on the college. By studying recent French
music and Conservatoire teaching methods, he could impart this up-to-date knowledge to his
Mills students upon his return the following year, and with his promise to try to get music by
young American composers performed in France, he showed that he was interested not only in
using the existing prestige of French music to benefit his students back in the United States, but
also in raising the profile of American music in Europe.
Further demonstrating his interest in acting as a link between California and Paris,
Milhaud arranged for the establishment of a Mills College extension course that would enable
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several of his students to travel to France for a year to continue their work with him. 58 The
participants in the first year were Dick Collins, Jack Weeks, and David van Kriedt, three
members of the recently-formed Dave Brubeck Octet. Like Brubeck, the three men were
veterans studying on the G.I. Bill. 59 Milhaud’s reputation as a “serious” composer who valued
and appreciated jazz had attracted them to Mills, where as men, they could either enroll in the
graduate program or take classes as non-degree students. 60 While in Paris, they were able to
make connections in the French jazz scene in addition to continuing their composition studies. 61
However, due to the health crisis Milhaud experienced upon returning to Aix-en-Provence (see
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On the history of study-abroad programs between the United States and France, see Whitney Walton,
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Stanford University Press, 2010).
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chapter 2), he missed the entire fall term at the Conservatoire, leaving the three “Mills GIs” in
Paris without him. Alexandre Tansman, who had returned to France a year earlier, met weekly
with these students until Milhaud returned to Paris. 62
Near the beginning of Milhaud’s transatlantic period, one sign of his status in the Bay
Area was a job offer from the University of California, Berkeley, in 1953. His name was put
forward by Roger Sessions, then on the Berkeley faculty, who was planning to return to
Princeton University and sought a replacement for himself. 63 While Milhaud ultimately decided
to stay at Mills, the decision came after months of negotiation between the composer and the two
schools. In early February, a letter from Milhaud to Charles Cook Cushing, a close friend and
Berkeley music professor, indicated that while it was not an easy choice, he was prepared to
accept the new position:
Yes, dear Charles, I hesitated very much about Berkeley. I am old, I adore my house—
but I think that… I have decided, and the proximity to the two of you has a lot to do with
my decision. Joaquinito [Joaquín Nin-Culmell] has been exquisite through this whole
business, and I am very grateful to the other members of the music department for their
kindness in this regard. 64
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Darius Milhaud to Charles Cook Cushing, 7 February 1953, University of California, Berkeley, Jean Gray
Hargrove Music Library, Charles Cook Cushing Papers, ARCHIVES CUSHING 1, Box 2, Folder 31: “Oui, cher
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However, at that time, Berkeley had not yet made a formal offer, which gave his current
employers the time to “try to make Mills sufficiently attractive to keep him.” 65 President White
contacted Clara Hellman Heller, a wealthy supporter of the Mills music department, and they
agreed on a plan for her to contribute $10,000 toward Milhaud’s salary—$3,000 for each of his
next three years at Mills (through the 1958–59 academic year), plus an additional $1,000. This
would raise his salary from $6,350 (in 1952–53) to $9,350, which was further augmented to
$9,600 in the final offer. 66 Between that substantial increase and Madeleine Milhaud’s continued
employment as a lecturer in the French department—the proposal from Berkeley did not include
such a position for her—Mills College was able to present a strong counter-offer. 67 White also
received approval from the Board of Trustees to raise Milhaud’s age of mandatory retirement
from 65 to 70, which would allow him to remain on the faculty until 1963. 68
Even after this, it was some time before the issue was settled. Milhaud wrote to
Cushing’s wife in late June: “Big fight between U. C. and Mills. Rien de décidé encore, mais
Mills arrive à peu près à ‘match the offer.’ Je suis encore très indécis….” 69 By 22 July, he had
decided to stay at Mills. 70 After being informed of the decision, Roger Sessions wrote to him:
Joaquin just ’phoned me & told me the news of your decision, & I can’t help writing you
a line to tell you I understand. You know how I have hoped it would be otherwise, both
for the sake of the Department I am leaving and for the sake of what I have always hoped
65

Lynn White to Clara Hellman Heller, 5 May 1953, Mills-DM, 3.1.12.

66

Memo from the office of Lynn T. White, Jr., 1 April 1953, Mills-DM, 3.1.12. Clara Hellman Heller had also
provided the primary financial support for Milhaud’s Sacred Service in 1948 (see chapter 4).
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The proposal from Mills is detailed in a letter from Lynn White to Darius Milhaud, 26 May 1953, Mills-DM,
3.1.12. A. R. Davis, Dean of the College of Letters and Science at the University of California, wrote to White on 10
April: “Professor Nin-Culmell . . . informs me that the proposed salary would be sufficient to offset Mrs. Milhaud’s
present income as a faculty member at Mills.”
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Hargrove Music Library, Charles Cook Cushing Papers, ARCHIVES CUSHING 1, Box 2, Folder 31.
70

Lynn White to Robert Hitchcock, 22 July 1953, Mills-DM, 3.1.12.

215

to help to build up here; but at the same time I think I very well understand how you feel,
and I have to confess that I think you are right. The main thing is that you should have the
best possible situation here, from the standpoint of what you want; & believe me, that is
as important to me as the other! 71
President White’s letter to Heller expressing his appreciation for her support highlights both
Milhaud’s importance for Mills College and the special role of the college in the composer’s life:
I find it impossible to tell you how grateful I am to you for making it possible for Mills
College to keep Milhaud on its faculty for the coming decade. I am deeply convinced that
this is not only to the interest of the College, but likewise to the interests of Darius and
Madeleine and therefore of the art of music in our time. Since he came to Mills in 1940,
Darius has composed both in quantity and quality as never before, and I think that he is
aware that in his little cottage here he has found a combination of circumstances which
by some alchemy enable him to do his best work. For this reason I think that not only
Mills College but all future generations of lovers of music are in your debt. 72
Raising Milhaud’s retirement age to 70 would have made 1962–63 his last year on the
faculty, but in 1961, the Board of Trustees of the college arranged for him to “be named
Composer in Residence for a two-year renewable term beginning July 1, 1963,” maintaining the
same schedule of alternating years between Mills and Paris. 73 Milhaud wrote to President C.
Easton Rothwell: “I want to tell you how happy I am by the decision of the Board of Trustees to
keep [me] at Mills after 1963. I know that you have been the ‘good angel’ in this project and I
feel very grateful to you.” 74 At this new rank, Milhaud’s teaching responsibilities remained the
same—upper-level undergraduate courses in orchestration and composition and the graduate
composition seminars—and his salary increased from $13,000 in 1962–63 to $15,000 in 1964–
65. He retired from the Paris Conservatoire in 1962, so his years in France no longer involved
teaching.
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Milhaud’s seventieth birthday was also marked at Mills by a festival in his honor in May
1963. 75 An unsigned document from the early planning stages indicates that it was originally
intended to be the first in an annual series of new music festivals at Mills, “to sustain the
traditional role of Mills College as a center for the creation, study and performance of new
music.” 76 As such, the four-day event combined a celebration of Milhaud, his music, and his
legacy with performances of works by younger composers including Morton Subotnick, Milton
Babbitt, Mario Davidovsky, and Earle Brown. It began with a production of Milhaud’s 1938
opera Médée in the campus’s outdoor Greek Theater, directed by Madeleine Milhaud—the
author of the libretto—and featuring members of the college community, the Oakland Symphony
Orchestra, and the Oakland Symphony Chorus. Madeleine Milhaud also participated as récitante
in the premiere of Suite de quatrains, a setting of eighteen short texts by Francis Jammes in
which the chamber ensemble accompanying the spoken text follows aleatoric procedures. 77 A
month before the festival, the college’s press release emphasized the role of the Milhauds in
building and sustaining its connections to France and French culture:
The cultural bonds between Mills College and France were forged many years ago.
Through the global interests of its students and particularly its faculty, which includes the
famed French composer Darius Milhaud and his noted dramatist wife Mme. Madeleine
Milhaud, Mills has cemented a chain of cultural interests and understanding that has
remained firm and unbroken over the decades. 78
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Some of the festival’s events, including a rehearsal of Suite de quatrains, were filmed for
a two-part television documentary that aired in 1965. The first thirty-minute film focused on the
1920s, featuring an interview with Dave Brubeck on Milhaud’s use of jazz and a performance of
Caramel mou; at the beginning of the second, subtitled “Paris and California,” Milhaud
explained why he had continued to return to Mills College year after year:
I love to be here at Mills because first of all, I always have liked youth, and I am in
contact with American youth one year and the French one the other year. But I like this
campus; I like the birds, I like the flowers, I like the climate, and as I teach only in the
morning, I am free to compose in the afternoon or in the evening, and it is a marvelous
life for me because it’s not as strenuous as it is in Paris. In Paris, I can work as well as
here, but in a much more hectic kind of life, because we are interrupted constantly by
telephone, people traveling who want to see me, interpreters, and the radio, the television,
the radio of other countries who have an office in Paris, et cetera, et cetera, and finally,
it’s much more tiring to be disturbed all the time than not to be disturbed. But you know,
it’s a bit like an old car who is just keeping the battery quiet here and spending it in
Paris. 79
In June 1967, Milhaud received an honorary doctorate from Mills, his sixth from an American
institution. In his brief commencement address, he spoke of the kindness the university
administration had exhibited toward him over the past twenty-seven years and said, “I have
sometimes been offered some situation in some other university. I have always refused. I refused
because there is a question of love. I love Mills College, that’s all.” 80

Teaching Americans
Unlike some of his fellow émigré composers, such as Arnold Schoenberg and Paul Hindemith,
Milhaud came to teaching as a new endeavor in exile. In 1940, his only first-hand experience
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with the European conservatory environment was as a student—one who subsequently aligned
himself with an artistic movement that sought to cast off the influence of his teachers’
generation. Based on his work at Mills during the war years, he developed a stance toward
American music education that celebrated its openness, the place of music in primary and
secondary education, and the ease with which U.S. students approached composition. He
expressed this view to French and American readers alike, positioning himself as someone
whose experience qualified him to comment on the relative strengths and weaknesses of both
education systems. In the first version of his autobiography, Notes sans musique—written at the
end of his time in exile, but first published in France and directed primarily toward a European
readership—he commented at length in the final chapter on his experience teaching composition
at Mills:
Musical education in America is very different from ours: while the study of music in
France is the object of absolute specialization and can hardly be pursued outside of the
Conservatoire or specialized schools, here, it is part of the general culture, and it is taught
to very young children. . . . American students [étudiantes] are, for the most part,
extremely gifted, but I am always amazed, when I ask them to compose—that is, to write
a melodic line—on the first day of class, to observe the facility with which they carry it
out, and after a few lessons, they are writing songs, small pieces, and even a sonata
movement. They have confidence in themselves and are without complexes or
inhibitions; composition does not seem to them like something serious or important, but a
subject like any other, not reserved for the elite. They do it more or less well, but always
with enthusiasm, pleasure, and ease. 81
Similarly, in a 1949 interview in the Los Angeles Times, he said of his American students: “They
have no inferiority complexes. At Mills I can send a class of girls with only a moderate amount
81
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of previous instruction to the blackboard and tell them to write a melody, and they do it without
hesitation. But when I get children of refugees in my classes, or Europeans, they cannot do it so
easily. They feel the weight of seven centuries of music on their shoulders.” 82
The idea that Americans were free from the burden of the European musical tradition was
an established trope at this time, especially among German commentators, and it typically
carried some degree of condescension. Amy C. Beal writes that “Germans tended to characterize
American music as young, innocent, and fresh, but also naive, second-rate, and historically
ignorant. . . . Such descriptions haunt reviews of American music even today.” 83 Coming from
Milhaud, the intent behind the comments seems less condescending than exoticizing, in a similar
manner to his descriptions of Brazilian and African American popular music in Notes sans
musique. 84 Playing up the special gifts of U.S. liberal-arts students also served to legitimize his
decision to continue teaching in that environment, but a recollection from Richard Felciano, a
student of Milhaud’s in the early 1950s, suggests that the composer’s appreciation for U.S. music
education was not merely a self-interested façade:
Milhaud was a great admirer of American culture, and he—I remember, in a class at the
Conservatory in Paris, some French student had made a snide remark about Americans
being uncultured. And Milhaud became absolutely livid and launched into this tirade
where he just enumerated a number of things, like, for instance, the extraordinary number
and incredible quality of American high school orchestras. 85
Milhaud’s open enthusiasm for American liberal-arts music education puts him at odds
with the typical image of émigré composer-teachers seen in older scholarship. This group—
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which includes Arnold Schoenberg, Paul Hindemith, Ernst Krenek, Ernst Toch, and others—has
often been characterized as frustrated by the experience of attempting to teach within the U.S.
educational system, especially when it came to teaching composition, an art assumed to require
exceptional talent and dedication. These composers’ letters and other writings do provide some
evidence that they felt this way, but when it becomes the primary narrative of émigré pedagogy,
the perspective found in these documents is validated and reified to the exclusion of
contradictory evidence. 86 Sabine Feisst has argued, however, that Schoenberg’s frequentlyquoted critiques of American education do not present a full picture of his views, and that “he in
fact thrived as a teacher and developed a well-deserved reputation as a pedagogue.” 87
Milhaud’s pedagogical persona is even harder to fit into the expected pattern, for reasons
that largely stem from his background as a composer. Although he was the product of a
traditional European conservatory education himself, his compositional career was based on
rebellion of a different nature from that of his twelve-tone contemporaries. His early creative
encounters with jazz and popular music—and his development of a musical ideology that
validated the use of such material—likely made him more receptive to music education that did
not reinscribe a narrow form of cultural elitism, and his longstanding opposition to Germancentered hierarchies of musical value further separated him from most of the well-known émigré
composer-teachers. The educational environment of the Mills music department gave Milhaud
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space to develop a reputation as an open-minded teacher, which not only bolstered his image as a
(former) musical rebel, but also drew young composers to him who might otherwise have felt
alienated by formal music education. His students who became successful in popular genres,
notably Dave Brubeck and Burt Bacharach, credited Milhaud with encouraging them to follow
their own paths instead of dismissing their talents. 88
This is not to say that Milhaud always appreciated his Mills students. When he had to
decline Serge Koussevitzky’s invitation to teach at the Berkshire Music Festival in the summer
of 1942, he wrote to Aaron Copland: “The Summer Session begins on June 28 at Mills and is
based on my presence here. It was too late to hope to get away. And it also would have been a
chance for me to renew contact with the East, and to have more interesting students…” 89 The
possibility of “more interesting students” was also part of the appeal of the offer from Berkeley
in 1953, and it was not the first time he had been tempted by such prospects. In 1945, he briefly
entertained leaving Mills for the University of Kansas City, where his friend André Maurois was
a visiting professor of literature. Maurois showed a letter from Milhaud to Clarence Decker, the
president of the university, and reported to Milhaud that Decker responded: “We would like to
have Darius Milhaud here, and I think that we could give him more interesting students than
Mills. Moreover, the orchestra here is directed by one of his friends, and a thousand things would
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be possible.” 90 Maurois added: “I think that you would be happy there, but that you cannot give
up Mills before being certain that the issues of comfort and housing could be resolved here.” 91
Fifteen years later, the same complaint became part of Milhaud’s conflict with his colleague
Leon Kirchner, who had been hired in 1954 to teach composition during Milhaud’s Paris years.
In March 1960, the chair of the music department, Margaret Lyon, informed Milhaud that
Kirchner had asked to continue teaching graduate composition in 1960–61, when both
composition professors would be on campus. 92 Milhaud responded:
I suppose that Leon is a little impatient to see me retired (or dead.) Selected problems for
graduates and theses are the only course nearly interesting. I teach the undergraduates—
and never complained—although it is sometimes very dull. I don’t see why I would give
up part of my best courses—I would not mind giving up the Tuesday seminar (analysis in
composition) but not the graduates special problems and theses. 93
At the same time, Milhaud also supported his most promising students by helping to
arrange performances of their compositions. In 1944, for instance, he made an effort to find
opportunities for Mary Innes, who had just returned to her native New York after completing the
graduate program at Mills. 94 He sent Aaron Copland two of her scores, hoping that some of her
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songs could be performed in a League of Composers concert. 95 He also wrote a letter of
introduction for her to present to Virgil Thomson, telling his friend, “I should like Mary Innes to
show you her Mass and her Songs with string quartet, and I should love to have your opinion. I
have a great interest in these two works.” 96 Earlier that year, he wrote to Elizabeth Sprague
Coolidge, “The concert of the compositions of my students was exceptionnaly good. I wish you
could have heard the works of these young girls.” 97 In the early 1940s, the undergraduates and
graduates held separate composers’ concerts at the end of each school year; Milhaud’s reference
to “these young girls” indicates that he was describing the undergraduate concert.
During his first trips back to Paris after the war, Milhaud even found performance
opportunities for works by his Mills students, including—but not limited to—those who
followed him to France as part of the Mills Extension Course. In January 1948, he wrote to
President White from Paris:
I had the occasion many times to speak about Mills and the young american musicians by
Radio from Aix or in Paris. (The microphone and the broadcasting equipment was sent at
home) I plan to make a talk on the air about young american music, very soon, and will
organize a concert of my Mills Kids at the Radio. Already Paul Collaer from the Belgian
Radio choose works from Bazelon[,] Leland Smith, Bill Smith (three of my Mills boys!)
to be played in Brussels. Madeleine is going to broadcast also about America, american
poetry, theatre, etc. 98
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As a parallel to this activity, he also aimed to introduce the music of young French composers to
U.S. audiences. Before leaving Paris for Tanglewood in the summer of 1948, he wrote to
Copland: “I will bring some elements for a chamber music concert of youngissimi french Kids
(Martinet, Nigg, Albin etc etc) and will introduce them. It will be the answer to a program of
young americans I am introducing at the Radio here June 16. As oldest: David Diamond and Ch.
Jones, the others: Bill Smith, Leland Smith, Mary Innes, Kathy Mulky, Bazelon, Cottington.” 99
The Mills students represented in the 16 June radio concert included not only graduate students,
but also two of his former undergraduates, Katharine Mulky (class of 1945) and Yaada
Cottington (class of 1947). 100
In a 1987 interview, Irwin Bazelon, one of the graduate students represented in the 1948
radio concert, characterized Milhaud’s approach to teaching by contrasting him with a more
severe contemporary: “Hindemith . . . was a great discourager. He believed that only the best
should be composing. And it wasn't fun. It was intensely serious, whereas Milhaud, who was
French, took a much lighter feeling about it. He thought that it was all wonderful.” 101 In exile,
Milhaud had turned to teaching out of necessity, but it soon became—and remained—central to
his musical career. The desire to continue teaching at Mills was a large part of his decision to
divide his time between France and the United States after the war, and for the next two decades,
his activities in the United States centered around teaching at Mills and Aspen. Recollections
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from his American students consistently emphasize his openness to nearly any type of music
they might produce, even when the idiom was not to his taste. 102 According to one oft-repeated
anecdote, he only became offended when a student’s compositions too closely resembled his
own. 103 In this way, he developed a pedagogical approach that aligned with his reputation as a
composer who absorbed a variety of influences.

Mills as a Women’s College
The fact that all of Milhaud’s undergraduates were women is often glossed over in the rush to
discuss his famous male graduate students and colleagues. We are quick to jump from “women’s
college” to “but men could be graduate students” in order to focus on the experiences of a Dave
Brubeck or a William Bolcom, overlooking both the undergraduates and the significant number
of women in the graduate program. Moreover, when it comes to the music department, Mills’s
identity as a women’s college is treated as a quirk rather than as a fundamental aspect of its
existence. For example, Nathan Rubin’s history of contemporary music at Mills includes only
three women—Tape Music Center founder Pauline Oliveros, undergraduate Elinor Armer, and
graduate student Janice Giteck—among the thirty-six individuals discussed in the section
covering Milhaud’s years as a professor. 104 In the introduction to the book, Rubin, who was a
102
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member of the Mills music faculty for a number of years, begins by highlighting the apparent
incongruity between the college’s founding as a “Seminary for Young Ladies” in the nineteenth
century and its status as a site for compositional innovation in the twentieth, writing: “That this
enlightened convent would become America’s leading center of new music during the second
half of the twentieth century was inconceivable. That it, in fact, did is impossible to dispute.” 105
Women’s education and musical modernism are assumed to be strange bedfellows, with the
latter flourishing in spite of the former.
To a certain extent, a focus on graduate students and instructors is to be expected in a
discussion of any historically significant music program, especially one with a “great composer”
on its faculty. If we are interested in music departments primarily as sites for educating people
who went on to make noted contributions in the wider world of music, it makes sense to focus on
those who intended to pursue composition seriously rather than undergraduate music majors who
might have entered college with little technical knowledge or experience. The portrayal of
émigré composers as dissatisfied with their teaching experiences in the United States generally
centers on their frustration with the paradox of teaching composition—presumed to be a skill
requiring elite knowledge and dedication—to near-beginners who might never write another note
after graduation. But in the case of a women’s college, the dismissal of students as tedious
distractions from important work—whether by the composers themselves or in later
scholarship—also has an obvious gendered dimension, due to the implicit association of
“serious” composition with masculinity. 106 For example, the difficulties Ernst Krenek
encountered during his three years on the faculty of Vassar College (1939–42) have been
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attributed to a number of personal and professional factors—including conflicts over the music
curriculum, an antagonistic relationship with the department chair, and clinical depression—but
one biography of the composer paints his distress as, at least in part, due to the disparity between
pre-war Vienna and an American women’s college:
[Krenek’s] troubles began when he suddenly realized that at a women’s college in rural
Poughkeepsie he was almost wholly cut off from the music world in which, just a year
before, he had been flourishing. It seemed as if overnight he had become an obscure
nobody. . . . The students were charming and responsive, to be sure, but was teaching
genteel dilettantes to be his life’s work? Was his music destined to be performed
henceforth only by and for undergraduates? 107
Jann Pasler notes that a number of prominent U.S. composer-teachers began their careers
at women’s colleges before moving on to university or conservatory positions: “Roger Sessions
first taught at Smith College (1917–21), Quincy Porter at Vassar (1932–38), Randall Thompson
at Wellesley (1927–29, 1936–37), William Schuman at Sarah Lawrence (1935–45), Otto
Luening at Bennington (1932–44), and [Ross Lee] Finney at Smith (1929–48).” 108 The pattern of
male composers teaching at a women’s college for a period of time before taking a more highprofile job, relegating these schools to the early chapters of the composers’ biographies,
perpetuates the notion that women’s colleges are not the place where one’s mature work
happens. 109 If Milhaud had accepted the job offer from Berkeley in 1953, he would have been on

107

John Lincoln Stewart, Ernst Krenek: The Man and His Music (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991),
230.
108

Jann Pasler, “The Political Economy of Composition in the American University, 1965–1985,” in Writing
Through Music: Essays on Music, Culture, and Politics (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 323.
109

In Steve Swayne’s recent biography of William Schuman, for example, the composer’s work at Sarah Lawrence
College is the focus of the seventh of thirty-five chapters; among biographies of the composers on Pasler’s list, this
is perhaps the most attention given to women’s-college teaching. Steve Swayne, Orpheus in Manhattan: William
Schuman and the Shaping of America’s Musical Life (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 79–92.

228

this list as well; instead, his three decades at Mills serve as a counterexample to the stereotype of
women’s colleges as mere stepping stones in a composer’s teaching career. 110
In a book published in 1959, Igor Stravinsky expressed his belief that composers were
better off remaining outside the academy—as he had done himself—using two women’s colleges
to make his point: “I would warn young composers too, Americans especially, against university
teaching. However pleasant and profitable to teach counterpoint at a rich American Gymnasium
like Smith or Vassar, I am not sure that that is the right background for a composer.” 111A decade
later, the College Music Symposium published a colloquy of responses to Stravinsky’s comments
by twenty-three composers, most of them university-affiliated. The respondents focused on the
broad question of whether teaching was beneficial or harmful to a career as a composer, but two
picked up on the implications of Stravinsky’s chosen examples. Ross Lee Finney agreed with
Stravinsky on the whole, despite being a university composer himself, but conceded, “it seems to
me impolite and a little silly to pick out two eastern women’s colleges as representative of the
American university.” 112 (Finney had taught at Smith for nearly twenty years before joining the
faculty of the University of Michigan in 1948, but his essay makes no mention of that fact.)
Milton Babbitt, who always maintained that universities were the institutions best equipped to
provide a support system for postwar composers, facetiously implied that the threat to
productivity posed by a teaching position at Smith or Vassar was the distracting allure of young
women for heterosexual male composers—a problem he did not have to face at Princeton
University, which had only admitted its first female undergraduates the year before:
110
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The further counsel that certain colleges are perhaps excessively seductive for the
composer, or that the composer is less able to think of his own music while teaching
counterpoint than while conducting Tschaikovsky, I leave for examination by those of
my colleagues who suffer such pedagogical distress, since I teach in a predominantly
male institution, and my music has counterpoint. 113
As Milhaud taught from home, he was certainly well aware of the need to avoid any hint
of improper behavior toward students; he did not give individual lessons, and his wife was often
in the house during his classes. He did occasionally joke to male friends about being surrounded
by female undergraduates, though, naming the student population alongside the trees and birds as
part of the visual appeal of the campus. In January 1946, for example, upon returning to Mills
after a trip to New York, he wrote to Goddard Lieberson of Columbia Records: “Here we are
again on our Campus, surrounded by eucalyptus trees, acacias and 713 girls.” 114 In the case of
other men on the faculty, Milhaud was not entirely inattentive to the issue of impropriety, but
neither did he consistently view it as a problem. When his friend Illan de Casa Fuerte visited for
the 1943 Summer Session, Milhaud confessed to Elsie Rieti that the marquis was perhaps not an
appropriate choice for a women’s college and that he would not be invited again. 115 However,
two years after Luciano Berio left his first wife, Cathy Berberian, for a Mills undergraduate in
1964, Milhaud urged him to marry her—which would involve finding a way around the absence

113

Milton Babbitt in “The Composer in Academia,” 63. On Babbitt’s perspective on academia, see Brian Harker,
“Milton Babbitt Encounters Academia (And Vice Versa),” American Music 26, no. 3 (2008): 336–77.
114

Darius Milhaud to Goddard Lieberson, [January 1946], Yale University, Irving S. Gilmore Music Library,
Goddard Lieberson Papers, MSS 69. Lieberson’s response (30 January 1946) began: “Dear beautiful people,
surrounded by 713 girls chosen from the cream of American womanhood,” and in Milhaud’s next letter (14
February [1946], the composer wrote, “Instead of going or trying to go to Bermuda you should take a vacation in
our little home here. We have a room for you (with also a Stravinsky picture on the wall), french cooking, room
service, atmosphere surrounded by poetry, painting, music. Eucalyptus trees guaranteed. (I even don’t mention the
713 girls.)”
115

Darius Milhaud to Elsie Rieti, [1943], PSS-DM.

230

of a divorce law in Italy—so that he could return to teach at the college, no longer in violation of
the ban on unmarried male professors. 116
Milhaud’s public statements about teaching at a women’s college appear as if he wanted
to give the impression that he made no distinction between his male and female students, yet the
language in these comments is sometimes overtly gendered. For example, a 1961 interview in the
San Francisco Examiner included the following passage:
Some might question the appropriateness of a distinguished composer like Milhaud
teaching at an institution for young ladies. “It does not matter to me whether they are men
or women, as long as they are serious,” he declares. “It is youth that I care for. Besides, I
do not really teach them composition. They open the windows—the little girls—and they
write. I simply warn them if something is illogical.” 117
Although he claimed here that the gender of his students was irrelevant to him, his qualification
that he “[does] not really teach them composition” gives a nod to the idea that there would be
something strange about engaging young women—or, as he called them, “little girls”—in the
serious business of writing music.
The women who studied with Milhaud did so over the course of three tumultuous
decades for women’s education, and in the 1950s, Mills College was at the forefront of a public
debate about the proper role of women’s colleges in modern American society. 118 Lynn White,
the (male) president of the college from 1943 to 1958, was among the most vocal proponents of
the view that higher education for women should prepare them first and foremost to be
successful wives, mothers, and homemakers. His book Educating Our Daughters, published in
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1950, followed on from his previous essays and lectures on the subject, including a 1947 address
to the national convention of the American Association of University Women. 119 White’s
perspective, which rested on the premise that feminism had served women poorly by denying the
innate differences between the sexes, was shared by many, but it was far from a universally
accepted view. Second-wave feminist writers including Betty Friedan and Mirra Komarovsky
criticized him directly in books challenging the notion that women’s lives should be limited to
what White and others deemed their “natural” function in society. 120 Some representatives of
other women’s colleges also expressed disagreement with White’s vision for revising
curriculums to center practical skills; one Vassar College professor emeritus began his review of
the book: “If I did not have more important things to do, I would go to Mills College in Oakland
and picket President White’s office.” 121
One of the primary themes explored in Educating Our Daughters is the relationship
between gender and creativity. Throughout the book, White argues that feminism—rather than
bias or structural misogyny—was chiefly responsible for the perception that women were
inferior, as feminists had limited the recognition of women’s particular gifts through their
insistence on evaluating women by the same standards as men, thereby ensuring that they would
always fall short. In a chapter titled “Women are Tough,” he writes:
The great blunder of the women’s rights movement of the past century was its uncritical
acceptance of the masculine scale of values as the human scale. The effective male
dominance has been, and is, far less a matter of repressing women than of selling them
the idea that the really important accomplishments in life are the things men do best. . . .
In the face of the rapidly mounting evidence that cultural creativity is very nearly sexlinked, the orthodox feminist, with her conviction that a single (and masculine) standard
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of values can and must be applied to all human accomplishment, finds herself forced to
the tragic conclusion that women are an inferior variety of our species. 122
White’s rhetoric in this chapter asserts that true creativity and innovation are almost exclusively
masculine qualities while simultaneously denying that this makes men the superior sex. Deeming
cultural creativity “vastly overrated,” he calls for women’s “sense of persons” and of
relationships to be valued more highly, along with their purportedly superior ability to
understand the human significance of the art and science created by men. 123
It is as important to cherish as to create, and the one takes as much intelligence as the
other, although perhaps of a different kind. . . . Our higher education must redress the
balance in its judgment of values. It must encourage those who wish to conserve, as well
as those who wish to originate, what is good, true, beautiful, useful and holy. Only in
such an intellectual atmosphere will girls learn to accept themselves as fully the equals of
men. 124
President White was a strong supporter of the Mills music department, knowing that it
was a major asset to the college’s reputation, and he likely saw the study of music as broadly
compatible with his vision for women’s education. In Educating Our Daughters, he includes
giving music lessons in a list of part-time occupations a woman might undertake while raising
children; many Mills music students likely went on to do exactly that. 125 The structure and
emphases of the undergraduate music curriculum remained fairly consistent across his fifteenyear tenure—although an expanding faculty allowed for more performance opportunities and
enriched the course offerings in history and analysis—which may indicate that he did not
consider it to conflict with his agenda. The course catalogs in both 1943 and 1958 name the
development of students’ understanding of “the nature of music as a phase of culture” as the

122

White, Educating Our Daughters, 36, 46.

123

Ibid., 48–49.

124

Ibid., 49. For a critique of this passage, see Komarovsky, Women in the Modern World, 6.

125

White, Educating Our Daughters, 119.

233

primary purpose of the department, which offered specializations in history, performance, and
composition. The study of performance and history can be framed as a way of “cherishing” art
created primarily by men; it is only composition that poses a challenge to White’s view of
gendered creativity. 126
Additionally, it was only the undergraduates who were all women. Men were consistently
overrepresented in the music department relative to other graduate programs at the college, a
result of the general gender imbalance in music composition and of the department’s strong
reputation in the Bay Area. The college enrolled its first two male graduate students in 1935, and
when Milhaud arrived in 1940, eight of the nineteen graduate students in music were men. 127
Shortly thereafter, the draft sharply reduced the male presence on campus; the register of
students for 1943–44 lists only three men as graduate students in music, alongside eight women,
and one of the men, Howard Brubeck, was technically no longer a student, but Milhaud’s
assistant. 128 With the passage of the G.I. Bill in 1944 and the end of the war a year later, men
once again enrolled in music courses at Mills, including Dave Brubeck and a number of other
jazz musicians. Many of them were non-degree students, some of whom went on to receive their
degrees from Stanford University or the University of California, Berkeley.
After the immediate postwar years, Milhaud’s established reputation as a pedagogue
drew other men to the music department; at the beginning of the Fall 1950 term, he wrote to
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Howard Brubeck: “A lot of graduate students a real MEN invasion. The Deans are going to hide
under their desks!” 129 Ten years later, the college had sixty-four students across all of its
graduate programs, of whom fourteen were men. 130 It is likely that the men were still
disproportionately represented in the music department, as by this time, Milhaud regularly
brought graduate students to Mills who had already studied with him in Aspen. 131
A November 1960 Oakland Tribune article profiling some of the male students in the
music and art programs is worth quoting in full, as it reveals a host of stereotypes about the
gender dynamics of the college at that time. Reporter Elinor Hayes is quick to dismiss the notion
that men might study at Mills for the sole purpose of meeting girls, depicting them instead as
“serious” students, though insinuations about dating and flirtation appear throughout the article.
Seriousness of purpose is gendered entirely as masculine by contrasting the ambition and “adult
purpose” of the men with the presumed frivolity of the female undergraduates, presumed to be
“beginners”; Hayes even quotes art professor Antonio Prieto as saying that the presence of these
men had inspired the women in the art program to take their work more seriously. Prieto,
Kirchner, and Milhaud are described as “geniuses” of “giant caliber,” instructors of high enough
renown to attract men to a women’s college.
You could win a wager by betting there are men students at Mills College, Oakland’s
long established mecca of higher education for girls. To be sure the tree-shaded campus
is noted for femininity and there is no thought of going in for football or track. In fact, as
a bevy of Mills’ lasses commented: ‘Mills men? We haven’t seen any. It’s probably a
nice idea.” So for the higher education of Mills girls and others… there ARE Mills boys.
Twelve of them. They all are graduate students, serious minded, interested in combining
higher education degrees with jobs as assistant teachers and fellowships. They are, in the
main, married as well.
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They are not primarily interested in majoring in bicycling, hand-holding or
Flirtation Walk. Although some of them do admit it is nice to sit next to and be
classmates with 691 undergraduate girls from 43 states and 15 foreign countries. “My
wife is very happy about it,” says Mel Henderson of 3673 Madrone Ave., a teaching
assistant working for his master’s degree and anticipating teaching on the college level. “I
don’t feel conspicuous, rather apart from the multitude of girls. We work in our own little
group,” says Richard McLean, of 3040 60th Ave., a handsome, husky student in art… but
married, girls, married.
But Dick Steltzner, of 141 Scenic Ave., Piedmont, not only is “single and
enjoying it,” but dating Mills girls and “enjoying that too.” So is Stanley Joel Silverman,
a dark and intense young musician from New York, who regards Mills girls “in general
much more bustling and alive” than their eastern counterparts. Silverman, graduate of
Boston and Columbia Universities, composed the incidental music for Maxwell
Anderson’s Broadway production of The Golden Six. And although he is a guitarist who
played with the Boston University Jazz Quartet at the Brussels World Fair, it was not the
thought of serenading under the window of a pretty girl that drew him to Mills.
Rather it was the geniuses who instruct, the internationally famed Darius Milhaud
and Leon Kirchner. The blunt fact is—and by this you know how serious they really
are—is that the men studying at Mills were drawn in the main by the giant caliber of the
teacher—Milhaud, Kirchner, Antonio Prieto, noted ceramist, and Artist Ralph DuCasse
among others, rather than the girls, lovely, winsome, merry and companionable as they
are. Don Cobb, of 442 Beverly Ave., San Leandro, graduate of the Yale University Music
School and son of Mrs. Violet Cobb, music teacher in Fremont High School, lists
Milhaud and Kirchner as his reasons for coming.
Two of Prieto’s students, Ceramist Charles McKee of 3828 Lundholm Ave.,
youthful father of three, and Sculptor Mel Henderson, are recent prize winners, indicative
of the effectiveness of their instruction. Prieto, a dynamic instructor, credits the men with
being a good influence on the women. “Women students are putting vitality into their
work that was lacking at one time,” he said. He noted that because the men are graduate
students, already well established, the girls, as beginners, look up to them. Thus, the
ability, creativeness and adult purpose the men show are inspiration and direction to the
girls. The men are here, if not working for a living, at least living for their work. Not
many college girls can so testify. Or as [one] young male student put it: “We try to get as
involved as possible.” What he means is… Oh, you KNOW what he means. 132
Despite the outsized presence of men in the music department and the amount of
attention they attracted, Mills College still provided a significant opportunity for women to study
with a major composer at a time when several of Milhaud’s distinguished peers taught at allmale institutions (such as Paul Hindemith at Yale and Walter Piston at Harvard). After
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graduating, however, the department’s alumnae were less likely to pursue composition
professionally than their male counterparts. William Bolcom wrote in 1977:
I was one of fifteen male graduate students in a school of some 700 girls; consequently
most of our composition group was girls, and Milhaud remarked to me years later that . . .
not a single career woman composer had emerged from those California classes. Yet
Milhaud had given as much serious attention to his female students as to us, and I can
attest to the fact that some of the Mills girls, notably Barbara Rowan and Beverly Bond,
were very talented indeed. 133
Although Milhaud did not live to see it happen, some of his Mills students did become
“career woman composers,” including Elinor Armer and Janice Giteck. Armer is a rare example
of a Mills undergraduate who went on to a career in composition; after graduating, she continued
her studies at other Bay Area schools, and she established a composition department at the San
Francisco Conservatory of Music in 1985. 134 Giteck, like Bolcom and many others, first studied
composition with Milhaud at the Aspen Music Festival—where there were “three women in the
class to about twenty men”—starting when she was still in high school. At Mills, Milhaud
admitted her into his graduate composition seminar as a first-year undergraduate, and after
receiving her MA degree in 1969, she spent a year studying under Olivier Messiaen at the Paris
Conservatoire, where she passed the entrance examination to become a regular member of the
class rather than an auditor.
In a recent interview, Giteck said of her teachers: “Milhaud in particular, but Messiaen as
well, were very pro-feminist. Very pro-women being strong, creative, passionate musicians.” 135
While acknowledging Giteck’s first-hand perspective, I would note that Milhaud did have a
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tendency to think of women composers and their music in the paternalistic gendered terms
characteristic of his time, even as he did support them. In an early article on Les Six, for
instance, he described the work of Germaine Tailleferre as “truly a young girl’s music [musique
de jeune fille], in the most exquisite sense of the word,” and while four decades passed between
that article and Giteck’s composition studies, it is difficult to find later quotations in which
Milhaud’s claim that he did not differentiate between his male and female students is not
followed by a gendered comment (e.g., “they open the windows, the little girls,” 1961). 136
Moreover, his response to Lynn White’s Educating Our Daughters was not to challenge the
Mills president’s view of women’s creative potential, either privately or publicly, but to give
White the names of several French educators and literary critics who might be interested in the
book. 137
In the decade following Milhaud’s retirement from Mills, as the culture of the department
increasingly turned toward experimental and electronic music, a number of the women who
graduated from the newly established Master of Fine Arts program in electronic music and
recording media went on to productive careers in the field, including Megan Roberts, now on the
faculty of Ithaca College, and Maggi Payne, who has been the co-director of the Mills College
Center for Contemporary Music since 1992. 138 The composer Beth Anderson also received
136

Darius Milhaud, “La musique française depuis la guerre,” in Etudes (Paris: Claude Aveline, 1927), 18: “C’est
vraiment de la musique de jeune fille, au sens le plus exquis de ce mot”; Blum, “Darius Milhaud: A Globe Trotting
Composer in His California Year.”
137

Darius Milhaud to Lynn White, 2 May [1950], Mills-DM, 3.1.12. Two weeks earlier, on 19 April, White had
written to Madeleine Milhaud: “Enclosed is a clipping from Les Nouvelles Litteraires which seems to indicate that
there is a discussion going on in France closely related to my own little book, Educating Our Daughters. If you and
Darius could find for me the names of two or three persons in France who are leading this discussion, I should be
glad to send them copies of my book.” White had sent the Milhauds a copy of the book in February, but I do not
know whether or not they had read it by the time of this exchange.
138

Elizabeth Hinkle-Turner, Women Composers and Music Technology in the United States: Crossing the Line
(Aldershot, UK: Ashgate, 2006), 85–94. This book, a broad survey of women composers engaged with music
technology in the past several decades, mentions more than a dozen Mills graduates and faculty members from the
1970s and after.

238

graduate degrees in composition and piano from Mills in the 1970s. During that time, the
graduate student population of the music department was still disproportionately male, but the
women who studied there—and in composition programs across the country—found more
professional opportunities open to them than did their forerunners in the 1960s and earlier.
However, my discussion of experimental music at Mills College in the following section, which
primarily concerns the male faculty and students, takes place just before this noteworthy wave of
activity.

Experimental Music at Mills
The history of Mills College as a site for experimental music dates back to the 1930s, with the
participation of Henry Cowell and John Cage in the Summer Session music and dance programs.
In the 1960s, Milhaud’s final decade on the faculty, a new generation of composers and
performers again transformed the musical culture of the campus and of the region, bringing in
electronic music and avant-garde performance art. Leon Kirchner and Luciano Berio, who taught
at Mills during Milhaud’s Paris years in the late 1950s and early 1960s, attracted some graduate
students who did not want or need Milhaud’s more traditional approach to teaching
composition—or his nostalgia. 139 William Bolcom, who entered the graduate program in 1958
after having studied with Milhaud at Aspen, wrote in 1977: “For the first time I was aware that
not everybody admired Milhaud as much as I did; some of the more doctrinaire students made
fun of him behind his back. Milhaud was old-fashioned, out of date, démodé—the same tune was
sung in California and Paris, it turned out.” 140 Ramon Sender, who received an MA from Mills in
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1965, recalled: “Milhaud was a great composer, but a terrible teacher . . . [his] idea of a form and
analysis class was to have someone play through the piano reduction of Boris Godunov while
[he] translated the libretto into English.” 141 Similarly, Steve Reich found his studies with
Milhaud useless for the type of music he aimed to create, later telling one interviewer: “Milhaud
was a very old and sick man who was not really physically in shape to do much teaching. It was
more like you would spend time with Mr Milhaud and he would reminisce in your presence. He
reminisced a great deal about Satie, and I think he really wanted to be Satie—which really
wasn’t something I would put high up in my list of learning experiences.” 142
For others, however, it was precisely Milhaud’s status as a living link to Erik Satie and
the Parisian avant-garde of the 1920s that gave him continued relevance. Milhaud’s supporters
among the new-music proponents claimed him as a predecessor, pointing to elements of
surrealism, indeterminacy, and other types of experimentation in his early compositions. Such
minor works as Cocktail aux clarinettes (1920)—in which a singer recites a cocktail recipe while
four clarinetists repeat short phrases ad libitum—were now held up as signs of his visionary
prescience, mentioned in the same breath as Satie’s furniture music. 143 The Mills Performing
Group, an ensemble founded by Morton Subotnick and Luciano Berio in 1963 for the
performance of twentieth-century music, regularly included Milhaud’s compositions, both old
and new, on its concert programs. For example, a December 1970 “Concert Celebrating the 50th

141

Ramon Sender, email correspondence to Ross Cole, 24 May 2011, quoted in Ross Cole, “‘Fun, Yes, but Music?’
Steve Reich and the San Francisco Bay Area’s Cultural Nexus, 1962–65,” Journal of the Society for American
Music 6, no. 3 (2012): 318. Editorial insertions are Cole’s.

142

Steve Reich in Geoff Smith and Nicola Walker Smith, American Originals: Interviews with 25 Contemporary
Composers (Portland: Amadeus Press, 1995), 213. See Cole, “Fun, Yes, but Music?” 318.
143

See Rosen, “A Note on Milhaud.” Jerome Rosen did not attend or teach at Mills College, but he did study with
Milhaud in Paris in 1949–50.

240

Birthday of Les Six and So Forth” (Figure 4.1) featured the music of Milhaud, Poulenc, and
Satie alongside new works by Mauricio Kagel, Yugi Takahashi, and Niccolo Castiglioni.

Figure 4.1: Mills Performing Group concert program, 14 December 1970 144
144
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In the first part of the concert, they aimed to display the text of Satie’s 1913 play Le Piège de
Méduse simultaneously with René Clair’s Dadaist short film Entr’acte (1924), which Satie also
scored, but the program notes explained that because they were unable to test the film in
advance, the plan might not work. (“In that case, the play will be representative of the furniture
music whose existence, Satie and Milhaud insisted, was independent of its use.”)
The program notes describe the Performing Group’s effort to recapture “the immediacy
(and hazard)” of Dadaism for an audience whose familiarity with televised sketch comedy such
as Rowan & Martin’s Laugh-In would prevent them from reacting the same way as the original
“Wagnerianized audience” of Le Piège de Méduse. A description of the work of Milhaud and
Satie highlights the words “simultaneity,” “instantaneous,” and “chance,” connecting it to the
methods of contemporary composers:
Identified in the public mind with a music-hall aesthetic, their (Satie’s and Milhaud’s)
legacy to the generation a half century later was in fact the “simultaneity” which was
implicit in the irrational alignment of images in Le Piège and explicit in the alignment of
events in later works like Relache, the “instantaneous” ballet during which Entr’acte was
shown and in Milhaud works like Cocktail, in which the alignment of parts is obliged to
be unpredictable through a systematized operation of “chance” (which dadaists had
explained as an identification with the orderedness which has no cause.) 145
In some exaggerated accounts, Milhaud’s innovations anticipated anything the postwar
avant-garde might produce. 146 Nathan Rubin’s history of modern music at Mills positions
Milhaud less as a teacher than as an inspiring presence animating the creative efforts of new
generations. In an overview of Milhaud’s career, Rubin writes: “When, soon after 1950, Cage’s
accomplishments, launching an epoch of unprecedented exploratory fervor, obliged composers
145
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throughout the entire world to seek out new territories, they succeeded in going nowhere that
Milhaud had not already been.” 147 Rubin, a supporter of new music and participant in the Mills
Performing Group, made this claim not to dismiss Cage and his contemporaries, but rather to
argue against a dehistoricized view of the new avant-garde that would erase the influence of his
distinguished colleague. in 1974, taking the idea of Milhaud as a precursor of Cage to a playful
extreme, Oakland Tribune critic Paul Hertelendy turned a joke between two friends into another
claim to avant-garde precedence:
Perhaps you think John Cage invented the all-silent composition with his piano piece,
4’33”. But again Milhaud was far ahead, having sent his friend and violist Germain
Prévost a 64-bar composition for viola solo, entirely silent. Mailed in a letter well before
World War II, the piece was Milhaud’s kind-hearted way of chiding Prévost for not
having written in so long. (This work, however, was never performed publicly.) 148
According to Rubin, it was Milhaud’s “extraordinary modesty” that kept him from taking
full credit for the historical significance of his early compositions. 149 Although Milhaud did tend
to leave the hyperbole to others, he was well aware that highlighting his past participation in an
avant-garde movement was an effective strategy for remaining relevant in this new era—a
strategy that also enabled him to deploy the authority of history against musicians whose
experiments he deemed misguided. In the television documentary filmed at the time of his
seventieth birthday festival, he said of Cocktail aux clarinettes, “That’s my first experience in the
so-called chance music—we didn’t have this name at this time, I called them ‘cadenzas,’” both
establishing that his use of the technique long predated the current interest in aleatoric methods
and claiming that he did not see it as anything particularly noteworthy. 150 He also contrasted the
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rebellion of his generation with the institutionalization of new music in the 1960s, saying: “In the
twenties, the kind of music that we were doing was not accepted by universities, because they
disregarded, they didn’t understand it, and now, even the electronic experiments are performed
on the campus, like Mills College [has] done, and it is part of the musical education.” 151
The centerpiece of this documentary was a rehearsal and performance of Suite de
quatrains, a new chamber work for récitante and seven instruments in which Milhaud once again
used elements of “the so-called chance music.” 152 The timing of each melodic line in certain
passages is the only factor determined by the individual musicians; questioned about this
decision by the interviewer, the composer commented, “I am very much against improvisation,
because I love performers, but I don’t trust them”—that is, he did not trust performers to come
up with compelling musical content if left entirely to their own devices. 153 He further said of the
value of written notation:
You never can tell about the future—maybe one day the composer will just take a sheet
of paper and will not write a note on it and give it to an orchestra. That’s a fine way to
make a symphony in five seconds, but I always felt that when a piece is half-improvised,
the moment when the written notes disappear, there is a sort of coming down of the
interest, and the style fails. 154
As a teacher with an established reputation for being open to compositional methods
outside the academic mainstream, Milhaud tried not to give the impression that he was closed off
to what younger musicians were producing, but he was distressed by what he saw as the
abandonment of technique. His distaste for uncontrolled improvisation reflects this concern,

151

Ibid., 5:35.

152

For a description of Milhaud’s “special kind of indeterminacy” in this work, see Rosen, “A Note on Milhaud,”
118–19.
153

Darius Milhaud Part II, 9:05.

154

Ibid., 10:40.

244

which also manifested in his conflicted attitude toward electronic music. In 1958, he wrote to
Henri Sauguet:
Mr. Stockhausen presented a lecture at the Univ. of Calif. He did not deign to call me. He
said that the libraries, all music before Webern, and every concert hall must be burned.
Moreover, the American youth tends to rush toward Cologne and electronicism. It is just
as well. Giving electronic toys to this horde of musicians will keep them busy, and during
that time, they will not abuse real music. That is my final slogan. 155
Milhaud’s complaint here is personal as well as musical, and it extends beyond the Bay Area
experimentalists to European new music. Seeing his students in Paris beginning to leave his orbit
for that of Pierre Boulez, he had taken an embittered attitude toward the composers of the
Darmstadt School—with the exception of Luciano Berio—and grown suspicious of their
influence on young musicians. Stockhausen was among them, having briefly audited Milhaud’s
composition class at the Conservatoire in 1952. Because Milhaud continued to bring his best
American students to Paris, they too were susceptible to the pull of Boulez and his circle. He
wrote to Margaret Lyon in 1960, “Beverly Bond, Bill Bolcom, a Canadian (from Aspen) [Bruce
Mather], and a wonderful boy from my Paris class are all going to Darmstadt. Frightening!!” 156
In Ma Vie heureuse, Milhaud’s discussion of the new music of this period shows his
attempt to strike a balance between openness and judgment. From his vantage point as a senior
composer who had seen multiple avant-garde movements come and go, he characterizes postwar
serialism and electronic music as passing trends like any other. He does not mention Boulez, but
rather frames his criticism as a pedagogical issue concerning the development of technique.
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Even though there is a large gap between the current “avant-garde” and my works, I love
to deepen my knowledge of the musical language of today, which changes so quickly…
After the war, the serial system utterly intoxicated the youth; forty years late, it seemed to
take root with its limitations and its relative ease, without harming the imagination. . . .
Now, thanks to the overwhelming force of Xenakis, the serial musicians feel out of
fashion.
The development of musique concrète and electronic music opens up new
possibilities and particularly attracts the youth. There are many electronic centers in the
United States; I myself strongly insisted that there should be one at Mills College. But
before making use of this means of expression, students should acquire a strong
technique. Technique does not oppress, it liberates. . . . Unfortunately, our young fanatics
push buttons at random, producing sounds without knowing why, and these unpredictable
results satisfy and delight them. 157
As the time of Milhaud’s retirement from Mills drew closer, he became less guarded
about how he expressed his views about the state of music. In one lengthy article in the San
Francisco Chronicle in April 1971, shortly before the end of Milhaud’s final semester, chief
critic Robert Commanday prefaced the composer’s comments with “Previously, Milhaud had
always been very diplomatic in his opinions, but now as he prepared to leave, his feelings were
more forcefully expressed.” 158 Milhaud’s attack on composers who presented detailed analyses
of their own music in program notes or pre-concert lectures (“For the public, analyses are
nothing . . . all those little details on the music, I think it’s stupid!”) apparently had enough
potential to cause controversy that Commanday published his own lengthy defense of the
comments in the Chronicle two days later. 159
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On the subject of electronic music, Milhaud repeated his usual advice about the need for
proper technique, and with the perspective of old age, he said of some of his former
Conservatoire students: “Time goes so fast. This generation of the ‘Domaine Musicale’
composers, my students Amy, Eloy, Jolas and the others, all between the ages of 35 and 40, they
are smitten with a certain anguish. They already feel that musicians who are 20 years of age are
going to leave them behind. It’s stupid. It’s wonderful to be old.” 160 Yet his concern for his own
legacy comes through indirectly in his comments about what he saw as the misappropriation of
the music and character of Erik Satie by John Cage:
John Cage came under Milhaud’s attack. First he exacerbated the way Cage exploited
Erik Satie’s private funny commentaries. Satie only wrote these on the side of his music
as private remarks to the musicians, and in a notebook. “It was his bashfulness,” Milhaud
said, speaking from his close personal affection for Satie and his music. “Cage got a hold
of Satie’s little booklet, and there was that piece Vexations, which he inscribed ‘to be
played 830 [sic] times.’ Cage actually did it. Satie would have murdered him.
“Satie was in a violent fury in 1922 when he heard that Schoenberg had read his
funny remarks to the public while introducing his piano works. What an idiotic thing to
do! And Schoenberg liked Satie’s music.” 161
Since Satie’s death in 1925, Milhaud had seen himself as a guardian of his older friend’s
legacy, and after taking his collection of Satie’s manuscripts and papers with him when he fled
France in 1940, he aimed to continue carrying out this duty in the United States. In another 1971
interview, he said of the renewed interest in Satie’s music: “It is natural. I was expecting it. It is
too bad Satie is not here to enjoy it. He died in complete poverty and misery. Now his records
are everywhere.” 162 But although Cage’s radical reinterpretation of Satie’s significance raised the
French composer’s profile, it also displaced Milhaud in Satie’s musical lineage. Two years later,
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asked in an interview to respond to Milhaud’s criticism, Cage asserted that he, not Milhaud, was
the one who truly understood Satie and his intent in composing Vexations:
I think that the piece was a perfectly serious piece which the French, including Milhaud,
had not taken seriously. . . . Curiously enough, the textual remarks in connection with the
Vexations are not humorous; they are in the spirit of Zen Buddhism. It says at the
beginning of the piece not to play it until you have put yourself in a state of interior
immobility, and it very clearly says that it is to be done 840 times. . . . There was not the
true connection between Milhaud (and Les Six) and Satie that we have automatically
taken for granted. I think they were all quite different from Satie, and I don’t think they
really understood much Satie. 163
The figure of Satie reclaimed by Cage was incompatible with Milhaud’s image of the composer.
At Mills College, however, the reinterpreted avant-garde Satie strengthened Milhaud’s avantgarde credentials by association.
In the passage from Ma Vie heureuse quoted above, Milhaud gives himself credit for the
establishment of a center for electronic music at Mills, which occurred in 1966 when the San
Francisco Tape Music Center became affiliated with the college. It is true that his approval was
key to bringing the Center to Mills, but his opinions of the venture exhibited the same
ambivalence discussed in his memoirs and elsewhere. As someone who did not reject electronic
music on principle, but was skeptical of its influence on young composers, he was able to act as a
mediator between the new-music proponents and the more conservative members of the faculty.
The San Francisco Tape Music Center developed out of Robert Erickson’s graduate
seminars at the San Francisco Conservatory in the early 1960s. Students including Ramon
Sender and Pauline Oliveros began organizing experimental concerts featuring electronic music
and group improvisation; when Berio was at Mills in the spring of 1962, he became involved as
well, as did Morton Subotnick, who had received an MA in music from Mills in 1958 and
163
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subsequently joined the faculty there. 164 After one year under the auspices of the San Francisco
Conservatory, the group reorganized independently as the San Francisco Tape Music Center,
using the term “tape music” to sidestep the divide between electronic music and musique
concrète that preoccupied others in the field. The participants, particularly Oliveros, valued open
access to the technology, which was facilitated by the Center’s lack of institutional oversight. 165
However, independence also made it difficult to secure stable funding. The Rockefeller
Foundation offered a $15,000 grant for the 1965–66 concert season, but stipulated that to receive
a second—and much larger—grant of $200,000, the Tape Music Center would have to affiliate
with a larger organization, thereby trading its anti-institutional stance for stability. 166 As
Subotnick explained, Milhaud’s encouraging presence at Mills was a significant factor in their
decision to become part of the college:
The two institutions that wanted us were, one, the [San Francisco] Conservatory, which
had kicked us out, and, two, Mills [College]. And that was primarily because of Milhaud,
because Milhaud desperately wanted to know everything about what was going on. He
was a wonderful person in that regard. Berkeley couldn’t have cared less. We never even
approached Stanford; it was too far away. We wanted to be near San Francisco. . . . So,
since I was teaching at Mills . . . and there were a lot of connections with Mills, we
decided on it. 167
With Milhaud in Paris during the 1965–66 year, when the plans to bring the Tape Music
Center to Mills were being made, he could not be present for the negotiations, but department
chair Margaret Lyon wrote several times to seek his advice. In one response to her, he wrote:
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The Tape Center question, I know, is delicate. It is very developped in the USA and I
think it would be important to have it at Mills but should be limited to graduate students.
It is true that it is beginning to “fade out” here, but of course with an interest that you
could rate 15%. Anyway the musical studies must not be absorbed by it, and Lenny
[Klein] and Mort [Subotnick] can have and develop their own way freely as two parallel
lines who “rarely” meet. The fact that a lot of my students went to the Tape Center (not
mature enough) like butterflies attracted by an electric bulb never changed my way of
teaching and the requirements that I ask. So! there is a great and lovely possibility of
coexistence in mutual comprehension and respect. 168
Shortly thereafter, he told Lyon in another letter: “I wrote Lenny to calm him down and
explained the advantage to have the Tape Center at Mills. We can then control it and see that it is
used for graduates—or very advanced kids.” 169 Leonard Klein, who had studied under Milhaud
at Mills in the mid-1950s and began teaching there in 1965, taught undergraduate harmony and
counterpoint and was among the more musically conservative members of the faculty. Apart
from Milhaud, who saw him as a talented protégé and potential successor, Klein received little
support from the music department, and he left in 1971 after being denied tenure. 170
Apart from Pauline Oliveros and Tony Martin, who served as the music and visual
directors for the Tape Music Center’s first year at Mills, all of the original members departed in
1966 rather than following it to its new home. (Subotnick accepted an offer to join the New York
University faculty, while Sender went to live in the desert.) Milhaud had not known Oliveros at
the time of the negotiations the previous year, and his first impressions were filtered through men
who dismissed her abilities. When Lyon wrote to him in Paris to ask his opinion of Oliveros, he
responded that while he did not know her, he had been told by one of his students that “she
knows very little about electronics,” adding, “I think we should have a good technician.” 171 His
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informant’s belief that Oliveros lacked technical knowledge and skill reflects the misogyny she
faced as a woman in the San Francisco electronic-music community, and upon returning to Mills
in the fall, Milhaud’s general distaste for the work of the Tape Music Center seemed to be
colored by gendered assumptions about Oliveros’s seriousness of purpose. After the group’s
inaugural concert on 31 October 1966, Milhaud, who barely tolerated the group’s experimental
music and avant-garde spirit, complained to Berio: “Here we had a ‘happening’ (OF COURSE!)
for the Performing Group–Tape Center marriage. La Oliveros had produced [pondu, “laid”] a
‘gratiné’ 40-minute electronic ‘Hello.’ Such childishness! with projections by this Mr. Martin.
(OF COURSE) On top of that, it was Halloween and the students [étudiantes] were acting
crazy.” 172
As director, Oliveros “insisted on maintaining the idea of public access,” which
conflicted with Milhaud’s scheme to block undergraduates from using the electronic studio. 173
She left in 1967 to take a position at the University of California, San Diego, but the Mills music
department continued to promote what was then a very unusual asset for a small liberal arts
college. 174 During discussions about revising the music curriculum in the fall of 1967, Milhaud
conceded to Lyon: “You can include the electronic studies . . . but optional (not
compulsory!!)” 175 No class in electronic music was introduced at that time, but the course
catalog for 1968–69 added a line to the short description of the music department, which had
otherwise changed only slightly over the past thirty years: “The Mills College Center for
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Contemporary Music, consisting of the Performing Group and Electronic Studio, offers students
the opportunity to work in electronic composition and to perform contemporary and classic
works with professional performers.” 176 The following year, a two-semester graduate seminar in
electronic music was established, taught by Robert Ashley—“Mr Ashley Tapecenter,” as
Milhaud dubbed him in one letter—who assumed the directorship of the Center for
Contemporary Music in 1969. 177
By this time, Milhaud had begun making plans to retire from Mills and to return to
Europe permanently. Madeleine Milhaud had already retired from the French faculty in 1967, as
she had reached the mandatory retirement age of 65. In 1968, the Milhauds gave up their U.S.
residency status, which required the college to make the visa arrangements to bring them back
for the 1968–69 academic year. When they went back to Europe in the fall of 1969, they started
to move furniture to an apartment in Geneva, where they planned to retire, but told only a few
close friends their new address. 178 The composer’s age and health were the principal concerns
motivating his impending retirement, but he also saw the music department moving in a direction
he could no longer follow. In January 1970, Margaret Lyon wrote to President Robert J. Wert:
During the last two years that Mr. Milhaud has taught composition it was distressingly
evident to him that he had lost touch with the newest interests of young composers. Even
though he lacked sympathy for the new trends developing after World War II he
understood the techniques and although not encouraging students to follow these
procedures he could still direct the work. Most recently, however, he simply has not
known, in some cases, how to handle a situation. 179
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For the 1970–71 academic year, Milhaud was scheduled to teach all of his usual
courses—undergraduate orchestration, undergraduate and graduate composition—and the Dean
of the Faculty, Mary Woods Bennett, had successfully applied for another non-immigrant visa on
his behalf. However, when it came time to leave for Oakland, he was too ill to travel. Shortly
before entering the hospital in Geneva, he wrote to Bennett:
We had decided to sail on the “France” on september 4th but I do not feel well enough. I
am obliged to cancel that trip and stay in Europe longer. It would be really difficult for
me to go to Mills actually I am most upset as you can imagine and I hope it will not be of
a too great inconvenience for you.
As you can imagine, my dear Friend, I would not like to leave Mills so abruptly
after so many years of work and happiness. You have always been a true devoted friend
so I shall ask you frankly if I could come for few months later… the last trimester
perhaps, as my name is mentioned in the Mills catalogue; I could then see the students,
teach of course and supervise what they did beforehand. And then, dear Friend we would
together make some decisions for the near future. 180
Even before postponing the trip, Milhaud had already decided that he would retire in
1971, but had said nothing to the faculty. 181 The Milhauds arrived in early February, just before
the start of the spring term, and soon informed the college administration of their plans. On 16
February, President Wert wrote a note to Bennett: “Darius + Madeleine came in to tell me that
this would be their last year at Mills. A very pleasant conversation.” 182 Madeleine told Henri
Hoppenot: “Da gave his resignation. I wanted him to spend two weeks here before talking to the
President—the weather is so nice… and the area is truly superb, and I was afraid he would regret
it… but it is done—he does not want to change, and prefers the ‘old Europe’…” 183
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One announcement for an April 1971 Performing Group concert at Mills—originally
intended to celebrate the thirtieth anniversary of Milhaud’s arrival, then repurposed as a farewell
concert—stated that the program would present “innovative works by Mr. Milhaud (whose
achievements include the 20th century’s first chance and spatial works and some of the earliest
expositions of noise and electronic materials).” 184 The concert spanned his career, featuring two
early works (Cinq Etudes and La Mort d’un tyran) alongside three of his most recent
compositions (Musique pour Graz, Six Danses en trois mouvements, and Musique pour Ars
Nova, all written in 1969 or 1970) and two with a connection to his life at Mills (Suite de
quatrains, recited by Madeleine Milhaud, and La Muse ménagère, a piano suite dedicated to
her). 185 The program notes begin, “Although Milhaud rejects designation as an experimentalist it
is nevertheless possible to discover many of the concepts underlying the avant-garde music of
the recent past in a remarkable group of works composed by him between 1915 and 1921,” then
describe several such works (none of which was to be performed in the concert), and finally
address his recent use of simultaneity in Six Danses and indeterminacy in Suite de quatrains,
Musique pour Graz, and Musique pour Ars Nova. 186 Thus, as the college prepared for Milhaud’s
final departure, his significance continued to be framed in terms not only of his decades of
service to the Mills music department, but also of his past as an avant-garde pioneer.
At the age of forty-eight, reeling from the shock of exile, Milhaud became a teacher for
the first time, and Mills College served as a precious lifeline. The presence on campus of an
eminent European composer quickly began to attract students—both women and men—from the
surrounding cities and beyond, and as word got around of his aesthetic broad-mindedness,
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openness to jazz, and relatively low-pressure teaching style, he came to be seen by some as a
liberating alternative to the strictness of an Arnold Schoenberg or a Paul Hindemith, further
forming the culture of the department in the years to come. As I discussed in chapter 1, the
isolation of the Mills campus, so far from Los Angeles and New York, was sometimes
distressing for the exiled composer. Yet it was, above everything, Milhaud’s unwillingness to
leave the college behind that impelled him to craft a transatlantic career after the war, with half
of his life still firmly rooted in the Bay Area. This rootedness at the heart of his transnational
mobility enabled him to continue to shape a musical community that had become vitally
important to him. Finally, as the musical culture of the department and of the broader San
Francisco region shifted toward experimental and electronic music in the 1960s, Milhaud found
renewed legitimacy through his own experimentalist past, not only allowing him to remain
engaged with the activity of the department for as long as possible, but also giving a new
dimension to his legacy.
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CHAPTER FIVE: MADELEINE MILHAUD

In the last decades of her long life, Madeleine Milhaud ended several interviews with the same
anecdote, a way of making light of her ongoing dedication to her late husband. 1 “I once asked a
psychologist, ‘What would you do with a patient of yours who from the age of seventeen to
ninety devoted herself entirely to one man?’. ‘I would lock her up,’ he replied.” 2 Indeed, each of
these interviews provides more information about the composer to whom she was married for
forty-nine years than about her own life, reflecting not only the priorities of her interviewers, but
also her determination to uphold Darius Milhaud’s legacy after his death in 1974. Her activity as
a composer’s widow was an extension of the “composer’s wife” persona that she developed
during and after World War II, through which she oriented her public life around his. Madeleine
Milhaud’s self-presentation in relation to her husband, carried out across more than half a
century, raises complex questions about biography, legacy construction, and the boundaries of
feminist scholarship. In the case of a woman who depicted herself as a secondary character in
someone else’s story, what does it mean to view her instead as a protagonist? Conversely, how
does recognizing a woman’s agency in shaping her husband’s public image affect how we
interpret the resultant historical record?

1

As Darius and Madeleine Milhaud were first cousins, she never had a different surname; I have opted to refer to
her by her full name in most instances (rather than “Madeleine” or “Mme. Milhaud”). As in other chapters,
“Milhaud” refers to Darius, though I also use his full name when necessary for clarity. As she often called her
husband “Milhaud” in interviews, I did not see a pressing need to deviate from typical usage in this chapter.

2

CWMM, 103. See also Madeleine Milhaud, My Twentieth Century, trans. Mildred Clary (Cleveland: Darius
Milhaud Society, 2008), 112, and eadem, “Souvenirs intimes (entretien avec Florence Lévi),” Sigila 12 (2003): 127.
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During the Milhauds’ penultimate summer at the Aspen Music Festival, in 1968, Denver
Post journalist Barbara Haddad opened an article about Madeleine Milhaud’s student
productions of one-act operas by lamenting the lack of recognition the director had received for
her achievements:
Look up the name Milhaud in any standard biographical reference book and you’re likely
to find a long, impressive listing under “Milhaud, Darius.” The French composer at 75 is
among a scant handful of living musical immortals. But look up the name of his wife
Madeleine and you’ll be out of luck. This is an annoying oversight by all those infalliblelooking volumes since the petite Mme. Milhaud is a creative member of the artistic
community in her own right. 3
To a certain extent, this “annoying oversight” is, in its past and present forms, a product of
familiar historiographical issues, such as the centering of composers and the marginalization of
women’s creative activity. As an actor, director, and teacher, Madeleine Milhaud certainly
undertook work that merits attention; in addition to the operas she directed in Aspen, she should
also be recognized for her pioneering radio broadcasts in the 1930s and her performances of
speaking roles in compositions by her husband and others. Yet attributing the neglect of her
professional accomplishments only to the biases of historiography conceals the extent to which
she actively positioned herself as “the composer’s wife,” intentionally sublimating her own
talents in service of Darius Milhaud’s career and legacy. This, too, was work—her public
persona was auxiliary to that of her husband, but by no means passive or voiceless, even as it
relied on the perpetuation of traditional heteronormative gender roles.
Although I began this project several years after her death in 2008—making me part of
the first generation of musicologists to conduct research on Darius Milhaud without the
possibility of learning from her directly—I have benefited immeasurably from Madeleine
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Barbara Haddad, “Reference Books Guilty of Oversight Concerning Mme. Milhaud,” Denver Post, 25 August
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Milhaud’s decades of advocacy for the composer and his music. Her communication with such
scholars as Jeremy Drake and Barbara Kelly enabled the research I have relied on for
information and insight. The materials in the Paul Sacher Stiftung were in her possession until
recently, and the collection still bears the evidence of her years of work to gather and organize
these documents, from her handwritten notes about dates and biographical context to
photocopies of letters from Milhaud that she acquired from the recipients or their heirs.
Interviews with her—published, recorded, or in archival collections—have informed every
chapter of this dissertation. I am indebted to her, yet I also recognize that her decisions about
which letters to keep or discard, which scholars to support or discourage, and which stories to tell
or withhold have shaped my understanding in ways both evident and unknowable.
As Ralph P. Locke and Cyrilla Barr have noted, the first generation of feminist
musicologists tended to prefer subjects who could challenge male-dominated historiography on
its own terms, particularly composers. 4 The field has since broadened its scope significantly to
include performers, musicologists, and pedagogues, but the figure of “the wife” still poses a
conceptual problem for feminist musicology, particularly in relation to that of “the composer.”
Without a feminist lens, it is tempting to view the wife of a composer (a “great man”) as either a
passive muse or a destructive force; much of the work on Alma Mahler, for instance, is rooted in
misogynist tropes that have implicitly shaped even the feminist attempts to reclaim her. 5 To
4

Ralph P. Locke and Cyrilla Barr, “Introduction: Music Patronage as a ‘Female-Centered Cultural Process,’” in
Cultivating Music in America: Women Patrons and Activists since 1860, ed. Ralph P. Locke and Cyrilla Barr
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997), 2–4. See also Kimberly A. Francis, Teaching Stravinsky: Nadia
Boulanger and the Consecration of a Modernist Icon (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015), 10.
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For depictions of Alma Mahler as femme fatale written by women, see Susanne Keegan, The Bride of the Wind:
The Life and Times of Alma Mahler-Werfel (New York: Viking, 1992), and Karen Monson, Alma Mahler: Muse to
Genius—From Fin-de-Siècle Vienna to Hollywood’s Heyday (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1983). For a critique of
Monson’s book on charges of inaccuracy and undue prurience, see Susan M. Filler’s review in College Music
Symposium 26 (1986): 151–55. See also Bee Wilson, “She gives me partridges,” review of Malevolent Muse: The
Life of Alma Mahler by Oliver Hilmes, London Review of Books 37, no. 21 (5 November 2015): 7–11,
http://www.lrb.co.uk/v37/n21/bee-wilson/she-gives-me-partridges (accessed 6 November 2015).
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counter such distortions, the impulse may be to portray such a woman as a creative force “in her
own right” and to resist interpretations that place her primarily in her husband’s orbit. In the case
of Clara Wieck Schumann, a composer herself, this perspective has been quite fruitful, even if it
cannot tell the whole story. 6 But just as overlooking patrons obscures the role of economic
factors in music composition, arguing for Madeleine Milhaud’s significance solely on the basis
of activity that fits the framework of an “artist in her own right” would have the effect of erasing
the work that went into shaping Darius Milhaud’s reputation during and after his life, thereby
making our image of the composer seem natural or inevitable. At the same time, limiting her to
the category of “wife” would be both inaccurate and unjust. This chapter therefore has a dual
purpose: I aim both to depict Madeleine Milhaud as the protagonist of her own story and to
explore the ways in which she used the persona of “wife of the composer” to influence the public
perception of her husband and of herself.
Madeleine Milhaud’s role as “the composer’s wife” also calls attention to the extent to
which Darius Milhaud’s legacy is a product of migration, even as scholars and critics continue to
place their primary focus on his earlier career in France. Prior to exile, she had not yet taken on
“the composer’s wife” as an intentional aspect of her public image; indeed, she was
uncomfortable with the idea of being seen only in relation to her increasingly famous husband.
Once in Oakland, she began to refashion her identity in response to American expectations about
women and relationships. At first, this was primarily a means of presenting herself as an ideal
representative of France during wartime, but after the liberation of her homeland, she began to

6

For a concise overview of the historiography of Clara Wieck Schumann both as “inspiration and consort” and as “a
musician-composer in her own right,” see Jennifer Holz and Georgia K. Peeples, “From Consort to Composer: The
Emergence of Clara Wieck Schumann in Music History Texts,” Women of Note Quarterly 9, no. 1 (2005): 24–27.
Though their primary focus is on music history textbooks, Holz and Peeples also note such pioneering scholarship as
Nancy B. Reich, Clara Schumann: The Artist and the Woman (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1985, rev. ed.
2001).
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focus instead on developing an image as the supportive wife of “the greatest living French
composer.” Depicting their relationship in ways that largely reinscribed traditional gender roles
became a way to counter the stereotype of the physically disabled composer as helpless or tragic.
At a time when his music was no longer considered “new,” her vocal advocacy also contributed
to his image as a senior cultural figure whose significance was not limited to the compositional
innovations of earlier decades. After Milhaud’s death in 1974, she continued to make occasional
trips to the United States for the next two decades, putting her support behind efforts to promote
his music and maintaining relationships with friends, supporters, and former students across the
country.
I begin this chapter with a brief overview of Madeleine Milhaud’s life and professional
activity before 1940 to establish her background, her relationship with Darius Milhaud, and the
acting career that was cut short by the invasion of France. I then retell the story of the Milhaud
family’s exile from her perspective, focusing on her experience of homesickness, her use of
language, and her efforts to use her personality and talents to interest Californians in the fate of
her occupied homeland. Although Darius and Madeleine endured exile together and shared the
objective of promoting French culture in the United States, their individual experiences
diverged—whereas he quickly resumed his compositional activity in a new country, she had to
build an entirely new professional life while managing a household with little support. She never
returned to the stage; instead, she taught French and drama, directed student plays, and
occasionally performed as a récitante, continuing this work through the 1960s. This reconstituted
career granted her creative satisfaction without threatening the public identity she came to
emphasize above all others, that of “the composer’s wife.” In the final part of this chapter, using

260

newspaper articles and other documents, I focus on the development of this identity and the ways
in which it functioned in the United States both during and after Darius Milhaud’s life.

Madeleine Milhaud in France
Madeleine Milhaud spent her childhood in an environment distinct from that of her Provençal
older cousin; born in Paris in 1902 as the second child of Michel Milhaud and Marie Ehrlich, she
was raised in a secular household. 7 Whereas Darius was educated at home before entering the
lycée in Aix at the age of ten, Madeleine attended a private school and, considering herself a
poor student, chose not to take the baccalauréat. 8 She saw her cousin occasionally after he
moved to the capital in 1909, and she and her mother lived in Aix-en-Provence for several
months at the beginning of World War I to be at a safe distance from the conflict. 9 Although no
one else in her immediate family studied music, she took piano lessons with Marguerite Long
and became a skilled sight-reader, capable of playing a four-hand arrangement of The Rite of
Spring with Darius by the age of twelve. 10 She learned English from her British governess, a
skill that not only gave her an advantage in the United States in later decades, but also enabled
her to engage with the literary scene of the Left Bank as an adolescent. Frequenting the
bookshops of Adrienne Monnier and Sylvia Beach in the years immediately after World War I
brought her into contact with both French and expatriate writers. She also made the acquaintance

7
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8

Madeleine Milhaud, My Twentieth Century, 23–24. If she had attended a girls’ lycée rather than a private school,
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of Erik Satie, who performed his Socrate at Monnier’s Maison des Amis des Livres in 1919. 11
Satie became a personal friend of both Madeleine and Darius, and during his final illness in
1925, she was one of the only people he trusted to retrieve items from his apartment in Arcueil. 12
At the age of nineteen, in November 1921, Madeleine Milhaud married Jacques Pfeiffer,
a Parisian lawyer of German-Jewish descent. 13 This marriage ended in divorce in the summer of
1924, when she became engaged to Darius Milhaud. 14 In later years, she almost never mentioned
that Darius was her second husband; rather, she spoke of her growing devotion to him following
his return from Brazil in 1919. 15 According to a story she told often, she left her parents’ box at
the theatre during the riotous 1920 premiere of Milhaud’s Deuxième Suite symphonique (Protée)
to stand beside her cousin, following her “instinct of future wife of composer.” 16 They were
married at the synagogue of Aix-en-Provence in May 1925, with her brother Etienne and the
writer Paul Claudel as the witnesses. 17 Francis Poulenc, who also attended the wedding,
remarked in a letter to Georges Auric two months before, “Darius is still madly in love. I
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approve, but I would have chosen a different wife.” 18 When the first edition of Poulenc’s
correspondence was being prepared for publication in the 1960s, Madeleine Milhaud was asked
if she wanted the letter to be redacted, but she was amused by it and insisted that it be published.
She later told Florence Lévi: “It is rather funny! It is understandable: I was not dressed in Chanel
and was not a socialite.” 19
In the first years of their marriage, the Milhauds traveled frequently. For their
honeymoon, they embarked on a trip that was meant to lead to Palestine, but the tour was cut
short when Darius fell ill in Beirut. “I saw the Promised Land only from a distance (like Moses),
through my porthole in the Jaffa harbor,” he wrote to Paul Collaer. 20 He later wrote in Notes sans
musique: “It was then that Madeleine began her work as a nurse, which she practiced often, too
often, with tireless devotion and extraordinary equanimity.” 21 The following March, they visited
Moscow and Leningrad with Jean Wiéner, and at the end of 1926, she accompanied Milhaud to
the United States for his second concert tour there, which took them across the country to San
Francisco, where her grandfather had once lived. 22
By the time of their son Daniel’s birth in February 1930, Darius Milhaud had been
suffering for several years from attacks of what would later be diagnosed as rheumatoid arthritis.
In a chapter of Notes sans musique titled “Beginning of the Era of Illness” (“Début de l’ère des
maladies”), he described the decline in his mobility and wrote: “These periods of illness also
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Francis Poulenc to Georges Auric, 15 March 1925, C-Poulenc, 252: “Darius est toujours fou d’amour. J’approuve
mais aurais choisi une autre épouse.”
19
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immobilized my dear Madeleine, wonderful nurse, who provided admirable moral support
through her optimism, her equanimity, her patience, her endless devotion.” 23 He treated his
condition primarily through homeopathic methods, as he would continue to do in later years. 24 In
photographs from this period, he is occasionally seen with a cane, but he did not begin using a
wheelchair until the 1940s. 25
Despite the demands of caring for her young son and her frequently ill husband, it was in
the early 1930s that Madeleine Milhaud embarked on her own career as an actor. As a child, she
had studied acting with a friend of her mother’s, but her father would not allow her to perform
publicly, so she abandoned it altogether. 26 But after her father’s death, she was able to justify an
acting career as a way to provide financial support to her recently widowed mother, who had
moved into an apartment in the same building as Madeleine, Darius, and Daniel. 27 She joined
Charles Dullin’s acting course in 1932 after observing rehearsals for Le Château des Papes, a
play with incidental music by her husband, and she soon began performing professionally with
the companies of Dullin, Louis Jouvet, and Georges Pitoëff, usually taking smaller roles. She
explained to Roger Nichols: “As I was no longer particularly young I did not want to play the
part of leading ladies. I was more attracted to character parts: nasty women, stupid women and
such like!” 28
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Not long after the start of her own performing career, she began to teach acting as well.
She had a group of private students, some of whom were foreigners learning to perform in
French, and she also taught courses at the Schola Cantorum, where she became the chair of the
Department of Dramatic Art in 1935. At that time, her husband was writing the incidental music
for Jules Supervielle’s play Bolivar—a precursor to his later opera based on the same text—
leading Georges Auric to comment: “Darius makes music for French actors; Mme. Milhaud does
theatre for singers. Is this a challenge or a game of hide and seek?” 29 In 1936 and 1937, Milhaud
composed music for more than a dozen plays—comprising over one third of his output during
those years—which reflects the influence of his wife’s involvement with Parisian theatre on his
own professional activity. 30
Away from the stage, Madeleine Milhaud regularly presented poetry programs on the
radio, introducing listeners to the work of contemporary writers as well as little-known poems
from past eras. 31 Writers including Francis Jammes, Paul Valéry, Colette, and François Mauriac
engaged her to read texts in their lectures at the Théâtre des Champs-Elysées and other venues. 32
With her knowledge of English and German, she also did occasional translation work; for
example, she translated the songs from Kurt Weill’s Der Silbersee for the November 1933
concert at the Salle Pleyel at which Weill was the target of antisemitic protests from the
composer Florent Schmitt. (Weill was not only a close friend of the Milhauds, but also
29
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Madeleine’s lover during his time in Paris; after his departure in 1935, they remained friends and
corresponded frequently.) 33 She made her debut as a récitante in musical compositions with a
performance of her husband’s Les Choéphores in Nantes; she also premiered his Cantate pour
l’inauguration du Musée de l’Homme in Lille in 1937, and the following year in Brussels, she
gave the first performance of Cantate de l’enfant et de la mère, which was written for her. She
played the role of Joan of Arc in several dramatic works, including Charles Péguy’s 1898 play
Le Mystère de la charité de Jeanne d’Arc and Manuel Rosenthal’s 1936 orchestral suite with
narration from Joseph Delteil’s novel, two leftist interpretations of the story. 34 In an interview
decades later, she attributed her intensive activity as a récitante during that time to the fact that
she was one of the only actors among the wives of the composers in Milhaud’s circle. 35
When the Milhaud family’s vacation to Aix-en-Provence in the summer of 1939 became
an indefinite stay, both Darius and Madeleine faced the disruption of their professional activity
(see chapter 1). For the composer, it was chiefly his health that prevented him from working;
during the periods between relapses, he was still able to complete eleven new works, including
his First Symphony. But Madeleine Milhaud was separated from the theatres of Paris and from
her professional networks there, cutting short a time of consistent work, public exposure, and
moderate financial success. In place of acting and radio work, she turned her attention toward
directing short plays with local students as a way to entertain wounded soldiers and to raise
money for the war effort. While assuming a matter-of-fact attitude toward wartime sacrifice, she
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also lamented the change in her daily activities, which now provided little intellectual stimulation
and no financial compensation. She wrote to Weill in November: “Business, unfortunately
abandoned now. And it was going rather well for me (I made 38,000 francs last year without
much fuss).” 36 This sum was modest in comparison to the income of her husband, who could
sometimes make more from a single commissioned composition—for example, he received
50,000 francs from Ida Rubinstein for La Sagesse in 1934—but it likely exceeded the amount
she needed in order to support her mother. 37
In several of her letters during this period, Madeleine Milhaud claimed that apart from
work, Paris and its residents held no attraction for her. 38 Focusing on the negative aspects of her
home city seems to have been a way of resigning herself to her circumstances; a similar strategy
is evident in her wartime letters from Oakland in the following years, when she criticized the
French émigrés of New York and Los Angeles despite her longing for intellectual community. In
the case of Paris, it was also the fear of invasion that led her to attempt to distance herself
emotionally from her home city, knowing that what she loved about it could soon disappear.
From the first weeks of the war, she followed the news and received reports from friends still in
Paris. In September 1939, she wrote to Weill: “You see, it is ridiculous, but I already have the
impression that I will never again see the Paris that I love so much.…” 39 She did have one final
opportunity to visit Paris before leaving the country, for the French premiere of Médée in May
36
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1940. 40 After returning to Aix, she paid attention to the increasingly distressing news reports, but
did not take action to leave until just after the Germans entered the capital. She wrote to Weill on
13 June: “For the moment, we are staying here, but it is difficult to predict the future.” 41 The
very next day, Paris fell to the invading army, and several days after that, Darius, Madeleine, and
Daniel Milhaud began their month-long journey to the United States.

A French Woman in Exile
In addition to Darius Milhaud’s status as a prominent Jewish public figure, a central factor in the
family’s decision to leave France was the composer’s illness and increasingly limited mobility.
Madeleine Milhaud told Roger Nichols in 1991: “I distinctly remember saying to him, ‘I can do
a lot of things for you, but I cannot carry you on my shoulders and hide you.’ So we decided to
leave.” 42 In a 1984 interview, she even said that if it had not been for her husband’s health, she
would have preferred to take the risk of remaining in France to fight for survival alongside her
compatriots. 43 While this comment may reflect only the imagining of a different path decades
after the fact, it also points to the centrality of her husband’s safety and needs in the decision to
leave.
In the same interview, Madeleine Milhaud refused to take credit for arranging the
family’s escape. 44 It is true that, as she emphasized, they would not have been able to obtain the
necessary visas so easily without the documentation of Milhaud’s planned U.S. concert
40
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engagements. However, if she had not quickly taken the initiative to make those arrangements—
and to convince her husband that leaving was the right choice—they would have missed the
small window of opportunity before France’s surrender and the establishment of the Vichy
government. Those who attempted to leave the country even a few weeks later faced
considerably greater obstacles and delays.
After reaching New York in mid-July, Madeleine Milhaud drove her husband and son to
California in the used car they bought with the money from their last visit to the United States in
1926–27. They had taken only a small sum out of France, following the orders of the Minister of
Finance, and most of it was spent in Spain on the way to Lisbon, as they knew they could not
keep it. In the United States, blocked from the money in their French bank accounts and
receiving no royalties from compositions published in France, they were suddenly thrown from
the financial comfort they had enjoyed before the war. Relying entirely on Darius’s Mills salary
and the money he made from commissions, conducting engagements, and publication of new
works, they were acutely aware of the precariousness of their situation and the effort it would
take to regain stability. In the first year, they also lacked permanent housing, moving from one
rented home to another every few months. Furthermore, the composer’s frequent illnesses and
declining physical mobility presented additional challenges and limited his participation in the
activities of day-to-day life.
These circumstances forced Madeleine Milhaud to assume all the duties of a homemaker,
something she had never previously had to do. The need to manage without domestic help—
which the family had always been able to afford in Paris—was a significant part of the culture
shock she experienced in Oakland. She wrote to Lotte Lenya in October 1940: “For the moment,
waiting for the opportunity to work (!), I am the veritable bonne à tout faire. Servants are very
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expensive here, and it is impossible to have them in our current circumstances, so I do everything
around here.” 45 Darius recognized the extra work his wife had taken on, writing to Henri and
Hélène Hoppenot in December of that year: “Mady is admirable. She helps me to live, to keep
from dying of despair. Her daily life is no fun. We have a little bungalow, something like a
doghouse, but it is impossible to find servants; their salaries are unbelievable. So Mady also
cooks, washes, irons, does the housework, drives the car.” 46
Alongside the constant burden of housework, the absence of intellectual community or of
meaningful relationships outside her family contributed to making Madeleine Milhaud’s
experience of isolation and homesickness in exile more acute than that of her husband, who had
his work at Mills to sustain him from the start. Near the beginning of her time in Oakland, she
reached out to Weill, who was across the country in New York, asking him to write “a little letter
for me all alone” while her husband traveled to Chicago to conduct his First Symphony. 47
Weill’s response is, unsurprisingly, not preserved in the archives, but her subsequent letter to
him—in which she wrote of their ongoing love for one another and addressed him with the
familiar tu for the first time in years—indicates that he did indulge her request for a private
letter. 48 After this, her letters to Weill continued, but quickly returned to the mode of platonic
friendship, once again using the formal vous and avoiding direct references to their previous
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intimacy. For Weill’s part, he wrote to her in 1941: “To me, France exists now only in Mills
College because I feel that the France that I loved, will always be where you are.” 49 The passing
of time only worsened Madeleine Milhaud’s sense of isolation, especially after the total invasion
of France in November 1942 made communication with those who remained there all but
impossible. Darius Milhaud wrote to Henri Hoppenot in 1943: “We are on a desert island; I work
a lot, but Mady has been sick and is adjusting poorly. Her homesickness grows day and night.
She is always active and marvelously courageous, but I can tell that she is worn down.” 50
As I discussed in chapter 1, the Milhauds’ perception of their relative isolation in
Oakland was not exclusively negative, which had as much to do with their mixed feelings about
the émigré communities of New York and Los Angeles as it did with their life in the Bay Area.
Although Madeleine was more troubled by Oakland’s isolation than her husband was, she, too,
found her encounters with French émigrés in these other cities more unpleasant than refreshing.
After a visit to Los Angeles in the fall of 1941, she wrote to Weill: “The Refugee French are
unbearable indeed. They are transferring their obsessions with ‘petty politics’ here. It really is
not about ‘France for Ever’ or ‘De Gaulle,’ but simply about ‘Being against the Nazis by any
means possible.’ If you knew how agitated the French in Los Angeles can be…. They give me a
vague idea of what the ones in New York must be like.” 51 She was especially irritated by the
attitude of the Los Angeles exile community toward her friend André Maurois, whom she felt
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they attacked “as if he were the greatest enemy of the nation” while ignoring “that he has given
remarkable lectures, telling the Americans to hurry, to go to war or to help, that time is an
important factor, that the Americans should take into consideration the mistakes made back
home [in France] in order to avoid them.” 52
In addition to offering a window on the personal challenges of adjusting to life in a new
country, the Milhauds’ correspondence during this period also raises the complex issue of
language in exile, reflecting the intersection of individual relationships and circumstances with
broader cultural concerns. While Darius quickly began to use English in his letters to the
majority of his non-French friends, colleagues, and business contacts, Madeleine continued to
write in French whenever possible, even though her command of the English language was
stronger than his at the time of their exile, as she had learned it in childhood. 53 Closely attuned to
the nuances of language due to her expertise in literature and poetry, she may have found
communicating in English frustrating and been unwilling to take the playful approach that marks
Darius’s writing in the language. To the extent that she did perceive herself as competent in
English, she may also have wished to avoid displaying her comparatively more developed skill
alongside that of her husband.
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Using her native language was also a political choice—albeit one that played out at the
level of personal communication—as she felt that she carried France and French culture with her
in exile and had an obligation to preserve and transmit that culture in the United States. 54 The
political implications of the German language were very different, and many German and
Austrian exiles consciously stopped using their native language in the United States due to that
stigma, including Kurt Weill. Weill’s earliest extant letters to the Milhauds are in German; after
he moved to France in 1933, he began writing to them in French. When the Milhauds arrived in
the United States in 1940—five years after Weill’s own emigration—he immediately switched to
English in his letters to both of them. 55 Darius Milhaud likewise began writing to Weill in
English at that time, but Madeleine continued to use French. The letters from Paul and Gertrude
Hindemith to the Milhauds exhibit similar linguistic shifts. 56 After a 1928 letter to Milhaud in
markedly inexpert English (“Have you anyone new compositions which is possible to be
executed while the next Baden festival?”), Paul Hindemith began corresponding with him in
German, perhaps knowing by that time that Madeleine could read it. 57 In 1940, he reverted to
English—by then much improved. 58 His wife Gertrude, who spoke both English and French in

54

On the relationship between language and identity in exile, see André Aciman, ed., Letters of Transit: Reflections
on Exile, Identity, Language, and Loss (New York: The New Press, 1999); Isabelle de Courtivron, ed., Lives in
Translation: Bilingual Writers on Identity and Creativity (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003); Obododimma
Oha, “Language, Exile and the Burden of Undecidable Citizenship: Tenzin Tsundue and the Tibetan Experience,” in
Exile Cultures, Misplaced Identities, ed. Paul Allatson and Jo McCormack (Amsterdam: Editions Rodopi, 2008),
81–98. Much of the scholarly work on exile and language focuses on literature rather than everyday speech; recent
examples include Alicia Borinsky, One-Way Tickets: Writers and the Culture of Exile (San Antonio: Trinity
University Press, 2011); Axel Englund and Anders Olsson, eds., Languages of Exile: Migration and Multilingualism
in Twentieth-Century Literature (Bern: Peter Lang, 2013); Sophia A. McClennen, The Dialectics of Exile: Nation,
Time, Language, and Space in Hispanic Literatures (West Lafayette, IN: Purdue University Press, 2004).
55

Weill’s letters to the Milhauds are in PSS-DM.

56

I have not yet seen any letters from the Milhauds to the Hindemiths, but the letters from the Hindemiths to the
Milhauds are in PSS-DM.

57

Paul Hindemith to Darius Milhaud, [1928], PSS-DM.

273

addition to her native German—and received a Master’s degree in French philology from Yale in
1945—consistently wrote to the Milhauds in French after 1940, even when she and her husband
wrote on the same postcard or sheet of paper. 59
Madeleine Milhaud did, of course, communicate in English with non-French speakers in
the United States, but she found other ways to present herself as an exemplary representative of
her home country, feeling that this would be her way of contributing from a distance to the
defense of France and the preservation of its culture. As she told Roger Nichols, “I did
everything in my power to make myself friendly and popular so as to interest as many people as
possible in the fate of Europe.” 60 Particularly before the United States entered the war in
December 1941, the Milhauds felt that Americans gave little thought to events in Europe,
especially those on the West Coast. 61 Madeleine Milhaud aimed to challenge American apathy in
her own community through her presence as a “friendly and popular” French woman.
In some ways, she did this by participating in her local community in ways that were
expected of her as the wife of a professor. The Oakland Tribune and other area newspapers
recorded her attendance at a number of parties hosted by prominent Bay Area women, and she
also regularly served as hostess at her home on the Mills campus. She joined the Parent-Teacher
Association at Daniel’s elementary school, and in 1941, she gave several lectures at educationrelated events with such titles as “A Foreign Mother’s Impressions of American Schools,” “A
Parent’s View of the American Teacher,” and “What American Schools Mean to My
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Children.” 62 To aid the war effort, she became certified in first aid by the Red Cross and taught
classes in Oakland; she also coordinated a clothing drive at Mills College through American
Relief for France and participated in the organization’s work in San Francisco. 63
Madeleine Milhaud’s specific knowledge and skills also came into play in her wartime
activity. She gave poetry readings and lectured on French theatre and literature; the “Music and
Poetry” lecture-recital she and her husband had developed in Lisbon was reprised several times
in Oakland, and she also lectured on Molière at the University of California, Berkeley. 64 In the
fall of 1944, after the liberation of Paris but before the end of the war, she participated in a panel
discussion on the radio about writers and artists of the French Resistance. 65 That same year, two
records she made—possibly recordings of French poetry—were sold to raise money for
American Relief for France. 66 In contrast to her poetry readings and radio work in Paris before
the war, where she had moved in the same social circles as many of the contemporary poets
whose work she promoted, she now tasked herself with the political mission of introducing
Americans to the literature of her homeland. Before returning to France in 1947, she was made a
Chevalière of the Légion d’Honneur in recognition of her wartime work, as well as for “her
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hospitality to visiting French artists and government officials and her efforts toward a better
understanding between the French people and Americans.” 67
Most of these lectures have left little or no archival trace, but one typewritten document
at Mills College appears to be a draft of one of Madeleine Milhaud’s other lectures, written
around 1943. Titled “France is a Person,” the English-language text provides insight both into
her mindset during exile and into the ways in which she aimed to interest those around her in the
fight for France. 68 The typescript is labeled “Extracts,” which may indicate that it represents part
of a larger essay, whether written or only planned. She began by describing her experience of
separation from her invaded homeland:
We are, through our love, amongst the people of France who are suffering, and, daytime
or nighttime the continuity of our thoughts is broken up by their sufferings.
Full of anguish we lean over the genuine presence of our mother-land and its
wounds. We contemplate her, such as we are in her, with her mortified soul; we live, in
mind, by the side of her children who are fighting, remaining silent and hoping.
So far away from our country, we prick up our ears at the slightest whisper which
reaches us; out of the silence of distress and waiting, a few beautifully pure voices arise;
at times they travel through space and come to us, here. It might be an article by Mauriac,
a few lines by Valéry or Vildrac, a single page by André Gide, a poem by Claudel or
some plays. 69
Like her husband, Madeleine Milhaud celebrated the persistence of French cultural
activity in occupied Paris, naming the same Poulenc and Sauguet works that he discussed in an
article for Pour la Victoire (see chapter 1) and adding the example of poetry.
Letters, for the past three years have kept us up to date on musical events such as a new
Ballet by Poulenc on La Fontaine Fables, an opera-comique by Sauguet, the libretto of
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which was taken from a play by Sedaine; other letters tell us about young people’s theatre
companies putting on plays in villages; and, other letters yet, telling us about the heroical
courage of relatives and friends sacrificing themselves ceaselessly, at the peril of their
lives, in order to fight cruelty and injustice. We also hear of society women who are not
satisfied with giving hospitality to some thirty artists now little in favor, but who also
order compositions from them which are performed in their “Salon.”
One must mention too, those Litterary Magazines which are so extraordinary, that
it is difficult to realize that the articles they include have been written during the past
three years. Poetry is everywhere: young poets sing in spite of hunger, danger, grief and
misery; their song is that of their burdened soul, a song of love, liberty and happiness. No
politics in these magazines for they would have been swiftly done away with but under
the sign of poetry, they succeed in rendering hommage to the enemies of our enemies. 70
On the subject of poetry, she mentioned the ongoing work of the poet Joë Bousquet—who,
paralyzed in World War I, became a symbol of survival in the face of German aggression—along
with politically-motivated translations of “Chinese poems, of to-day’s China which is fighting
for us and with us” and of the work of the executed Spanish writer Federico García Lorca.
The lecture then turns to Madeleine Milhaud’s own memories of Paris, giving a picture of
the city environment that was under threat:
France, as you know, absent or present is always alive in the heart of Frenchmen. I, who
was born in Paris, have never crossed the Place de la Concorde without admiring it. And I
must admit, that in the last few years, I used to pray God that nothing should come and
destroy the remarkable ordonance of its buildings. I did not admire the Place de la
Concorde alone but all the narrow streets of our city, the fragrance of the chestnut trees in
spring, the birds, the gardens and the squares in summer, the boulevards all year round. 71
The typescript ends with a series of images from her childhood: “the quais, the old booksellers,
responsible for many minutes lost . . . the Luxembourg, the students and the cafes, as different as
the quarters of Paris themselves . . . the 14th of July when exhaustion alone would stop the
dancing in the streets . . . And this is just a small glimpse of what my memory, magician of my
heart, lets me evoke.” 72 Both she and her husband expressed nostalgia for France in their letters
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to friends, but it was only Madeleine Milhaud who explicitly articulated this nostalgia as part of
her public role as a French citizen in exile. 73
The program of a 1943 recital given in San Francisco by Madeleine Milhaud and the
pianist Janet Graham offers another window on her attempts to evoke sympathy for France in her
American audiences. She opened the recital with Walt Whitman’s “France, The 18th Year of
These States,” selections from the poems of Paul Verlaine, and Stephen Vincent Benét’s “Litany
for Dictatorships,” all politically significant choices. 74 The Whitman poem, first published in the
1860 edition of Leaves of Grass, “pairs the French Reign of Terror with the impending crisis of
the Civil War,” envisioning the emergence of democracy from violent conflict. 75 Heard in the
voice of an exiled French woman in 1943, it would have more strongly evoked her homeland’s
current crisis than the French Revolution, with the final lines looking ahead to liberation:
And I send these words to Paris, with my love,
And I guess some chansonniers there will understand them,
For I guess there is latent music yet in France—floods of it,
O I hear already the bustle of instruments—they will soon be drowning all that would
interrupt them,
O I think the east wind brings a triumphal and free march,
It reaches hither—it swells me to joyful madness,
I will run transpose it in words, to justify it,
I will yet sing a song for you, ma femme. 76
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The program does not name the Verlaine poems she recited, but she likely delivered them
in French, following Whitman’s love letter to Paris with the sounds of her native language. With
Benét’s “Litany for Dictatorships,” she confronted her audience with the brutal reality of
twentieth-century fascism in the words of a poet who had died just two months before the recital.
The long poem, written in 1935, enumerates the myriad victims of fascism—“the Jew with his
chest crushed in and his eyes dying, the revolutionist lynched by the private guards . . . the
women who mourn their dead in the secret night.” The fifth stanza includes “those escaping
incredibly into exile and wandering there” among these victims. 77
By this time, Madeleine Milhaud was well aware that her family, whom she was all but
unable to contact, was in great danger. As communication channels with Europe re-opened in the
following year, she and her husband began to receive information about the fates of their
relatives. In the spring of 1944, she learned of the deportation of her brother Etienne’s oldest son,
Jean Milhaud; her brother, his wife, and their younger son were also arrested, but escaped before
being deported. Her mother also survived the occupation, having gone into hiding in the
mountains with several members of the Milhaud side of the family. 78
During the period between the liberation of Paris in 1944 and the Milhauds’ return three
years later, Madeleine Milhaud struggled with the question of when to make the journey back to
France. As I discussed in chapter 2, it seems that the Milhauds never seriously considered the
option of remaining in the United States permanently—there were too many factors drawing
them back home, both personal and professional—but Darius Milhaud’s health presented a
serious complication. As they knew from friends in France, life in Paris after the liberation
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involved too much material hardship for the chronically ill composer. In letters to her closest
confidantes, Madeleine Milhaud confessed her worries and uncertainty, weighing the reasons to
return against the need for caution—her husband’s reputation and career on the one hand, and his
physical condition on the other. Early in 1945, she wrote to Hélène Hoppenot:
His condition is a serious handicap for a return to France, because he would not be able to
tolerate houses without heat—and would be forced to stay immobilized at home, because
he cannot walk. And the Californian climate, always the same, and the heating switch
that allows us to maintain an ideal temperature in the house have not particularly
toughened him up. On the other hand:
France, what it represents for us
What Milhaud represents for the French
Daniel and, as I am a miserable businesswoman, the situation in Aix to sort out.
So that is where we are, my dear, and as always in these cases, I think, I hope that
my Providence will make me wise enough to make a reasonable decision when the
moment comes. 79
Several months later, she expressed similar concerns in a letter to her cousin Gabrielle Léon, also
mentioning the death of her nephew:
Milhaud’s health is better—but you know, I am not unaware that “this ‘better’ is
temporary.” The death of our little Jean distresses me; this child marked by fate since his
birth was particularly dear to me. And now Daniel is the oldest of the Milhaud children—
a lovable, good, very direct, intelligent person, who has remained very French even
though he was raised among Americans. But I do not know how he will adapt in France.
As for me, my dear, I will not act for myself, but will obey Milhaud’s wishes a
little. After his last illness, I thought that he must be brought back to France no matter the
cost; exile is hard sometimes, and solitude adds to the misfortune. He has his friends in
France (this letter is for you alone, my dear, because I do not want to share my anxieties
so openly with just anyone). On the other hand, it pains me to tear Milhaud away from a
comfortable existence that may allow him to remain stable. You see the problem clearly,
right? 80
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In both of these letters, Madeleine Milhaud’s own life and well-being seem hardly to
matter in her decision process. I have not seen any letters from this period in which she discussed
her plans for what she intended to do in Paris—beyond the work involved in reestablishing her
and her family’s lives there—or her own reasons for wanting to return, aside from the general
desire to see France again. There is little indication of what drew her as an individual to Paris or
to Oakland; her expressed concern is chiefly for her husband. Yet over the past seven years, she,
like Darius, not only had suffered loss and the interruption of a promising career, but also had
built up new projects and relationships in California.

Professional Activity
Although Madeleine Milhaud’s seven years of exile were marked by stress, isolation, and loss of
autonomy, it was also during that period that she began to develop a multifaceted professional
life in the United States that would continue through the next two decades of transatlantic travel.
Her pre-war career on the stage was over: she felt that her French accent and heavy personal
obligations made acting unfeasible in the United States, and in both countries after the war, she
prioritized her husband’s personal and professional needs over an independent public career. 81
However, beginning in the exile years, she channeled her interest in drama and literature into a
variety of other activities, including teaching, directing, and performing. Most of this work took
place alongside Darius Milhaud’s own teaching positions at Mills College, the Music Academy
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of the West, and the Aspen Music Festival; since she needed to accompany him in his travels, it
made sense for her to have her own work to do in each location. But it was in these places that
she could be more than “the wife of the composer,” with her own students, pedagogical
concerns, and performances.
At Mills College, Madeleine Milhaud quickly became part of the campus community not
just as the wife of a prominent new professor—though she did host her share of receptions—but
also as someone with her own talents to contribute. In November 1940, she took part in the
college’s “Faculty Follies,” a variety show to raise money for alumnae doing relief work in
China, which the Oakland Tribune reported as “her first appearance on the English-speaking
stage.” 82 The fact that such a performance was thought to merit a mention in the newspaper
perhaps reflects the efforts of the Mills College press office to publicize her presence at the
school. 83 She was identified primarily as an actress in the first Oakland Tribune articles about
Darius Milhaud’s activities in the Bay Area; two such articles gave her several labels by
describing her as “his librettist wife, Madeline [sic], Parisian stage and radio actress.” 84 Although
she was not a major focus of the press attention directed at her husband, her former profession
lent additional prestige to the family—especially when modified by the adjective “Parisian”—
and thereby to their new place of residence.
Madeleine Milhaud’s first opportunity to work with students at Mills came during the
1941 Summer Session, when she began her long involvement with the Maison Française, the
summer program’s French-language house. She and her husband presented their “music and
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poetry” lecture-recital in French on 22 July, and she directed a group of students in a French
play—the first of many—that was performed on 5 August. 85 In a letter to Hélène Hoppenot, she
wrote that while the environment of the Maison Française could not completely alleviate the
miseries of exile, the increased presence of French people and culture was a welcome change:
The Summer Session permits us to live among French people and with Maurois, who has
proven to be a fantastic lecturer—human—fair—moderate—He represents our country
admirably, and the students like him very much. The Maison Française has a lot of
students in spite of the situation—Milhaud does music classes—the Budapest Quartet
plays twice a week. We are privileged, as you see, and despite that, nothing could make
us truly happy… 86
The following summer, she wrote to Kurt Weill: “It is extremely strange to reimmerse
oneself in an atmosphere of one’s country for six weeks. To fight to maintain one’s language,
one’s literature—and to succeed.” 87 Teaching had become a key part of her strategy for getting
Americans to care about the fate of France, as she later explained to Florence Lévi: “It is very
simple: when you arrive in a country like America . . . what you do is try to make France as
likeable as possible to the Americans. Milhaud only had to be Milhaud; me, I had poetry and
theatre. Therefore, I taught both of them, and that worked. It enchants them a little.” 88 Yet it was
not only political concerns that drew her to teaching, as she described in an undated document in
the Mills College archives:
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I taught dramatic art for five years at the Schola Cantorum of Paris and at the same time
conducted at my home a private preparatory course for the theatre and cinema. In this
latter work I was dealing not only with young French people but those of numerous
European nationalities whose diversity of culture and thought, of tendencies in
interpretation created for each an individual problem. For this reason when I was called
to give a course at “La Maison Française” of Mills College, I was struck by the unity
represented in the young Americans. They have an extreme rapidity of comprehension. In
my course of phonetics and that of Dramatic Art I was able, solely by the study and
comparison of equivalent sounds to correct rapidly the principal faults in accent. I was
also able during the rehearsals of the play that I directed to observe how completely one
could succeed in obtaining from these young interpreters a homogeneity in their acting
without rushing to weaken their qualities of natural expression and fantasy. It is this
extreme malleability which I appreciate and esteem above all. 89
In the 1941–42 academic year, Madeleine Milhaud taught a weekly evening course in
“French fluency” through the Mills College extension program for members of the community. 90
She incorporated her interest in poetry and drama into this teaching, and even her beginning
students took part in French-language performances. In May 1942, for instance, she organized a
poetry reading by her students at her Faculty Village home, to which she invited the French
faculty and President Aurelia Henry Reinhardt. 91 She also directed her students in a production
of Molière’s Le Mariage forcé, which they performed both on campus and at André Ferrier’s
Théâtre d’Art in San Francisco, then the only French theatre in the city. 92 Her work with the
Maison Française continued in subsequent summers, where she was faced with political
differences among the French faculty and the challenge of finding respected and
noncontroversial visiting lecturers. In the midst of preparations for the 1943 Summer Session,
she wrote to Henri Hoppenot:
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The departure of Maurois, the refusal of Maritain, and the financial difficulties are
making the development of our Maison Française program very difficult. And we open in
two weeks. Could you respond to me by return mail if a lecturer—known to you and
respected—might be in our region in July and August. A lecturer—with a broad enough
mind and without political blinders—because disagreements are so contrary to the
interest of our country, and we have succeeded the two previous years with Mlle. Réau,
rabid Petainist—a nice pair of ardent Gaullists, Maurois, and us, in maintaining a perfect
harmony that was constructive and solely on the cultural level. 93
At this time, Madeleine Milhaud was particularly concerned about maintaining the
reputation of the Maison Française in competition with the Casa Panamericana, the new Spanish
and Portuguese language house at Mills, which received much of its funding from the federal
government through Nelson Rockefeller’s Office of the Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs. 94
She worried that if the widespread enthusiasm for Pan-American cultural exchange were to draw
a significant number of people away from the study of French, it would become more difficult to
carry out her goal of using the language and culture of her homeland to raise awareness of the
country’s plight among American students. At the same time, however, the Milhauds aimed to
use the appeal of Pan-Americanism and the college’s connection with Rockefeller to convince an
opera company to stage Bolivar, and Darius Milhaud participated in the Casa Panamericana by
giving lectures on Brazilian and Latin American music. 95
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Despite this competing program, the Maison Française found continued success for the
next several years. In 1944, the featured guests were Julien Green, who had sailed from Lisbon
to New York on the same ship as the Milhauds four years earlier, and Maurice Coindreau, a
professor at Princeton University since 1922. 96 Beginning in 1945, with France newly liberated,
the Maison Française was no longer limited to visiting scholars who were already in the United
States. After five years of separation, both the French visitors and the Mills College community
found meaning in these encounters. Darius Milhaud wrote in Notes sans musique that Georges
Magnane, a guest in 1945, “was the first to speak to us of the poets of the Resistance and of
existentialism,” making it possible once again for the Mills students—and the Milhauds—to
become familiar with new intellectual developments in France. 97
The 1945 Summer Session began shortly after the conclusion of the two-month United
Nations Conference on International Organization in San Francisco, which brought a number of
French people to the Bay Area. Darius Milhaud wrote to Henri Hoppenot, whose daughter
Violaine was serving as an interpreter at the conference after spending several years engaged in
Resistance work in France, “Our monotonous little life has changed greatly, and what a breath of
fresh air all of these visitors bring us.” 98 For Madeleine Milhaud, this event was especially
invigorating, and she worked with the Maison Française to provide hospitality and entertainment
to the French delegates. 99 In the summer of 1946, the college invited the poet Claude Roy, who
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became a lifelong friend of the Milhauds. Another guest was Rosine Bernheim, a member of the
French Resistance who had survived the Ravensbrück concentration camp. Twenty-two years
old, she traveled from France to California for the Summer Session before beginning graduate
studies at Harvard University. In a 2001 interview, Bernheim recalled the impact of her time at
Mills on her readjustment to society after the trauma of war and imprisonment:
Welcomed to Mills College by the musician and composer Darius Milhaud and his wife
Madeleine . . . I had the role of “contributing to the atmosphere”: demonstrate good
manners, speak French with the beautiful and classy American girls, entirely out of step
with my recent past. Over the course of that summer, with the Milhauds, I discovered
chamber music, the concerts of the Budapest Quartet, and painting as well: a tremendous
step for a return to life. . . . Barely a year after leaving Ravensbrück, I was experiencing
an immense feeling of freedom, and I found myself immersed in a wonderful musical and
intellectual environment, thanks to which I rediscovered the joy of living, of a light,
merry, and carefree life. 100
During the war, the impossibility of travel between France and the United States had
drawn people to the Maison Française and to similar programs across the country. Both for
students and for exiled artists and scholars, the opportunity to live in a French-speaking
environment was a valuable one. As the above quotation from Rosine Bernheim attests, the
Maison Française also became a site for renewed cultural contact in the period immediately
following the liberation of France. But in the following years, when most French intellectuals
returned home and American students could once again study abroad, domestic language
programs became a less enticing option, and the Maison Française soon faced rising operational
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pour un retour à la vie. . . . A peine un an après avoir quitté Ravensbruck, j’éprouvais un sentiment immense de
liberté et me trouvais immergée dans un milieu musical et intellectuel merveilleux grâce auquel j’ai retrouvé la joie
de vivre, une vie légère, gaie, facile.” See MVH, 235.
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costs and declining enrollment. 101 After Madeleine Milhaud became the chair of the Maison
Française in 1949, she argued that money should be redirected from bringing in visiting “stars”
to improving pay for the regular faculty, as the expensive guest lecturers were often unknown
outside France anyway. 102 But the 1952 Summer Session would be the last for the Maison
Française, and the entire Summer Session program ended in 1957. Still, the Maison Française
outlived the Casa Panamericana, which lasted only until 1949; a report following the 1948
Summer Session stated that “the romantic public interest in Latin America which once was its
strength now has faded to the point of being its factor of greatest vulnerability.” 103
By the time the Maison Française closed its doors, Madeleine Milhaud had also become a
lecturer on the French faculty, a rank she held until she reached the mandatory retirement age of
65 in 1967. After teaching part-time in 1945–46, she assumed a full course load—three classes
per semester—at the last minute to fill in for someone who had declined an offer to join the
faculty. 104 Between 1948 and 1953, she taught full-time during her alternate years in Oakland,
but after her husband’s salary increased substantially as part of the arrangement to keep him
from leaving for Berkeley, she returned to a half schedule, with a corresponding pay cut. At the
time of her retirement in 1967, her salary was $4,400, less than a third of what her husband—
who had received special permission to stay on the faculty after the age of 65—made in the same
year. 105 She was one of only a few faculty members at the college with the rank of Lecturer,
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which placed her at the bottom of the academic hierarchy. This status may reflect her position as
the wife of a much more prominent professor, the fluctuations in her course load to suit the needs
of the department, or her lack of formal academic qualifications. Although the majority of the
French faculty consisted of women without doctoral degrees, she was the only one without any
post-secondary education. However, her previous experience teaching at the Schola Cantorum
and acting in Paris carried its own prestige, and by the time she joined the faculty, she had
already proven herself at Mills through the Summer Session and her courses for members of the
community.
When Madeleine Milhaud first joined the faculty, she taught only Elementary French and
an intermediate conversation course. Shortly before the Milhaud family’s first trip back to Paris
in 1947, Lynn White wrote to her: “I have discussed with a number of persons the possibilities of
improving and enlivening your teaching schedule and likewise have examined the budget to see
what improvement in salary is possible.” Cécile Réau, who was about to retire from the French
faculty, had suggested to White that Madeleine Milhaud develop “a year’s course in Drama and
Poetry, focusing perhaps on the 19th and 20th centuries,” which would align with the
department’s goal of changing the French curriculum from chronological to genre-oriented,
something the Spanish program had recently implemented. 106 Madeleine Milhaud’s “Modern
Drama and Poetry” course, which she taught for almost two decades beginning in 1948, not only
enabled her to teach in her area of expertise—in addition to her slate of grammar and
conversation courses—but also involved staging French plays with her students on a regular
basis. These plays were produced with limited means, as she later recalled: “I had no financial
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help so I dressed the students in pyjamas and assorted oddments—it’s difficult to describe. The
pawn shop was most useful! Milhaud’s students of course provided the music.” 107
At the Aspen Music Festival, by contrast, Madeleine Milhaud was afforded the resources
and creative agency to shape the opera program at what became one of the most prominent
summer music schools in the country. The Milhauds joined the Aspen faculty in 1951, the third
year of its existence, and Madeleine quickly became involved with the Opera Workshop as an
acting teacher. Working primarily with singers, she taught courses titled “Opera Dialogues,”
“Pantomime,” “Improvisation,” “Stage Deportment,” and “French Diction,” each meeting for
ninety minutes per week. 108 “Stage Deportment” was the only one of her courses open to
students outside the opera and voice programs. She occasionally also lectured on specific topics;
for example, in 1953, she gave a master class on “The Barber of Seville and The Marriage of
Figaro in relation to Beaumarchais’ play.” 109
Bruce Berger’s history of the Aspen Music Festival provides an intriguing picture of
Madeleine Milhaud’s pedagogical approach:
Her coaching methods anticipated techniques later used by encounter groups and
psychodrama, for she deliberately cast students in roles that contradicted their
personalities . . . . Milhaud also had students write imaginary letters while others guessed
the recipients. . . . In retrospect Madeleine Milhaud found her teaching methods risky,
particularly considering that she knew nothing of the students’ backgrounds and potential
psychological problems, and later she felt lucky not to have provoked a calamity or a
lawsuit. 110
This strategy of counterintuitive casting was something she had developed in the 1930s as a
professor at the Schola Cantorum. She later explained: “One can transform people through the
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theatre, if one chooses texts that are completely opposed to their manner of speaking, roles in
which the character’s personality is totally different from their own, for quite some time, ‘in
secret,’ without telling the student, and then one fine day, you give them things that correspond
to their nature.” 111
In the 1960s, Madeleine Milhaud continued teaching these courses, and she also began
directing students in productions of one-act operas and other short dramatic works. 112 Although
she gave lessons in French diction to voice students, these productions were all done in English,
which made them both easier to prepare and more accessible for the audience, especially as the
operas she chose were mostly not well known. A 1968 interview in the Denver Post described
the pedagogical satisfaction of directing these productions:
Mme. Milhaud enjoys teaching at the Aspen Music School and the students obviously are
glad she’s there. “It’s such a human relationship to work with students,” she observed.
“They just jump and kiss me and are so thankful for what they are able to do. They
understand a work like the operas must be done in common. I fight against prima
donnas.”
She said she now feels the school has a responsibility to show new works, and she
likes the idea of one-act operas. “It’s good to give the kids things they aren’t used to
singing,” she said. “Then they have to fight a little harder, and fighting is part of life on
every level.” 113
Of the sixteen works she staged between 1961 and 1969 (see Table 5.1), eleven were
written in the twentieth century, each by Milhaud or a composer with whom he was personally
acquainted. The five from before the twentieth century were by well-known composers, but were
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not widely performed. This combination of modern and little-known older works parallels the
poetry she presented on French radio in the 1930s. 114
Year
1961
1962
1963
1964
1965
1966
1967

1968

1969

Productions
Joseph Haydn, Lo speziale (as The Apothecary, 1768)
Henri Sauguet, La Contrebasse (1930)
Darius Milhaud, Les Malheurs d’Orphée (1925)
Vittorio Rieti, The Pet Shop (1958)
Gioachino Rossini, La cambiale di matrimonio (as The Marriage Contract, 1810)
Igor Stravinsky, L’Histoire du soldat (1918)
Igor Stravinsky, Mavra (1922)
Darius Milhaud (based on Adam de la Halle), Le Jeu de Robin et Marion (1948)
Jacques Offenbach, Le mariage aux lanternes (as The Lantern Marriage, 1857)
Georges Bizet, Le docteur Miracle (1857)
Humphrey Searle, The Diary of a Madman (1958)
Ernst Toch, Egon und Emilie (Edgar and Emily) (1928)
Hans Werner Henze, Ein Landarzt (as The Country Doctor, radio version 1951, stage
version 1964)
William Walton, The Bear (1967)
Gaetano Donizetti, Rita (1841)
Darius Milhaud, Fiesta (1958)

Table 5.1: One-act operas and other short works directed by Madeleine Milhaud at the Aspen
Music Festival, 1961–69 115
Although she taught drama at Mills and Aspen, Madeleine Milhaud’s own activity as a
performer after 1940 was limited to poetry readings and speaking roles in musical compositions,
as an independent career in the theatre was no longer one of her priorities. Most of her musical
performances were in works composed by her husband, the majority of which were written with
her in mind. The composition she performed the most frequently was Cantate de l’enfant et de la
mère, written in 1938 for piano, string quartet, and reciter. 116 Because it was one of the few
manuscripts Milhaud was able to take out of France, it was a staple of their wartime performance
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activity, beginning in Lisbon. 117 The first performance in the United States was in New York at a
League of Composers concert in Milhaud’s honor on 27 December 1940, with the Galimir String
Quartet and the pianist Irma Jurist.118 The promotional material for the concert provided the
following description of the diseuse:
Madeleine Milhaud, who began her theatrical career at the age of eight, rose to occupy
one of the most distinguished places on the contemporary French stage. She has also
participated in numerous concerts where recitation was required. Collaborating in more
than one way with her husband Darius, Mme. Milhaud is also the author of the Libretto
of Milhaud’s most recent opera Médée, which was recently heard in Paris. Her recitations
and interpretations of contemporary French poetry at the sessions and conferences of the
Société de Poésie, were the highlights of the Parisian intellectual life. 119
On the same East Coast trip, which followed their first semester at Mills, Madeleine Milhaud
also contributed several poetry readings to a recital at the Chilton Club in Boston—part of a
reception organized for the Milhauds by Elizabeth Sprague Coolidge—in between music
performed by the violinist Henri Temianka and the composer at the piano. 120
Another Milhaud work she performed in New York was Les Choéphores, the second part
of his L’Orestie trilogy. Composed in 1915, it was obviously not originally intended for
Madeleine Milhaud’s voice, but it features the technique of rhythmically notated speech later
used in Cantate de l’enfant et de la mère, combined with the innovative use of percussion that
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was a hallmark of his early compositional output. 121 Under the direction of Dimitri Mitropoulos,
the New York Philharmonic performed the composition on 16 and 17 November 1950 with, as
Darius Milhaud described, “Madeleine roaring in front of the chorus and the percussion
orchestra.” 122 In Musical America, critic Robert Sabin described her role as “comparable, to a
degree, with Schönberg’s sprechstimme, except that it does not follow definite levels of pitch,”
and wrote of her performance: “Mme. Milhaud spoke her role with amazing rhythmical precision
and beautiful diction. Her voice was too light to come through clearly in many places but she
conveyed the inflections even when her words were obscured by the sounds of the chorus and
percussion instruments.” 123
Arranging for Madeleine Milhaud to participate in this performance involved several
months of negotiations between Darius Milhaud and Bruno Zirato, the assistant manager of the
Philharmonic. In April 1950, Zirato had his secretary ask Milhaud for information about the
types of whistles required by the score; in his reply, the composer inquired whether the
performance could be moved from November to December so that he could attend, and also
asked, “Who are you going to have for the solo Recitante in the spoken chorus. This is very
important, specially if it is in French.” 124 Zirato (or his secretary) wrote to Milhaud in May with
information about the cast, saying that he was considering assigning Edwina Eustis, who would
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be performing the contralto solo, to the spoken part as well. 125 While stopping in New York on
the way from Paris to California in early July, Milhaud met with Zirato, and this meeting
apparently resulted in the decision to invite Madeleine Milhaud to perform the role. However,
the Philharmonic could offer her only $100, an amount Darius Milhaud deemed insufficient due
to the cost of a second round-trip train ticket to New York. Additionally, since the concerts could
not be moved to December, she would have to find—and pay—someone to cover her classes at
Mills during her absence. 126 Milhaud suggested a fee of $250, but settled for Zirato’s final offer
of $200, the same amount paid to the other soloists. 127 Once the issue of the fee was resolved, the
composer made a final request: “For poster and programs please use the name as MADELEINE
MILHAUD (and not Mrs. Darius Milhaud).” 128
Aside from her husband, the composer with whom Madeleine Milhaud was most closely
associated as a performer was Igor Stravinsky. In the postwar years, she was one of Stravinsky’s
trusted performers for the lead role in his Perséphone, and she named it her favorite work by
another composer to recite. 129 She first performed it on 15 January 1947, in a late-night CBS
radio broadcast conducted by the composer. The event came at the end of the Milhauds’ usual
winter visit to New York, but Darius was unable to attend, as he had to return to Oakland to
teach. Stravinsky supplemented Madeleine Milhaud’s fee from CBS with “a cheque out of his
own pocket.” 130 On 23 April 1954, she reprised the role in Turin opposite the Welsh tenor
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Richard Lewis. Stravinsky’s first choice for this performance was the Argentinian writer Victoria
Ocampo, who had done it in South America several times in the 1930s, but when the Perón
regime barred her from obtaining a passport, she had to back out. 131 Stravinsky wrote to Mario
Labroca of Radio Italiana, directing him to contact Madeleine Milhaud immediately to invite her
to perform. Stravinsky knew that the Milhauds already had plans to be in Italy at that time, so
there would be no risk of travel complications; furthermore, he trusted her as a performer, having
already directed her in the role, so she met his requirements for someone reliable and competent
to replace Ocampo. 132 At Aspen in 1966, she performed Perséphone again, two hours after a
hand injury that required stitches; according to her husband’s letter to Henri Sauguet, she still
managed to give a strong performance. 133
Madeleine Milhaud also narrated two recordings of Stravinsky’s L’Histoire du soldat in
December 1966 for Vanguard Records, alongside Jean-Pierre Aumont as the soldier and Martial
Singher as the devil. They recorded the work in both French and English, with the original
release featuring both versions on the same LP. The actors recorded their parts without hearing
the music, and Leopold Stokowski then conducted the musicians to a recording of the narration,
“with the consequence that the coordination was totally artificial and indeed the tempos were
quite wrong at times.” 134 In the English recording, her command of the text is noticeably
stronger than that of her co-performers, who were also French; she later recalled, “The English
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accent of my two partners was even worse than mine—and that gave me some courage!” 135 In
French only, she recorded two oratorios by Arthur Honegger in Salt Lake City in 1964, also for
Vanguard. She was the narrator in Judith (1925)—an extensive role—and in Le roi David
(1921), she played the Witch of Endor, who appears in only one brief scene. Of the latter
performance, she later gave the disclaimer: “It is not a role that suits me at all, but at that time
there were very few French reciters in the USA.” 136
The world of concert narration in the United States at this time encompassed such
popular works as Aaron Copland’s Lincoln Portrait (1942) and the Earl Robinson–John
Latouche cantata Ballad for Americans (1939); Genesis Suite, the collaborative Biblical work to
which Darius Milhaud contributed in 1945, also fits into this category, though it was less
successful. 137 But the modernist French style of recitation, often involving precisely notated
rhythms, was indeed a small subset of this broader realm; few performances required it, and few
actors were trained to perform the roles to the satisfaction of such composers as Milhaud and
Stravinsky. 138 Madeleine Milhaud’s most prominent colleagues in this area, Vera Zorina and
Felicia Montealegre, were, like her, the foreign-born wives of influential male musicians, and
their repertoires overlapped significantly. After divorcing the choreographer George Balanchine
in 1946, Zorina—an actor and ballet dancer—married Goddard Lieberson, who worked for
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Columbia Records and became the president of the company in 1956. 139 Acquainted with
Milhaud through Lieberson and with Stravinsky though Balanchine, Zorina performed and
recorded speaking roles in works by both composers, the same roles that Madeleine Milhaud also
performed around that time. Milhaud approved of Zorina as an interpreter of his music, and
because she and Madeleine were usually on opposite coasts, they were not in competition with
one another. Around 1956, he sent Zorina scores of Cantate de l’enfant et de la mère and La
Sagesse in the hopes that she would perform them, and in 1961, she gave the spoken role in Les
Choéphores with the New York Philharmonic under the direction of Leonard Bernstein. 140
Montealegre, Bernstein’s wife, did not do any of Milhaud’s or Stravinsky’s works, but she and
Zorina both took on a role Madeleine Milhaud never performed—that of Joan of Arc in
Honegger’s Jeanne d’Arc au bûcher—in concerts with the New York Philharmonic. 141
Within a niche specialty dominated by the wives of prominent men, Madeleine Milhaud
was able to continue performing without appearing to have a full-fledged independent career. As
a teacher and director, too, she worked only in places where her husband also taught. On one
level, this arrangement developed from a practical concern—as she explained in multiple
interviews, Milhaud’s health and physical disability made it too difficult for him to be separated
from her for any length of time, which precluded a return to the stage. However, it also reflects
her aim of ensuring that “wife of the composer” would remain her primary public identity in the
United States.
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The Composer’s Wife
On 25 January 1959, Madeleine Milhaud was the subject of Kay Wahl’s Oakland Tribune
column, “She Also Cooks,” which profiled prominent local women with a focus on their
negotiation between public life and responsibilities in the home. Each installment of the column
highlighted the subject’s own views on the issue within a framework supporting Wahl’s belief
that women—i.e., middle- and upper-class white women—should cultivate their talents without
neglecting domesticity. 142 The profile of Madeleine Milhaud began:
Love should decide a woman’s career.
To a Frenchwoman this fact hardly needs stating. And for Madeleine Milhaud,
actress, authentic beauty, wife and mother, it is the rule of her life.
But though it has brought her a life of devotion to one of the great musical figures
of our time, Darius Milhaud, greatest living French composer, it hasn’t ruled out the use
of her own talents.
“There is no question about it,” she says, “women have to work—I am absolutely
for the complete activity of every moment of the day and night. But a career should never
interfere with her private life. And if you’re in love—and you ought to be—your husband
and home come first.
“If you decide to be an actress, your house can’t come first. It’s a serious and very
personal thing, for a person to put on the scale and consider what is more valuable.”
But no amount of devotion to her family, or association with a great figure like
her husband, can extinguish the brilliance of Madeleine Milhaud’s own personality and
intellect. 143
This juxtaposition of public and private aligns with the way the Oakland Tribune had been
covering the Milhauds for the previous two decades as international celebrities who were also
part of the local community (see chapters 4 and 6), but the nature of the “She Also Cooks”
column makes the gendered dimensions explicit. In accordance with Wahl’s agenda, Madeleine
Milhaud is depicted here as an engaging and multi-talented person in her own right, but one
whose first priority was to support her husband, the “greatest living French composer.”
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Madeleine Milhaud participated in the construction of this image through her own words,
characterizing her “life of devotion” as a choice, albeit the only responsible one for a woman in
her position.
Wahl continued by recounting some of Madeleine Milhaud’s accomplishments and
activities—her opera librettos, her work as a director, her status as a Chevalière of the Légion
d’Honneur, her former career on the Parisian stage—before concluding with another picture of
domesticity:
World figures and college students beat a path to the door of the Milhauds’ home in
Faculty Village, where Mme. Milhaud is a hostess of cosmopolitan beauty and charm.
And yet, with the domestic talents for which her countrywomen are famous, she is also a
distinguished cook.
“I will give you a fish recipe,” she said in her expressively musical voice, and the
simple sentence took on drama and importance. “Here people don’t eat fish enough. That
is, they don’t like kinds of fish they don’t know. But these are kinds any housewife can
find easily.” 144
The apparent contradictions in the image presented here—intriguingly cosmopolitan, yet
reassuringly domestic; accomplished in her own right, yet ultimately devoted to her famous
husband—are all part of the persona of the “composer’s wife” that Madeleine Milhaud
developed in the United States. Tailored to the cultural environment of midcentury America and
complementing Darius Milhaud’s own public image, this was an active and highly visible role
that served multiple functions. Although its roots can be traced to the early 1940s, it was in the
postwar years that her function as “wife of the composer” became both her primary public
identity and a crucial part of her husband’s U.S. reception.
There is little archival evidence of Madeleine Milhaud’s attitude toward her position as a
composer’s wife before 1940, and the narrative of her marriage that she crafted in later years
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leaves no room for the acknowledgment of discontent. 145 However, from the few traces that
persist, it does seem that she struggled to some extent with being thought of primarily as Darius
Milhaud’s wife, and that her acting career did not provide enough of an independent identity in
the public eye or in their social circles. Whatever the reasons for her affair with Kurt Weill in
1933–34, it was a relationship that could, unlike her marriage, exist solely in the realm of the
personal, with no public obligations other than discretion. After Weill’s departure for the United
States, at a time when Milhaud was experiencing both increasing prominence as a composer and
debilitating health problems, being Milhaud’s wife may have seemed to be even more of a
constraint than before. In a diary entry of March 1938, Hélène Hoppenot described a
conversation she had with Madeleine Milhaud when they went to Weill’s old apartment together
to collect the papers he had not taken with him when he left France several years before: “Today,
completely given over to her memories, away from Darius’s presence, she understands better,
and makes me understand better, her secret wound of only being ‘the wife of the Maestro’ for so
many of her acquaintances. . . . She suffers from being unable to make her own personality
known.” 146 Hints of discontent are also apparent in Madeleine Milhaud’s letters to Weill during
her year in Aix-en-Provence, especially when she made reference to the gendered discrepancy
between her situation and that of her husband (see chapter 1).
In the first years of exile, as I discussed above, housework occupied most of her time and
energy, and her efforts to shape her public persona were focused on serving as an effective
cultural representative for France. The intersection between these two concerns—domesticity
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and Frenchness—is the central theme of an unsigned article draft from around 1942, one of the
first extended profiles of her by a U.S. author. 147 In the second paragraph, following a
description of “her vivid blond[e] beauty and her electric personality,” the author wrote: “Mme
Milhaud has allowed neither her intellectual interests nor her career to interfere in the least with
her all-important roles of wife, mother, and house-keeper. Like all French women, she considers
it only natural that she should be expert at all the feminine arts and practice them even though it
should not be required of her.” In a similar manner to the 1959 Oakland Tribune article
discussed above, this statement highlights her accomplishments while positioning the role of
“wife, mother, and house-keeper” as even more important than anything else she might do.
Madeleine Milhaud is presented as someone who could have found professional success by
choosing her career over her home life, but who became still more impressive and admirable by
putting her many talents to the service of her husband and son.
By representing “French” domestic womanhood as a moral example for American
women to follow, the article—perhaps intended for the women’s section of a Bay Area
newspaper—aligned with Madeleine Milhaud’s wartime goal of promoting France through her
personality and her everyday interactions with Americans. The rest of the paragraph discusses
her purportedly genuine enthusiasm for cooking and cleaning, describing as “French” both her
innate skill in the kitchen—“She is one of those who do not have to learn to cook”—and her
avoidance of American “mechanical household devices for saving time.” The author even
connected this activity to Madeleine Milhaud’s health and appearance, writing: “She maintains
that there is nothing better for one’s health than enthusiastic housekeeping. ‘Vigorous dusting
and washing are wonderful exercise,’ she says. And Madeleine Milhaud’s striking beauty seems
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to thrive on it.” The promotion of housework as a source of energy contrasts sharply with the
repeated confessions of exhaustion and depression seen in the Milhauds’ letters to close friends
during this period.
Later in the article, Madeleine Milhaud’s decision to begin a professional acting career in
the 1930s is also positioned as a family-oriented choice. After establishing that the adolescent
Madeleine abandoned acting because her parents would not allow her to pursue it professionally,
the author wrote:
After her marriage to Darius Milhaud in 1925, she felt herself drawn back again to her
chosen art and followed courses in dramatics and diction. When people asked her if she
wanted to play a role she always said “no.” “It never occurred to me to say ‘yes.’” She
said, “You see, I felt that I had a role already as wife and mother.” But when her father
died, leaving her Mother in a difficult financial situation, Madeleine Milhaud went into
theatre work to aid her.
This narrative has her making choices based on her family’s needs and wishes at every turn—
first obeying the demands of her parents by renouncing the stage, then assuming “wife and
mother” as her only role, returning to acting to provide monetary support to her widowed
mother, and finally devoting herself to housework in Oakland.
Although this article is shot through with rhetoric of domesticity, family, and middleclass feminine respectability—both in the author’s descriptions and in Madeleine Milhaud’s own
words—it also paints a detailed picture of her creative and professional activity before and after
leaving France. Moreover, it says little about her husband. Even in the discussion of her duties as
a wife, the fact that Darius Milhaud was a famous composer seems almost incidental;
housework, childcare, and companionship would be her principal obligations no matter whom
she had married. This characterization contrasts with her postwar persona, which was focused
much more intently on Milhaud and his accomplishments.
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Although her life seemed at times to be wholly defined by domesticity, being Darius
Milhaud’s wife also involved the artistic collaboration that had begun before the war. Her first
opera libretto for Milhaud was Médée, whose Paris premiere in May 1940 marked the end of
their pre-exile careers. Bolivar (1943), their next collaboration on an opera, emerged from the
circumstances and emotions of their exile, although it would not be performed until 1950. 148 The
life of Simón Bolívar, the South American revolutionary leader of the early nineteenth century,
resonated in Milhaud’s mind with his own homeland’s ongoing fight for liberation. 149 He had
composed music for Jules Supervielle’s original play in 1936, but he did not use any music from
that production in the new opera. 150 Although Supervielle’s play formed the basis of the opera’s
libretto, Madeleine Milhaud still had to undertake a considerable amount of work in order to
adapt it effectively. With Supervielle in Uruguay rather than occupied Europe, she and her
husband could communicate with him—albeit slowly—to discuss the project and collaborate on
the libretto. Supervielle contributed texts for several new scenes; Madeleine Milhaud changed
the ending and incorporated text from Simón Bolívar’s will, although Supervielle preferred the
conclusion of his original play. 151
In later years, Madeleine Milhaud tended to downplay her work as a librettist, pointing to
the fact that she adapted existing texts—rather than writing entirely new material—and claiming
that she only did this work out of necessity and obligation to her husband. Of Médée, she told
Mildred Clary:
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Milhaud wrote to several friends he thought might be interested in writing the libretto,
but one was on vacation, another unavailable, and a third had something else to do, so
Milhaud said to me, “Why don’t you do it?” I let him insist. Now I am not a writer and I
wish I were, but I am good at blending various ingredients. . . . I gathered ideas from left
and right. There was not a word of my own in any of it. 152
Similarly, she said of the relationship between her libretto for Bolivar and Supervielle’s original
play: “I respected his text, just shortening it here and there and sometimes changing the order of
the scenes.” 153 Although it is true that her librettos were based on the texts of other writers, her
denial of the work and creativity involved in the process of adaptation seems to have been part of
a strategy of presenting herself as modest and self-effacing in order to shine the spotlight on her
husband’s accomplishments.
Even when Madeleine Milhaud was indisputably the creative force behind a text, she
resisted taking credit. Milhaud’s song cycle Rêves, composed in 1942, was published by Heugel
in 1946 with the poems credited only as “Textes anonymes du XXe Siècle.” The fact that
Madeleine Milhaud was the true author was known only to close friends until 2002, when Jean
Roy disclosed the information in his preface to Mildred Clary’s interview with Madeleine
Milhaud. 154 The imagery and sentiments in these poems mark them as a product of her exile;
themes of distance, nostalgia, dreaming, and companionship in difficult times are explored
through references to Provençal geographical features. In the third song, “Confidence”
(“Secret”), she names two Mediterranean trees also found in California, the holly oak and the
bay laurel (“les hautes branches du chêne vert et du laurier”); her home in exile becomes, in the
words of André Aciman, a “shadow city” of her husband’s native region, a place to which she
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also had a certain nostalgic attachment. 155 The next song depicts the mistral, the cold wind that
blows through southern France: “It plays with the trees, the flowers, the birds / It blows the
clouds, the dust, the stars / The earth shivers, the wheat fields roll / It is rhythm, it is life.” 156
“Long Distance,” the only song with an English title, captures the emotional impact of hearing
from a distant loved one “across the towns, the mountains, the flowers, the fields, the rivers.” 157
Paul Collaer, who likely knew that Madeleine Milhaud had written the texts, compared
this song cycle to another musical product of the couple’s home life, writing: “The six songs
grouped together under the title Rêves were composed on anonymous texts that happened to
come to the composer’s attention. They have the same kind of confidentiality as the piano suite
La Muse ménagère, which was written only a short time later. They communicate a kind of inner
vision, thereby lending themselves to performance in the intimacy of a home.” 158 Darius
Milhaud wrote La Muse ménagère (“The Household Muse”) in secret in the summer of 1944 and
dedicated it to his wife. 159 The fifteen short movements depict aspects of her daily life, including
“housework,” “cooking,” and “laundry” alongside shared moments such as “music together,”
“sweetness of the evenings,” and “reading at night.” 160
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The origins, subject, and reception of this piano suite highlight the intersections between
public and private expression in the life of a prominent couple. Although it was written as a gift,
it was not intended to remain only between them, as evidenced by its swift publication (ElkanVogel, 1945). The title La Muse ménagère reiterates the familiar trope of the wife or lover of a
great artist as his “muse,” combined with a reference to the domestic obligations that occupied
Madeleine Milhaud’s time and energy during World War II. 161 It was well known—and fairly
obvious—that the work was for and about her, but the published score lightly veils this fact; it is
dedicated to “M.M.M.M.” (standing for “Madeleine Milhaud, muse ménagère”), and the
illustrations accompanying each movement depict a generic couple—the man is thin, the woman
tall. In this way, the work could function both as a celebration of the Milhauds’ home life and as
an ode to 1940s gender roles more broadly.
Collaer gave the first performance of La Muse ménagère on Radio-Bruxelles in May
1945; Milhaud, who usually resisted performing his own music, played it at the Library of
Congress in December of that year and recorded it in 1946. 162 In 1950, the composer’s recording
was released by Columbia alongside Cantate de l’enfant et de la mère, which the Milhauds had
recorded the year before with the Juilliard String Quartet and pianist Leonid Hambro. Clifford
Gessler’s review of the record in the Oakland Tribune, accompanied by a photograph of the
couple, commended the “great clarity and expressiveness” of Madeleine Milhaud’s recitation in
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the Cantate, but focused primarily on La Muse ménagère’s link to the Milhauds’ life at Mills
College and the story behind the work’s composition: “Milhaud wrote The Household Muse
surreptitiously, during a summer session, with his son Daniel standing guard while Mme.
Milhaud was in her classroom, and presented [it] to her, when completed, as a surprise.” 163
In a newspaper that had regularly printed information about the Milhaud family’s
activities for the past decade, their status as local celebrities and members of the community gave
the recording significance, independent of any broader aesthetic concerns. Conversely, in a
review published in the Tucson Daily Citizen, critic Richard Tracey dismissed this record,
treating it as evidence of Milhaud’s decline as a composer:
Milhaud has gone through his revolutionary days. He proceeded cautiously and in a style
that pleased his following as he dabbled experimentally. But in a piano suite titled The
Household Muse, the French contemporary has slumped to embarrassing sentimental
vignettes. They are diminutive bits of pensiveness, humor and insignificant philosophy
which are sometimes gracious, more often dull. More consistent with the old Milhaud is
his Cantata of the Child and the Mother. Aside from the moments when the composer’s
wife who serves as diseuse reminds you of Edith Sitwell in Façade, this is good Milhaud
but still short of his original pace. 164
Tracey did not mention the connection between Madeleine Milhaud and La Muse ménagère in
this review, but he still implicitly opposed masculine innovation and feminized sentimentality,
viewing the latter as “insignificant” and “embarrassing” from a composer once known as a minor
pathbreaker. 165 He also blamed “the composer’s wife” for the perceived shortcomings of Cantate
de l’enfant et de la mère, comparing her derisively to another female reciter. In the judgment of
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this critic—for whom “the old Milhaud,” by then almost a historical figure, set the standard by
which the composer’s new works were to be evaluated—the personal, and by extension the
feminine, signified decline and a lapse in creativity.
These two contrasting reviews came at a time when Milhaud’s place in the American
musical landscape was in flux. When this recording was released in the summer of 1950, Darius
and Madeleine Milhaud were on their way back to Oakland after their second year-long stay in
Paris. The composer had become an established fixture of the Bay Area, yet it remained to be
seen how his nationwide reputation might change in the postwar period. There were also changes
in the Milhauds’ personal life, beyond the new schedule of transatlantic travel. The financial
precarity of the war years was no longer a concern, and their twenty-year-old son had moved to
Italy on his own to continue his art studies; both of these factors made it easier for Darius and
Madeleine to travel within the United States for performances and lectures. They would soon
begin their annual summer residency in Aspen, adding new pedagogical activity to their ongoing
work at Mills. Having made the decision to maintain a presence in the United States, they now
faced the question of what that presence would look like in the following years.
It was at this time that Madeleine Milhaud began to position herself actively and
intentionally as “the composer’s wife,” aided by the press both in and outside the Bay Area.
Descriptions of her in newspapers followed much the same pattern as before, highlighting both
her artistic accomplishments and her devotion to home and family. 166 But when the focus was on
her husband, her own voice began to come through more frequently, always in a supporting role,
and a number of newspaper articles about the Milhauds as a couple appeared not only in the Bay
Area, but also in some of the cities they visited for concerts and lectures. A new collection of
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tropes developed, such as her loving persistence in accompanying him on his travels and the
notion that they had never had an argument in all their years together. In photographs, she often
appeared standing behind the composer, who by this time was almost always seated in a
wheelchair (as in Figure 5.1).

Figure 5.1: Darius and Madeleine Milhaud at home in Oakland, 1967 167
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The Mills College Public Information Office was the driving force behind much of this
press coverage, as the couple’s fame reflected well on the college; the biographical files and
press releases prepared by the office found their way into countless articles. In advance of the
Milhauds’ visit to Santa Barbara in July 1955, the director of the office, Margaret Williams, sent
“biographical material on Mme. Milhaud and a glossy photograph of the couple” to a reporter for
the Santa Barbara News-Press, adding, “Also, the plan to have Mme. Milhaud interviewed from
the woman’s slant should secure you a good feature news play. Here at Mills we have always
had tremendous press results with everything along the interview line concerning Mme. Milhaud.
She has a special sparkle all her own and our news people have gone for it every time.” 168
Madeleine Milhaud’s “special sparkle” was considered an asset to her employer—and, as
an intelligent and literary-minded woman who supported her husband’s artistic career, she
corresponded closely to the model of women’s education put forth by Lynn White as president of
the college (see chapter 4). Away from the Mills campus, her presence and personality were also
central to shaping her husband’s public image at a time when his status as “the greatest living
French composer” started to clash precariously with the growing distaste for his music among
many critics (see chapter 6). By playing the role of the devoted wife, she could both draw
attention to his accomplishments—both past and present—and frame his significance as a
composer in a way that did not rest entirely on aesthetic concerns or the judgment of history. She
began to speak more directly about being the wife of a composer, discussing his working
methods and her first-hand experience of his music. For example, the program book for the
Hollywood Bowl production of Milhaud’s opera David in 1956 (see chapter 4) included a onepage essay titled “Highlights in the life of a Great Composer as seen by His Wife,” credited to
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“Mme. Darius Milhaud” and accompanied by a photograph not of her, but of her husband. She
began:
Being Darius Milhaud’s first cousin, I have watched his creations from the beginning of
his career—I have had the privilege of assisting at the first performances of most of his
works. 169 The elaboration or building of a great musical work, from its conception,
through its development and the final fulfillment in the stages of production and
performance, is truly the most gratifying side in the life of a composer’s wife. 170
Despite the stigma surrounding cousin marriage in the United States, the Milhauds were open
about their family relationship; in this instance, it enabled Madeleine to make the point that he,
and his music, had always been a part of her life, giving her a unique perspective on his career.
After describing his temperament as a composer (“Composing, for him, is as natural as
breathing, and about as important”) and the special sense of religious obligation that drove him
to write David, she concluded by re-emphasizing the joy of accompanying her husband to
performances of his music: “I was with him in Jerusalem and in Milano when the opera was
performed, and how wonderful it is for me to be able to be present with him at this American
premiere in Hollywood, and to thank as a composer’s wife, all the persons who have been
responsible for this night.” 171
At a time when second-wave feminist writers such as Betty Friedan were mounting
public critiques of the limitations American society placed on middle-class white women—
especially in their role as wives—Madeleine Milhaud continued to present herself and her
marriage in ways that aligned with traditional expectations. 172 The year-long celebrations of
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Darius Milhaud’s seventieth birthday in 1962–63 received regular attention in the press,
especially in the Bay Area, and her presence in these articles shows the way in which she and the
journalists co-constructed the image of an exceptionally devoted and supportive wife for the
public. A February 1963 article by Alexander Fried in the San Francisco Examiner included a
photograph of the couple with the caption “Darius and Madeleine Milhaud at Home: Few famous
men ever had a more devoted companion.” 173 In advance of a performance of Cantate de l’enfant
et de la mère in San Francisco in November 1962, an article by Mildred Schroeder in the same
newspaper began, “Although Madeleine Milhaud smiled fondly and said, ‘I celebrate his
birthday EVERY day,’ she also will take part in a public 70th anniversary tribute to her husband,
the renowned contemporary composer Darius Milhaud.” Several paragraphs later, she was
quoted again: “‘After all, we have been married 37 years—close, wonderful years. We’ve never
had an argument… have we?’ and she leaned over to take his hand in hers.” 174 In a talk at the
University of California, Davis, that coincided with the publication of Schroeder’s article, Darius
Milhaud claimed to have been “happily married for 37 years ‘without an argument.’” 175 This
assertion became a permanent fixture of the way they both spoke about their relationship to
audiences. 176
The wives of most of Milhaud’s married contemporaries had little presence in the
American press, unless they were performers or had achieved prominence in another field.
(Louise Varèse, for instance, received some recognition for her work as a translator.) Several
articles in the 1950s and 1960s took Vera Stravinsky as their subject, but she resisted fitting
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herself to the “supportive wife” mold; even under such a headline as “Mrs. Igor Stravinsky:
Bright Note in Home Life” (Baltimore Sun, 1967), she said of her husband, “Life for me in
California is very difficult. He does nothing for the house. He composes. He eats. He won’t even
work in the garden now.” 177 Felicia Montealegre, who married Leonard Bernstein in 1951, was
somewhat more accommodating of the image the New York Times and other newspapers
constructed of her. 178 Given both her husband’s status as a mainstream celebrity at the peak of
his career and his undisclosed queer sexuality, it is unsurprising that she had more of a media
presence than most of her counterparts. Montealegre knew about her husband’s preferences and
understood what was at stake in his self-portrayal as a heterosexual family man; she likely
approached interviews with the conscious aim of bolstering his “heterosexual identity
credentials” by presenting herself as the devoted wife and mother. 179
As a French composer of tonal music, Milhaud fell on the “queer” side of the aesthetic
divide discussed by Nadine Hubbs in The Queer Composition of America’s Sound, but his sexual
identity was not in question; rather, the threat to his image as a normatively masculine figure was
that of disability. 180 The association of physical disability with a loss or failure of masculinity
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has been addressed by a number of scholars in the field of disability studies. 181 A 1966 book by
Berkeley psychologist Harold Geist, The Psychological Aspects of Rheumatoid Arthritis,
presents a contemporary picture of the gendered theories associated with Milhaud’s particular
condition. In a review of previous studies on the subject, Geist discusses the correlation
identified by multiple researchers between rheumatoid arthritis and a failure to conform to
typical gender roles; according to these studies, women with the illness “assume certain
masculine attitudes, compete with men and cannot submit to them,” while men are “passively
effeminate,” and those of both genders tend to experience “restricted heterosexual relations” and
failed relationships. 182 In the Freudian climate of midcentury psychological discourse—which
permeated the broader culture as well—physical, behavioral, and sexual pathologies could not be
disentangled. 183
Although Milhaud was not yet visibly disabled to the casual observer at the time of his
exile in 1940, his body was already perceived as non-normative due to his weight. In the New
York Times on 21 July 1940, Olin Downes noted that Milhaud had “added some weight to his
stature since last we saw him in Paris,” and after the family passed through Chicago on the way
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to Oakland, June Provines of the Chicago Daily Tribune called him “a corpulent, phlegmatic
man.” 184 Madeleine Milhaud is all but invisible in most of these early accounts, though in
August 1940, a writer for Time described the couple as “fat, stubby-haired Milhaud and his
pretty actress wife Madeleine,” drawing a contrast that both emphasized the composer’s unusual
physicality and suggested evidence of normative heterosexual masculinity. 185 In the ensuing
years, when the composer’s ill health became public knowledge and the use of mobility aids
made his disability overtly visible, his wife’s constant presence alongside him in the role of
caretaker risked reinforcing the stereotyped picture of a helpless invalid. By consistently
declaring that traveling with her husband and accompanying him through life was a joy rather
than a duty, Madeleine Milhaud worked to realign the public image of their relationship with
conventional gender expectations—successful husband, devoted wife—and thereby mitigate the
damage that negative disability tropes could have on his reputation. 186
The allure of disability-related sensationalism is seen conspicuously in the press coverage
of Milhaud’s December 1960 visit to Dallas, Texas, for a conference and the premiere of his
Eleventh Symphony, which had been commissioned by the Dallas Symphony Orchestra. At the
beginning of the trip, Dallas Morning News arts critic John Rosenfield described Milhaud’s
transatlantic career and wrote: “For all this traveling, Milhaud is a wheel-chair case, crippled by
arthritis and growing bigger (about 300 pounds) through enforced immobility. ‘I need two strong
men to lift me,’ he recently wrote to George Henderson, head of the Library’s Fine Arts
Division.” 187 (Milhaud presumably did not intend for that letter to be shared with the public.)
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The following week, the same critic described the composer as “an arthritic in a wheelchair” in
the first paragraph of his preview of the new symphony, and as “bound by arthritis to a wheelchair” in a report on the Composers Conference. 188 The one article focusing on Madeleine
Milhaud, a piece by Mary Brinkerhoff in the “News of Women” section of the Dallas Morning
News, described Darius Milhaud’s size and physical condition in similar language: “The massive
composer, an arthritis victim, depends on his wife to unravel the tangles of travel and everyday
living in Oakland or at their Montmartre apartment in Paris.” Yet here, the description is
followed by Madeleine Milhaud’s own words: “But mostly, she says, ‘he definitely likes to have
his wife with him. This I am very proud of.’” 189 In the context of an article about Milhaud’s wife
and their relationship, it becomes harder to imagine him as a tragic figure, even when the same
rhetoric is used to describe his disability.
By having such a visible and active presence alongside her famous husband, Madeleine
Milhaud became much better known in the United States than she otherwise would have been. In
contrast to a number of wives in the history of American music, she did not act as her husband’s
manager; for example, she only wrote letters on his behalf when his arthritis made it difficult to
hold a pen, and this was usually personal correspondence rather than anything businessrelated. 190 Rather, it was principally through her presence in the press that she influenced his
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career on a public level. 191 Many articles about the Milhauds described Madeleine’s background
in acting and her current activities, but she was careful not to appear as if she wished to take the
spotlight for herself. Her characterization as a bright and interesting person “in her own right”—
as she truly was—had the dual effect of highlighting her individuality and of making her
continual insistence that her husband was her first priority seem all the more striking and
effective.

The Composer’s Widow
During the three years between Darius Milhaud’s retirement from Mills College in 1971 and his
death in Geneva on 22 June 1974, public advocacy was not a priority for Madeleine Milhaud, as
she focused on caring for her ailing husband. She traveled with him to events in France and
Belgium, although these trips gradually decreased in frequency. She continued to correspond
with members of the Mills faculty and other American friends, sending regular updates on their
activity and the composer’s health, but she grew impatient with the amount of letters and
autograph requests from unknown admirers. 192 Most of the coverage of Darius Milhaud’s death
in the American press mentioned her only briefly, if at all, but one extended obituary in the New
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York Times described her role in his life: “In 1925, Milhaud married his cousin, Madeleine
Milhaud, who was preparing for a career on the stage. She frequently served as librettist and as
narrator for his works, and he relied upon her for care during the constant traveling that marked
his career—despite the wheelchair and the two canes that became indispensable features of his
life.” 193
After 1974, Madeleine Milhaud resumed her efforts to promote her late husband’s music
and legacy, now in the role of “the composer’s widow.” As she outlived him by more than thirty
years, she was able to contribute actively to the work of performers and scholars until the early
twenty-first century. In 1982, she published a catalog of Milhaud’s compositions that represents
years of work to collect and organize information. 194 Her interviews with Roger Nichols
(published in 1996) and Mildred Clary (published in 2002) are among the most significant
sources of information about her husband’s life and, to a lesser extent, her own. She readily
shared information and copies of documents with scholars, including graduate students; for
example, Sandra Sedman Yang, author of a 1997 dissertation on Milhaud’s ballets, thanked
Madeleine Milhaud in her acknowledgments, writing: “Without her support, this dissertation
could not have been completed. Her immediate responses to numerous questions about
Milhaud’s ballets have been most useful in filling in the necessary research about each ballet.
Her vast knowledge and keen recollections are a great asset to this project, as well as to all
current research in Milhaud’s music.” 195
Although Madeleine Milhaud conducted most of this work from her Paris apartment, she
also maintained contact with friends and supporters in the United States, making regular visits to
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the country until the mid-1990s. As the Mills College music department, library, and
administration worked to commemorate Darius Milhaud’s legacy at the school, she granted her
support to their efforts and flew out to Oakland multiple times for special events. She performed
Cantate de l’enfant et de la mère and Suite de quatrains in an April 1980 concert on campus that
formed part of a three-month “Celebration of Darius Milhaud” in the Bay Area. In 1985, she
attended the concert celebrating the opening of the Darius Milhaud Collection at Mills, and in
1987, she received an honorary doctorate at commencement. She was unable to travel to the
centennial celebrations at Mills in 1992, but she contributed an essay and an interview to the
booklet produced by the Alliance Française of San Francisco for the occasion. 196 Finally, in
October 1995, she gave a lecture and narrated Suite de quatrains in a concert honoring both
Milhaud and Stravinsky. Her biography in the concert program acknowledged her ongoing work:
“Since Milhaud’s death, she has remained active as a performer, lecturer, conductor of master
classes, advisor to scholars, composers, researchers and students.” 197
In addition to her visits to Mills College, she also accepted invitations from Mills
alumnae across the country as they organized their own events in celebration of Milhaud and his
music. In October 1982, for instance, she attended a festival at the University of North Carolina
at Chapel Hill, where Milhaud’s former student Barbara Harris Rowan was on the faculty. (To
friends in Paris, Madeleine Milhaud described the Chapel Hill campus as consisting primarily of
trees and musicologists.) 198 Her most enduring connection was with Katharine Mulky Warne,
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who founded the Darius Milhaud Society in Cleveland. 199 For a number of years, the Society
was very active in promoting Milhaud’s music through concerts and special events in Cleveland,
and its newsletter, published between 1985 and 2002, printed essays by those who had known
the composer and news about performances of his music. Shortly after the founding of the
Society in 1984, Madeleine Milhaud went to Cleveland for its inaugural festival. She “accepted a
document from Mayor George Voinovich of Cleveland to proclaim Darius Milhaud Day on
March 31,” then participated in the festival by giving a master class, delivering two lectures, and
performing Suite de quatrains. 200 She returned to Cleveland in September and October 1985 for
a two-week “Salute to Darius Milhaud” at the Cleveland Institute of Music, again lecturing and
performing, and in 1989, the Institute awarded her an honorary doctorate.
After the death of Olivier Messiaen in 1992, his widow, Yvonne Loriod, wrote to
Madeleine Milhaud: “You do not know just how much we admired you: ‘How does she have this
courage? And she goes everywhere, running along, cheerful, and can continue to love her great
Milhaud.’ I must take you as my model.” 201 And indeed, Loriod’s way of being a composer’s
widow was to be similar to Madeleine Milhaud’s; until her death in 2010, she continued
performing her husband’s music, gave interviews, and granted scholars access to her personal
archives and to her expert knowledge. 202 Yet the authority to grant access to information,
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however generously exercised, is also the authority to control access to information. Scholars of
Messiaen have only just begun to be able to put forth images of the composer that clash with
Loriod’s version of the narrative, particularly where his first wife is concerned. 203 Helene Berg,
the wife of the composer Alban Berg, not only concealed the knowledge of her late husband’s
significant extramarital relationship, but also barred anyone from viewing the manuscript of the
incomplete third act of Berg’s opera Lulu in an effort to prevent any other composer from
completing it. (A version completed by the Austrian composer Friedrich Cerha had its premiere
in 1979, just three years after Helene Berg’s death.) 204 An even more extreme example is that of
Alma Mahler, whose selective editing of letters and distortion of her first husband’s biography
have been termed “the Alma Problem” by later scholars working to correct the record. 205 In the
case of Madeleine Milhaud—who was certainly no Alma Mahler—it may still be too early to see
how scholarship on Darius Milhaud will change in the wake of her passing. My sense, however,
is that an equally interesting question may be how scholars might begin to reassess her own life
and work in the years to come, given her sustained effort to direct attention away from herself
and toward her husband. In this chapter, I have both given recognition to her self-fashioned
persona as “the composer’s wife” and looked beyond it, but more work remains to be done.
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CHAPTER SIX: IDENTITY AFTER EXILE

Darius Milhaud’s seventieth birthday year (1962–63) was commemorated by concerts and other
special events across the United States and in Europe. 1 In July 1962, two months before his
September birthday, the Aspen Music Festival began the year of international tributes with a
two-day festival that combined the recognition of its distinguished faculty member with a
celebration of Bastille Day “in the genuine French manner.” After the first day of the festivities,
New York Times music critic Harold C. Schonberg reported:
It was Bastille Day in France yesterday, and it was also Bastille Day in Aspen, the little
town in Colorado that is the scene of what artistically is the finest music festival in
America.
And Bastille Day continues through midnight tonight, with dancing in the streets,
“flics” in blue uniform, street singers in beard and beret, balloons, kiosks, a working
guillotine and even a newspaper. For this occasion the masthead of The Aspen Times has
read Le Temps d’Aspen.
What better way to honor the seventieth birthday of Darius Milhaud, even if the
actual date is about two months off? Milhaud is a world-famous composer, and he has
been associated with the festival for twelve years—almost since its very beginning
fourteen years ago. Thus he is a familiar sight here every summer. Last night he had a
good time watching the festivities from his wheelchair. . . .
The big attraction was the guillotine. Many faculty members kneeled to put their
heads on the block, with delighted roars of approval from the students. Milhaud watched
this part of the evening with a curiously speculative look. 2
Alongside this performance of stereotyped Frenchness on the streets of a Colorado resort town
were more typical acts of commemoration—a speech by the mayor, the awarding of a key to the
city, a concert featuring several of Milhaud’s compositions as well as a symphony by Charles
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Jones written in his honor, and “the presentation of the Aspen Laurel Leaf Crown to Milhaud by
Darius Brubeck, 15-year-old son of Dave Brubeck.” 3
This event in Aspen and its coverage in the local and national press present a
concentrated picture of the constellation of themes that comprised Milhaud’s identity as a public
figure in the United States after World War II. First, and most overtly, it demonstrates that more
than twenty years after his arrival in the United States as a composer in exile, Milhaud remained
undeniably French to American eyes. His yearly travel between France and the United States
from 1947 onward gave him an ongoing connection to the country that had welcomed him
during the war, but it also continually reinforced his link to his homeland. Moreover, Milhaud’s
self-presentation made it impossible to see him as anything other than French. He spoke with a
thick accent and wrote in steadily improving but always idiosyncratic English, his compositions
were almost always performed under French titles, and newspaper articles and concert programs
regularly noted that he had styled himself in his memoirs as “a Frenchman from Provence.” In
exile, Milhaud had foregrounded his national identity as a political act (see chapter 1); after
World War II, both his Frenchness and his international mobility took on renewed political
relevance in light of Cold War–era French-American relations and cultural diplomacy. His
transatlantic travel and extensive professional networks made him well positioned to facilitate
contact between U.S. and European musicians; students who began working with him at Mills or
Aspen routinely followed him to Paris for further study, where they made their own connections
in the world of European music, and he also helped to arrange U.S. visits by some of his
European colleagues.
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The second theme that emerges from this event is the double-edged sword of age and
status. At seventy, Milhaud had reached a point in his career where official honors and
recognition came to him regularly, which he handled with his usual wry modesty—when he
became a Grand Officier of the Légion d’Honneur two summers later (in 1965), he responded to
a congratulatory message from Henri Sauguet with “Thanks for your telegram, but I know
nothing. Grand Officier of what?” 4 Yet he observed that the cavalcade of awards and titles was
accompanied by decreased interest in his music; in response to the Légion d’Honneur promotion,
he remarked to Charles Cushing, “France honors me, but her theatres . . . never play me!!” 5 At
the Aspen Music Festival, at least, the impulse to honor Milhaud was a response to his continued
activity as a member of the faculty and participant in the community; the same was true of the
seventieth-birthday festival held at Mills College the following May (see chapter 4). His status as
a well-connected senior composer with an international presence was an asset both to Mills and
to Aspen in a number of important ways, and it was in the San Francisco Bay Area that his
sustained engagement with local musical life was rewarded with consistently positive press
coverage. Yet in much of the country, especially among music critics, Milhaud’s ongoing
compositional activity often seemed to be of considerably less interest than his legacy.
Describing the concert that formed part of the Bastille Day celebration at Aspen, Schonberg
praised the “good deal of rhythmic spirit” in the new symphony written by Milhaud’s colleague
Charles Jones for the occasion, then wrote:
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Milhaud’s music, of course, has been predictable within the last decade. It is incredibly
fluent, a little thin, highly melodic and weakest in the development sections, where
patterns seem to be busily juggled instead of carried to their logical consequences.
His songs have always been attractive, and the Chants Populaires Hébraïques
proved no exception. They were delightful—exotically colored and sophisticated, with
the chic so typical of Milhaud’s music at its best. The Harp Concerto and the Symphony
had a few sections that carried one back to the tongue-in-cheek, purposely naïve musichall antics of “Les Six” forty years ago. 6
Schonberg’s “of course” suggests that the critic considered his judgment of Milhaud’s recent
music to reflect a commonly held opinion, and indeed, the idea that Milhaud had become a
predictable composer lacking in new inspiration is found with increasing frequency in concert
reviews during the postwar era, most acutely in New York. The critique was often tied to his
noteworthy prolificness, putting forth the image of a composer who merely “churned out
music.” 7
The third issue arising from the Aspen event and its press coverage is the public
perception of Milhaud’s health and limited physical mobility, which further complicated his
reception. Many reports about the concerts he conducted or other events he attended noted his
condition and his use of assistive devices. Schonberg mentioned it twice in the Aspen article,
first describing the composer sitting in his wheelchair to observe the Bastille Day events, then
concluding his review of the concert: “Milhaud, who slowly made his way to the podium
supported by two canes, was greeted by a standing ovation.” 8 Schonberg’s descriptions here
serve primarily to emphasize the composer’s senior status, reinforcing a link between disability
and age. But Milhaud had been living with mobility impairment and chronic pain for decades—
which distinguishes him from composers who became ill or disabled only late in life, such as
6
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Igor Stravinsky or Arnold Schoenberg—and the use of a wheelchair made his disability
immediately apparent. The sustained emphasis on Milhaud’s disability in the American press
intersects with every other element of his reception, from his reputation as a world traveler to the
perception that he composed too much and too carelessly.
This chapter explores these aspects of Milhaud’s identity in the United States after World
War II, focusing on interpersonal networks, press coverage, and the ways in which each was
influenced by the other. I first discuss how his identity as a French composer in exile was swiftly
transformed, with the aid of journalists, into a transatlantic identity that remained distinctly
“French.” In the context of the early Cold War, his decision to divide his time between France
and the United States aligned with efforts to promote travel and good relations between the two
countries. The next section focuses on the role of Milhaud’s chronic illnesses and disabilities in
his image as a composer, considering critics’ incorporation of descriptions of his physical
condition into reviews of the concerts he conducted, the largely unspoken stigma he faced as
someone with a non-normative body, and perceptions of the relationship between his health and
his compositions. Finally, I examine the reception of Milhaud’s new compositions in the 1950s
and 1960s, which is marked by stark differences between the views of the New York community
of music critics and their counterparts in the San Francisco Bay Area. I attribute Milhaud’s
increasingly negative reputation in New York in part to the weakening of his professional
connections in that city, whereas his ties to the Bay Area only strengthened over time, creating a
very different view of his significance.
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Embodying International Exchange
In April 1949, during Milhaud’s first year back in California after exile, Albert Goldberg’s
weekly Los Angeles Times column, “The Sounding Board,” featured an interview with the
composer under the headline “Darius Milhaud: International Commuter.” Depicting him as a
representative of France with a special connection to the United States, uniquely positioned to
comment on the differences between the musical cultures of the two countries, the article
established a pattern that would be followed by numerous journalists over the next two decades.
To introduce the interview, Goldberg, two years into his tenure as the newspaper’s chief music
critic, wrote: “His conversation bristles with typical French esprit, though he speaks English not
only fluently but also with a sometimes disarming command of Americanisms.” 9 After
discussing “the contrast between the American system of education and that of his own country”
(see chapter 4), Milhaud turned to the issue of government support for musical activity, another
area in which he saw a vast difference between France and the United States: “Milhaud believes
the problem of opera in the United States is ‘without hope’ until there is government subvention.
‘The Metropolitan Opera is an organization between a museum and a cemetery—although as a
museum it is very good. But under present conditions it is impossible to produce new works.’”
Looking forward to the premiere of Bolivar in Paris after his unsuccessful attempts to have the
opera produced in New York, he had first-hand experience with both institutions. The next
section of the article quotes Milhaud’s assessment of contemporary French music:
The composer reports “unbelievable” musical activity in France. But he mourns that, with
all our facilities of rapid communication, one country knows so little of what the other
country is doing. . . .
Composition in France is at a crossroads, Milhaud believes.
9
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“There are still remains of Ravelism,” he reports. “Messiaen is a strong influence
on young composers. There are 12-tone composers there, as in Patagonia and the North
Pole, and though I don’t like it I am glad this recognition has come to Schonberg [sic],
whom I greatly respect and admire. Stravinsky is also still a strong influence through the
teaching of Nadia Boulanger.”
Thus Milhaud finds commuting between America and Europe invigorating and
stimulating. It has only one drawback—the expense. 10
This article demonstrates how quickly the image of Milhaud as a transatlantic composer
supplanted that of the composer in exile. After only one trip back to Paris, his yearly travel
between the two countries was already characterized as a fixed routine. Three years later, a
similar profile in the San Francisco Chronicle glossed over the circumstances of Milhaud’s
initial arrival entirely, instead backdating the start of his “shuttle between Paris and Oakland” to
1940. Arts critic Robert H. Hagan set the scene for his interview with Milhaud by describing the
“kind of bi-national combination of elements that seem to surround the composer”—his
“Mediterranean-style villa” on the Mills campus, the quintessentially American “home-made
basketball backboard” on the outside of the house, the living room that was “American, to be
sure, in the Baldwin piano and the severely professional-looking phonograph that dominated one
alcove, but unmistakably French in the paintings and drawings on the wall.” Milhaud himself is
described as “indisputably French,” possessing “Gallic raison, Gallic enthusiasm, and Gallic
spontaneity” and “an undeniably French reasonableness” in his approach to composition. 11
The headline of Hagan’s article, “An Interview With the French-U.S. Ambassador of
Musical Good Will,” is an overt reference to the international sociopolitical context in which
Milhaud was cast into the role of French cultural representative. From the beginning of the Cold
War, as historian Christopher Endy has shown, travel from the United States to France was
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promoted in both countries as part of broader efforts to create closer ties between the United
States and Western Europe and to rebuild France’s image as a world power after the
occupation. 12 Travel writing promoted a “touristic vision of France as a pillar of civilization” and
a center of culture. 13 As a Frenchman who spent half of his time in his native country and the
other half in California, Milhaud was held up by U.S. journalists as an embodiment of this
politically motivated cultural exchange, and this helped to solidify his image as a transatlantic
French composer.
For his part, Milhaud embraced this new role. 14 Crafting a persona that was both
acceptable and functional in this new era afforded him the personal security he had lost in exile:
where he had once kept his distance from leftist politics out of fear of losing his French
citizenship during the Vichy regime, he was now anxious to protect his ability to travel freely.
After hearing from Milhaud that he had refused to sign a petition to the U.S. government
protesting the deportation of the composer Hanns Eisler, Hélène Hoppenot wrote in her diary in
February 1948: “He would have liked to give his name, but he is determined to return to
California. Anyone who sides with a communist or a sympathizer is denied entry to the
territory.” 15 Though perhaps only an excuse in this case, the potential threat to Milhaud’s
transnational mobility was a legitimate concern, as Eisler’s own situation illustrated.
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Furthermore, the political mainstream of the Cold War–era United States was a
comfortable fit for a composer who had eschewed partisanship during World War II in favor of
“defending French culture” through his music (see chapter 1). Apart from the issue of Zionism
(see chapter 3), Milhaud tended to take centrist or noncommittal stances that enabled him to
maintain his politically diverse circle of friends and to avoid being viewed as an ideologically
motivated composer, but this only made him more suited to a role in Cold War cultural politics.
The widespread emphasis on cultural diplomacy—and on music as a diplomatic tool—aligned
well with his preferred mode of political engagement, and at a time when the foreign policies of
France and the United States were not always in accord, the notion of “French culture” as an
exemplar of Western civilization was deployed by those in both countries who urged for closer
relations. 16 Whereas Latin American musical nationalism came under increasing suspicion in the
United States, leading such composers as Alberto Ginastera to move toward serialism and
aleatoricism, Milhaud could continue to benefit professionally from emphasizing his own
national identity in his music and in his public persona, as French nationalism did not carry the
same communist connotations. 17 As he had done with wartime pieces such as Suite française and
Fanfare de la Liberté, he continued to give French titles to many of his compositions
commissioned by U.S. ensembles, including Ouverture méditerranéenne (Louisville Symphony
Orchestra, 1953), Ouverture philharmonique (New York Philharmonic, 1962), and Promesse de
Dieu (Dickinson College, 1973). Even when a work was premiered under an English title, the
score was almost always published in France—his wartime relationships with U.S. publishers, no
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longer necessary, having largely fallen by the wayside—making the French title “official” and
giving the impression that he habitually named his compositions in his native language.
Performing Frenchness for Americans was not always particularly dignified. In January
1963, he wrote to his Conservatoire colleague Jean Rivier: “You asked me what I have written
since October. . . . It is a rather stupid commission from RCA Victor: a suite entitled A
Frenchman in New York. They will be disappointed if they think that it will be like An American
in Paris. It is a suite in six parts, quite close to the style of my Symphonies.” 18 The record
company had, in fact, intended Milhaud’s composition to be a companion piece to George
Gershwin’s An American in Paris for a recording by the Boston Pops; the six movements bear
picturesque titles, and some of the music can be heard to evoke specific imagery. 19 Although
Milhaud willingly accepted and fulfilled the commission (which took three months instead of
one due to illness, as he complained to Rivier), he attempted to distance himself from the
composition’s programmatic qualities. 20 An article in Newsweek quoted the composer agreeing
with a critic who had heard nothing particularly “New York” about the work: “Music is music. If
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you played it without titles, it would be a Suite Symphonique. It is the same with An American in
Paris.” 21
As a French citizen, Milhaud did not participate in the U.S. State Department’s cultural
diplomacy efforts in the manner of many of his American colleagues, but his existing networks
still put him in an ideal position to embody international exchange not only through his
professional activity, but also through his very presence in the world. 22 Most significantly, he
was a long-time friend of Nicolas Nabokov, the Russian-born composer and administrator who
served as secretary-general of the anticommunist, and CIA-funded, Congress for Cultural
Freedom (CCF) from 1951 to 1966. 23 Milhaud and Nabokov shared an extensive web of
connections cultivated over several decades, and both men followed their wartime residence in
the United States with transatlantic careers. 24 After leaving France for the United States in 1933
and remaining there through the 1940s—apart from a period of time working with the U.S.
military government in Berlin (1945–46)—Nabokov ran the CCF in Paris while retaining his ties
to the U.S. government and to U.S.-based composers such as Igor Stravinsky.
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Shortly after assuming the leadership of the CCF, Nabokov began organizing a festival of
modern music and art in Paris, L’Œuvre du XXe siècle, which was held in May 1952. 25 At one
concert on 8 May, Milhaud’s Suite symphonique no. 2 (Protée) was performed by the Boston
Symphony Orchestra under Pierre Monteux, but the work was—inevitably—overshadowed on
the program by Stravinsky’s The Rite of Spring. Directed by its original conductor nearly forty
years after its premiere, the well-received performance of the Rite was lauded by U.S. critic Olin
Downes as “a triumph of literally epochal significance,” reflecting the festival’s championing of
Stravinsky as a successful anti-Soviet composer. 26 Two years later, at the next CCF festival in
Rome (La Musica nel XX Secolo), Milhaud conducted his Fifth Symphony and participated in a
panel discussion on “Music and Contemporary Society.” In advance of the festival, he served on
the board that selected twelve young composers to enter a composition competition. 27 He was
also invited to Tokyo for the “East-West Music Encounter” in April 1961, but he declined
because he already had concert engagements in New York during that time. 28 It was as a
representative of France, not of the United States, that Milhaud took part in these international
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conferences, but his long association with the United States may have added an additional
dimension to his participation. 29
In comparison with some of his peers, Milhaud’s involvement in these overtly politicized
musical activities was relatively limited, but as a pedagogue, he enabled students to undertake
their own transatlantic adventures. From the beginning of his postwar teaching career in 1947, he
used his influence to bring U.S. students to Paris for further study. Three “Mills G.I.s” followed
him across the Atlantic the first year, under the auspices of a “Mills College Extension Course”
that Milhaud established (see chapter 4). In 1949, the same program attracted a group of eight
young composers, some of whom had never attended Mills. Nadia Boulanger also taught
numerous American students in France, as she had done before World War II, but Milhaud’s
ongoing teaching activity in the United States enabled students to connect with him before
traveling abroad. 30 Between his first summer in Aspen in 1951 and his retirement from the
Conservatoire in 1962, a student might encounter Milhaud in Oakland, Aspen, or Paris and
continue studying with him in one or both of the other places. In the vast majority of cases, it
was U.S.-based students who traveled to Paris; it was rare for Conservatoire students to continue
on to Mills or Aspen, as the composition programs were less advanced or prestigious. One
exception was the Japanese student Motoyuki Takahashi, who received fellowships for Aspen
and Mills in 1964 after four years at the Conservatoire. 31
Once in Paris, American students had the opportunity not only to take classes at the
Conservatoire, but also to take in the city’s other musical offerings. The “Mills G.I.s” in 1947, all
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jazz musicians, found a new jazz scene to explore; in the late 1950s and early 1960s, it was new
European music that captivated the American students. William Bolcom recalled the
overwhelming force of Pierre Boulez’s Domaine musical concerts, at which he heard music by
such composers as Luciano Berio and Karlheinz Stockhausen, then little-known in the United
States: “Those concerts! Their impact was almost frightening, like the way I felt when I first
heard The Rite of Spring. . . . There were other concert series of new music in Paris, but none had
the authority or impact of these; after the pseudo-Schoenbergian crabbed sufferings of the
California bunch they were like a breath of fresh air.” 32
The official Mills extension course lasted only through the 1953–54 school year, but at a
time when governmental initiatives and private foundations in both the United States and France
poured resources into facilitating travel between the two countries, particularly for the purposes
of academic study, U.S. students had a number of funding options available to enable them to
follow Milhaud to Paris for a year. 33 Richard Felciano recalled the speed with which he received
a grant from the French government after his first year as a graduate student at Mills:
I was alone in [Milhaud’s] living room toward the end of the year, and I remember
saying, “It’s terrible that you’re going to be gone next year. It would be nice if I went, if I
could go to Paris with you.” Which I just said off the top of my head, not really meaning
anything by it. And he simply looked up over the top of his glasses very sternly, as he
was apt to do, and said, really growled, “Well, if you are serious, don’t sit here talking to
me, go to the French Consulate in San Francisco and tell them that you want to go.” And
so I immediately left the room, got in my car, and drove to San Francisco to the French
Consulate. And by the time I got there he had made a telephone call to the French cultural
attaché, who gave me some forms to fill out. And ten days later I had a letter from the
embassy, French embassy in Washington, saying that the French government had
awarded me a grant. And I went to Paris to work with him. 34
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Milhaud was familiar with the funding possibilities open to U.S. musicians for travel to
France, and as he did in Felciano’s case, he encouraged his students and friends to take
advantage of the opportunity. He repeatedly urged Charles Cook Cushing, a friend on the
Berkeley music faculty, to get a Fulbright fellowship to travel to Paris, as if it were only a matter
of filling out the application (and perhaps knowing the right people), and he wrote to Arthur
Berger in 1953: “Cant you arrange a kind of Guggenheim Fullbright Carnegie Ford fellowship?
It would be so nice to have you both there [in Paris] for a season.” 35 The successful Fulbright
applications of Mills students Barbara Rowan (then Barbara Harris) in 1955 and Beverly Bond in
1959 were reported in the Oakland Tribune; the latter article noted that Bond had “toured Europe
with a group of students sponsored by the State Department in performing American drama in
universities in seven countries” three years earlier. 36 In the latter half of the 1950s,
approximately three hundred Americans received Fulbright grants each year to travel to France,
and a similar number traveled from France to the United States with the support of the same
program. 37
Milhaud was also influential in facilitating the visits of European musicians to the United
States, and particularly to the Aspen Music Festival. For example, for the 1962 festival, which
would feature French music in honor of Milhaud’s seventieth birthday, he invited Henri Sauguet
and Olivier Messiaen to attend and to present their own compositions. 38 Alerting Sauguet to the
letter of invitation he was to receive from Norman Singer, the director of the festival, Milhaud
assured his friend: “It is not business, it is a vacation. All of your expenses will be paid, of
35
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course.” 39 During Sauguet’s visit, the Opera Workshop gave the first U.S. performance of his
1930 opera La Contrebasse, directed by Madeleine Milhaud (see chapter 5). Later in the
summer, Messiaen arrived with his wife, Yvonne Loriod, straight from their tour of Japan.
Loriod helped to adjudicate the piano competition and played concerts including piano music by
Messiaen, Milhaud, Boulez, and André Jolivet. 40 After leaving Colorado, Messiaen wrote to
Milhaud with the affection and reverence that characterizes most of his letters to the older
composer: “You and your wife, my dear Maestro, were our two guardian angels in Aspen! And I
continuously think back, with the deepest emotion, on this incredible occurrence: the greatest
living French composer, pondering over the works of a colleague more than seventeen years
younger with so much simple and affectionate kindness…. Thank you for that, and for
everything else.” 41

The Disabled Composer
Throughout his two and a half decades of regular travel between France and the United States,
Milhaud was visibly physically impaired, usually requiring the use of a wheelchair, and
journalists routinely noted a perceived incongruity between his transnational mobility and the
limitations of his body. For example, Walter Arlen began a 1967 profile of the composer in the
Los Angeles Times:
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He will be 75 on Sept. 4, but he commutes between two continents like a member of the
jet set. The crippling arthritis that has tied him to a wheelchair has not interrupted an
annual schedule that revolves around summers in Aspen like a merry-go-round: home to
Paris for the winter; to Aspen for the music festival; on to Oakland for more teaching at
Mills College in winter; back to Aspen for the summer; home to Paris for the winter, and
so on, as it has been for more than a decade. 42
Arlen’s descriptions, and others like them, flatten real-life considerations—the role of the
composer’s health in the decision to maintain a presence in California after World War II, the
particular accessibility challenges of Paris, the salutary effects of Oakland’s mild weather and
Aspen’s altitude—into a simple narrative of perseverance in the face of physical challenges. In
more recent accounts of Milhaud’s career, travel and disability are sometimes the only images
offered to characterize his life after 1947. The article on the composer in the 2001 edition of the
New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, for instance, sums up his late career: “Since he
only gave up his Mills post in 1971, the latter part of his life was divided between the two
countries. With the constant round of concerts, this all meant a lot of travel, yet despite his
handicap, he relished it.” 43
Although Milhaud always maintained that negative assessments of his music did not
bother him, this careful nonchalance did not extend to comments on his physical condition or
appearance, as he explained to Claude Rostand in 1952:
Another critic reported not long ago that I was lifted up onto the podium half paralyzed—
a spectacle that would suggest I had had a stroke. Furthermore, didn’t his comment have
the added implication that I wasn’t in full possession of my faculties? That was the same
critic who, on another occasion, wrote “the always pasty-looking Darius Milhaud.” The
discomfort that I sometimes suffer as a result of my rheumatic condition is not the
42
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province of musical criticism, and the constant battle that I wage between my work and
my pain is my affair only. 44
By this time, he no longer played piano in public, so it was as a conductor of his own music that
his impairment was the most visible to the concertgoing public—and to music critics. In the
1950s and 1960s, he almost always conducted sitting down, but rather than appearing on stage in
a wheelchair, he would generally walk to the podium—slowly, supported by two canes. As Alex
Lubet has discussed, performers and conductors with mobility impairments have often had to
navigate concert halls not designed with accessibility in mind, and this was likely one of the
primary reasons why Milhaud seldom conducted from a wheelchair. 45 But walking across the
stage also demonstrated to audiences that he was not completely immobile, and it was this that
preoccupied New York Times critic Howard Taubman in a review of a concert at the Aspen
Festival in 1957. In the first two paragraphs of the article, which appeared under the headline
“Milhaud, Crippled by Arthritis, Conducts,” Taubman interpreted the composer’s choice of
assistive device as a matter of pride, invoking the familiar trope of the disabled person who
inspires others by performing ordinary actions. 46
Darius Milhaud is a victim of arthritis and is obliged to use a wheelchair. But when he
must appear before the public as a performer, he will not let himself be wheeled onto the
stage. He conducted one of his pieces at yesterday’s Aspen Festival concerts and, with
the help of a couple of canes, walked on—slowly and gallantly.
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Mr. Milhaud may be determined not to let pity for his infirmity affect the public’s
reaction to his music. But he need not worry. His position as one of the distinguished
composers of our time is solidly established. And his courageous behavior on the concert
stage makes one feel a partner in his indomitable pride. 47
The image of Milhaud walking on stage with difficulty to the sound of prolonged
applause became a fixture of reviews of the concerts he conducted. 48 Describing a concert in
Paris in 1959, the Canadian critic Ken Winters wrote, “As the 67-year-old composer-conductor
came onto the stage, walking with two canes, his great pale face jutting forward with the effort of
negotiating the distance between wings and podium, he was greeted with applause that expressed
much affection and respect.” 49 A 1965 article in Time depicted a similar scene at the New York
Philharmonic’s Franco-American Festival: “The old man painfully hobbled on two canes to the
seat in the center of the podium at Philharmonic Hall last week and a capacity audience rose to
its feet in unison to pay homage.” 50 In the New York Times, Richard D. Freed’s review of the
same concert went further, painting a picture of disability temporarily overcome through the act
of conducting:
It was an understandable combination of sentiment and respect that moved the orchestra
to rise when Mr. Milhaud came onstage, walking laboriously with the aid of two canes.
The tribute was to the man as much as to the composer. He will be 73 in September. His
hair is still jet-black, but his pale features reflect the poor health that has plagued him for
years. Once he seated himself on the podium, however, his pallor seemed to vanish, just
as his canes were forgotten. His vigorous conducting gave the impression of a bottomless
resource of energy. 51
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As these examples only begin to show, critics routinely treated Milhaud’s disability and
pain with a combination of sensationalism and romanticism. 52 The sight of the composer walking
on stage was depicted as part of the spectacle of the concert, recalling Joseph N. Straus’s
statement that in Western concert halls, “the disabled performer has a dual task: to perform
music and to perform disability.” 53 In the context of the United States at midcentury, Milhaud’s
performance of disability has some similarities with the experiences of those with impairments
caused by polio. 54 Milhaud began using a wheelchair at home during the last years of the
presidency of Franklin D. Roosevelt, who went to great lengths to conceal the extent of his
disability from the public. 55 Polio survivors growing up at this time and in the following decades
were often taught to emulate Roosevelt, who was seen as someone who had successfully
overcome disability, by striving to appear as able-bodied as possible. 56 Walking, even with
obvious difficulty and requiring crutches or canes, ostensibly signaled a lesser degree of
impairment than the use of a wheelchair—regardless of how much less mobile it actually made
someone in practice—and it could also be interpreted as a sign of noble perseverance, as the
reviews of Milhaud’s concerts demonstrate. 57
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The performance aspect of disability was, of course, not limited to the context of the
concerts Milhaud conducted, but rather was part of his everyday life and his other activities as a
public figure. The title of the expanded version of his memoirs, Ma Vie heureuse, reflects what
had become a staple of his autobiographical public lectures, the idea that he was fundamentally a
happy person who had lived a good, fulfilling life. 58 This insistence worked against the
stereotypical image of the tortured artist—after one such lecture at Hofstra College in 1961, a
student approached him to ask how someone with a happy life could find creative inspiration—
but it was also a defense against the temptation to view him as a tragic figure defined by his
disability and pain. 59 Yet this mode of self-presentation played into another archetype, that of the
“inspirational” disabled person who maintains a positive attitude in the face of physical
challenges. 60
Milhaud introduced the “happy life” theme into his lectures at a time when “many people
in the world considered Helen Keller the greatest living American woman, a person who had
overcome blindness and deafness to become a triumphant symbol of human resilience and
courage,” and popular representations of Keller’s life story saturated U.S. culture with the idea of
disability as inspiration. 61 The New York Times described the documentary Helen Keller in Her
Story, aired on CBS on the occasion of her seventy-fifth birthday in 1955, as “a warm and
heartening tale of Miss Keller’s cheerful determination to improve herself and help others,”
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quoting the film’s narration as saying: “Her home is not a sad place because she is not a sad
woman. She is extraordinarily gay.” 62 Similarly, both outside commentators and personal friends
drew a connection between Milhaud’s temperament and his long experience with disability. A
report in the Long Island Press on his visit to Hofstra began: “From a wheel chair, Darius
Milhaud, one of the world’s greatest composers, spoke softly: ‘I have had an extremely happy
life… and continue to.’ . . . Neither age, nor infirmity, seem to slow down the composer who
more than four decades ago . . . formed the celebrated ‘Six’ as a rallying point in the revolt
against musical impressionism.” 63 After the composer’s death, Yvonne Loriod recalled that he
had “radiated joy and serenity, despite being wheelchair-bound for so many years.” 64
Published criticism usually avoided overtly disparaging Milhaud for his condition, but
this was not always the case in private conversation among those who were personally
acquainted with him. Discussing the discrepancy among the Aspen Festival community between
the respect for Milhaud as a person and the growing distaste for his music, Bruce Berger writes
that the bassist Stuart Sankey, who began teaching there in the same year as Milhaud, “granted
that Milhaud’s early works had charm and wit, and that he did a beautiful setting of the Jewish
Sabbath service, but believed that the standing ovations were due to his walking on and offstage
with great difficulty, using two canes.” 65 In Sankey’s view, disability afforded Milhaud more
respect than he deserved—respect rooted in pity rather than in recognition of musical talent. In a
recent defense of Milhaud’s reputation, Robert Shapiro argues that this dismissive perspective
was both widespread and damaging:
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During his lifetime, the perception of Milhaud’s illness that sporadically confined him to
a wheelchair was one of scepticism and derision, strangely and unfairly enough, derived
from not only an arrogant ignorance of his medical problems but also the apparent
application of certain inherent prejudices regarding Milhaud the Composer as well as
Milhaud the Man. Aside from this ludicrous non-issue of prolificness, there perhaps
existed a certain disdain due to Milhaud’s seemingly effortless rise into the upper tiers of
critical respect and popular admiration, while the careers of many other composers
languished in relative obscurity, by virtue, as some had erroneously presumed, of
Milhaud’s “aristocratic” status. Milhaud suffered from painful and debilitating
rheumatoid arthritis. Some surviving contemporaries of the composer have privately
speculated (to this writer) that anti-Semitism actually stood at the heart of many
poisonous attacks. 66
Shapiro’s diatribe may be hyperbolic, and it is certainly partisan, but the allegation that
ill-informed gossip about Milhaud’s health circulated among musicians—and had negative
effects on his reputation—should not be dismissed, even in the absence of direct proof. The
disparagement and misunderstanding to which Shapiro refers are commonly faced by those
whose health conditions require accommodations that may be perceived as inconsistent. 67 As
Milhaud’s impairment was caused by a chronic illness, it continually fluctuated; taking a few
steps was sometimes enough to exhaust him for days, but at other times, he could reserve his
wheelchair for long distances. 68 After his summer in Aspen in 1952, for instance, he wrote to
Henri Sauguet: “At those altitudes, I feel so much better that I very well could have not taken my
wheelchair. I did not use it.” 69 The previous year, he had written to Sauguet during a period of
more restricted mobility: “Being unable to move about freely is a terrible hardship for me,
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because I feel more limited every year.” 70 Ralph Swickard’s documentary A Visit with Darius
Milhaud, filmed over a period of several months in 1953, primarily features the composer sitting
in chairs or at a piano bench, but footage of Milhaud standing up to conduct in Aspen is shortly
followed by a conversation with old friends in Paris in which he is seated in a wheelchair, and an
early scene even shows him lying in bed during a visit from his son. 71 It is easy to imagine that
for someone who did not understand the nature of Milhaud’s condition—and was not inclined to
be sympathetic—the variance in his mobility and in his use of assistive devices could lead to
suspicions of “faking it,” of overperforming disability to elicit help or sympathy. 72
Moreover, obese people with physical disabilities often encounter heightened contempt. 73
The assumption that someone’s limited mobility is caused by excess weight—with the resulting
conclusion that both conditions are therefore the result of personal moral failure—has led many
people to see such individuals as less deserving of accommodation and support than thinner
people with similar impairments. 74 Aside from Milhaud’s restricted movement and use of
mobility aids, his size was the most overt sign of his physical difference, attracting attention even
before his disability became visible (see chapter 5). 75 Once he began to use a wheelchair, the
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confluence of weight, illness, and disability further altered people’s perceptions of his body.
Shapiro gives the example of the “strangely unnecessary images” in the diary of the composer
Ned Rorem, who wrote in 1952 after a visit to Milhaud’s Paris apartment: “He is enormously fat
in all parts of his body (it is said that his sweat glands don’t function) and literally does not walk;
his life is spent in a chromium wheelchair.” 76 Rorem went on to compliment Milhaud’s
musicianship in this diary entry, but his reaction to the physical presence of the composer was
one of repulsed fascination.
Shapiro’s defense of Milhaud also illustrates the extent to which disability intersected
with, and inflected the perception of, other elements of his identity—the hyper-prolific
composer, the distinguished cultural figure, the Jewish celebrity. 77 The intersection with the
question of prolificness is particularly crucial to understanding Milhaud’s reception in the
postwar era and his legacy today. Straus writes of the late music of Frederick Delius, who was
blind for the last twelve years of his life, that “the critics are sharply divided into two camps:
those who think that the music represents a triumph over disability and those who think it is
marred by disability.” 78 Critics discussing Milhaud’s music rarely drew an explicit connection
between his music—whatever they thought of it—and his physical condition, but it may not be a
coincidence that it was the New York–based critics, generally more negative about his music,
who most often included lengthy descriptions of his impairment in their reviews, whereas the
Daily Tribune, 18 October 1940), “a stocky, slow moving man” (Robert Pollak, “Music—Milhaud Conducts
Symphony’s Premiere,” Chicago Daily Times, 18 October 1940), and “a big, soft, fat man” (Talbot Lake, “His
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Bay Area critics, dedicated Milhaud loyalists, usually mentioned it only in passing, if at all. By
juxtaposing imagery of Milhaud’s labored walking with dismissive comments about his music,
writers could implicitly give the impression of a composer whose body and powers of creativity
were equally impaired.
Posthumous evaluations of Milhaud’s career tend to put forth an “overcoming” narrative
of continuing to compose in spite of decades of physical challenges, but disability is still
sometimes named—or implied—as a reason for a perceived decline in his music after his early
career. 79 Both perspectives can be found in the writings of British author Christopher Palmer. In
the 1980 New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, he names “increasing age and
infirmity” as one cause of the “distinct falling-off in quality” in Milhaud’s music after 1940. 80 In
the preface to his 1995 translation of Ma Vie heureuse, however, Palmer praises Milhaud’s
ability to continue producing fine work despite his ailments, going so far as to propose a positive
correlation between pain and creativity:
It is arguable that Milhaud’s increasingly enforced immobility actually stimulated his
productivity. He claimed that he inherited the discipline of regular work from his mother,
and this stood him in good stead all his life; but we also know that, quite often, the
deterioration of one faculty is counterbalanced by enhanced activity in another. So it
seems likely that, increasingly traumatized by pain and physical infirmity, Milhaud’s
creativity may have been stimulated and enhanced. It would certainly be in keeping with
what we know of his personality, which was strong and determined and irradiated
optimism. 81
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Taking a less romantic and more practical view, composer William Bolcom raises the issue of
disability in a rebuttal to the idea that Milhaud’s habit of composing quickly was a sign of
carelessness:
There are reasons why he wrote so fast. One was that he was the type of composer who
puts it all together in his head and then writes it down. . . . Another reason he wrote
quickly and didn’t bother erasing was a physical one: all the time I knew him, and for
long before that, he was in almost constant pain. . . . Often his hands would swell; I
remember when he was thus disabled for six months and couldn’t write a note, and this
happened more than once. Is it any wonder that his hand would dash across the page
when it could? 82
The connection drawn here between Milhaud’s chronic pain and the physical act of
composition relates to the work of music theorist Joseph N. Straus, who has posited that what is
often understood as the “late style” of a composer “may in some cases be more richly understood
as disability style: a perspective composers may adopt at any age, often in response to a personal
experience of disability.” 83 But the case of Milhaud—whose first bouts of incapacitating illness
occurred in his early thirties, but who lived another fifty years with varying degrees of physical
impairment—complicates an association between disability and “lateness,” even though Straus
decouples “disability style” from chronological age. 84 Furthermore, any attempt to discern the
effects of disability on Milhaud’s compositions would also have to contend with the confluence
of disability with exile, another condition that is often assumed to have a perceptible effect on a
composer’s music.
It is difficult to imagine that Milhaud would agree with an analysis of any of his
compositions as a musical inscription of his experiences with disability, given his insistence that
his physical condition was outside the proper domain of the music critic. But his health did affect
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his work in a practical sense: his ability to compose and to write the music down—which,
according to Bolcom, were essentially separate processes—depended on his degree of fatigue,
pain, and stiffness in his hands at a given time. During episodes of acute illness, which could last
for months, he sometimes could not compose at all, and each time, as he recovered, he had to
prioritize certain projects over others, leading to an increased focus on commissions and music
for special occasions. At the end of a long period of illness in the fall and winter of 1955, for
instance, he lamented to Paul Collaer that he had been able to produce only an organ suite for his
son’s wedding, a morceau de concours for the Conservatoire, and a quintet in memory of Arthur
Honegger. 85
The relationship between disability and work in the life of a creative artist is always
susceptible to idealized interpretations, both positive and negative, yet ignoring disability or
declaring it irrelevant is not the solution. In Milhaud’s reception—as well as in his crafting of his
own life story—disability intersects with other issues of identity in overt and concealed ways.
Accounting for the material effects of his physical condition on his compositional output
challenges both a romanticized notion of creativity stimulated by suffering and the accusation
that he gave little thought to his compositions.

Status and Reception
As I discussed in chapter 3, the realm of Jewish music was one context in which Milhaud’s
reputation grew rather than diminished during the postwar era. His status saw a similar upward
trajectory in the San Francisco Bay Area, where he had become a fixture of the community and a
symbol of the region’s growing prominence as a center of culture. Elsewhere, however, Milhaud
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seemed to be falling out of favor, particularly from the mid-1950s onward. New York newspaper
critics lost patience with his music, some Aspen Festival participants disparaged him in private
conversation, and those who commissioned new works from him were not always pleased with
the results.
The new complications in his reception may seem inevitable for a composer of his age—
sixty in 1952, seventy in 1962—especially one whose musical language did not change
substantially after World War II. Unlike such composers as Stravinsky and Copland, Milhaud
never turned toward serialism, which would have contradicted his image as someone who had
built his musical identity on the distinction between Germanic atonality and Latin polytonality. 86
Apart from some ventures in indeterminacy, which he viewed more as a return to the
experimentalism of his early career than as a new direction (see chapter 4), he continued in a
neoclassical vein, his compositional style marked by his characteristic use of polytonality and
contrapuntal textures. 87 Beyond the issues of age and musical style, however, Milhaud’s
reception during this period was shaped by factors including his French nationality, his health,
his residence in the Bay Area, and the speed at which he produced new compositions.
Milhaud’s reputation as an exceptionally prolific composer is especially relevant to his
postwar reception. The notion that he wrote too much—and that the quality of his output varied
from impressive to embarrassing—had followed him since the early days of his career. In 1921,
the New York critic Paul Rosenfeld characterized Milhaud’s prolificness as driven by an
inability to focus and a desire for attention, writing: “He is finished too quickly with each of his
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compositions; over-ready to chase off and attack a new subject before he has really mastered the
old; over-eager to have his work printed and out in the world proclaiming his name.” 88 In later
years, the same charge of overproductivity carried the implication that he had lost whatever
genuine creative power he might once have had—or, at least, that he employed it only rarely,
spinning out a dozen generic pieces for every work of respectable quality. The quantity of his
output also set him at odds with the high-modernist valorization of the difficulty of the
compositional process (exemplified by Pierre Boulez, his professional adversary in Paris), which
some critics found disconcerting. 89 Yet as Milhaud’s pace of composition slowed significantly in
the 1960s, the perception that he wrote too much only grew. This may be because he still
regularly received commissions for orchestral works, which almost always carried at least one
performance with them, were more likely to be reviewed by prominent critics than other types of
music, and signified a level of business success that could be seen as artistically compromised.
In the United States, the rhetoric through which Milhaud and his music were dismissed
was developed principally in New York City, where he increasingly lacked the connections
necessary to sustain his reputation—and where the so-called “uptown” and “downtown” music
scenes both had little use for music like his. At the time of his exile, Milhaud’s most prominent
professional contacts were based there, and to maintain those relationships and gain valuable
exposure to the concertgoing public there, he traveled to the East Coast every winter (with the
exception of 1944, when he was too ill to make the trip). 90 After the war, however, he began to
spend much less time in New York, going there only for special occasions or for brief stops on
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the way to or from France. At the same time, a generational shift in the city’s musical hierarchy
displaced many of the allies Milhaud had once found there. Claire Reis resigned as executive
director of the League of Composers in 1948, the League reorganized as a branch of the
International Society of Contemporary Music six years later, and the death of Serge
Koussevitzky in 1951 further weakened Milhaud’s ties to the East Coast outside New York. As
the principal conductor of the New York Philharmonic beginning in 1958, Leonard Bernstein
was a sympathetic friend in a position of power, but his tangible support was limited to the
commissioning of an overture in 1961 and the invitation to conduct two recent works in the
orchestra’s French-American Festival in 1965.
Perhaps most devastatingly, Milhaud also lost the music critics who had viewed him
favorably. 1955 saw the death of the New York Times critic Olin Downes, who retained respect
for Milhaud as a composer even when he thoroughly disliked a particular piece. 91 Virgil
Thomson, one of Milhaud’s most devoted advocates on the East Coast, retired from the New
York Herald Tribune in 1954 and was replaced as chief music critic by Columbia musicologist
Paul Henry Lang, who found Milhaud’s music—particularly his newer works—relentlessly
tedious. Reviewing the first New York performance of Milhaud’s Eighth Symphony in February
1960, he deemed it “the evening’s disappointment” and wrote:
The first movement consists of nothing but tricks; Diogenes equipped with a light house
could not find musical ideas in it. The second movement offered latex melodies that can
be stretched in any direction, while the third and fourth represent a Frenchman’s idea of
folksy-gutsy music with lots of ‘wrong’ notes. After a while I was convinced that
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Milhaud is trying to imitate some of our boys, the Copland and Schuman of the
Thirties. 92
Lang’s description of Milhaud’s symphony as an inferior French imitation of pre-war American
music stings on several fronts. Not only does he insinuate that the composition was both
derivative and behind the times, but by referring to Aaron Copland and William Schuman as
“some of our boys,” Lang also turns his distaste for the work into a nationalist argument,
reversing the image of American composers looking to Europe for influence. With relations
between the U.S. government and the new French Fifth Republic mired in conflict, Lang’s
critique suggests that Milhaud’s strategy of playing up his French identity for U.S. audiences had
lost some of its effectiveness. The Eighth Symphony made something of an easy target in this
respect; subtitled “Rhodanienne” and inspired by Bedřich Smetana’s The Moldau, it offers a
programmatic depiction of the path of the Rhône river from the Swiss Alps to the Camargue
delta not far from Aix-en-Provence. 93
In November 1962, Lang wrote of another new composition, commissioned and
performed by the New York Philharmonic: “The novelty of the evening—a world premiere that
will surely turn into a world derniere—was Milhaud’s ‘Ouverture Philharmonique,’ one of those
Milhaud jobs that goes reeling along on ball bearings. This music is trite, empty, and all but
useless.” 94 In the New York Times, Harold C. Schonberg called Ouverture Philharmonique “a
chip from the Milhaud workshop,” adding: “Milhaud can turn out a score like this ‘twixt
breakfast and lunch, and often his very fluency acts against itself. Here the craftsmanship cannot
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disguise musical ideas that lack distinction.” 95 Imagery of workshops and factories appears
regularly in reviews of Milhaud’s late-period music, and the figure of the craftsman is deployed
to dismiss him as competent but uninspired.
Two months after Ouverture Philharmonique, Schonberg wrote of Roy Harris’s Ninth
Symphony, a work by another composer with a large corpus of symphonic music: “It lasts about
23 minutes and is typical of Roy Harris, full of exuberant yawps and exclamation points. On first
hearing, though, it did not impress as a work of much inner force. Harris is cultivating the same
field he has turned over so many times in the past, and by now it is almost a mechanical
procedure.” 96 Yet in an obituary for Paul Hindemith in January 1964, he praised the composer’s
“impeccable workmanship” and made a case for the enduring value of his music, writing:
“Craft—real craft—will always be with us. And purely as a craftsman, Hindemith was on a
transcendental level. It must be conceded that craft unsupported by cogent ideas is not enough,
and Hindemith was often guilty of writing mechanical strings of notes. . . . But at his best he was
a strong creative figure with something positive to offer.” 97
Shortly after Milhaud’s death in 1974, in a New York Times article with the unflattering
headline “Milhaud: He Churned Out Music but Fulfilled the Composer’s Role,” critic Donal
Henahan attempted to reconcile Milhaud’s approach to composition with “the 20th-century’s
admiration for terseness,” naming Anton Webern as “more characteristic of this century’s
musical creators” and comparing Milhaud to composers of previous eras such as Bach, Mozart,
and Schubert, anachronistic in the modern age. The article concludes with what amounts to a
backhanded compliment:
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Milhaud leaves us with the hopeful suggestion that musical creativity does not
necessarily have to run dry under the desiccating conditions of modern existence.
Looking back at his career, which at first glance appears haphazard and lacking in
direction, the suspicion forms that he knew what he was doing in working incessantly and
with so few pauses for self-criticism. . . . So Milhaud may turn out to have been a
straggler—one of a dying species, and a minor example at that. But he did to the utmost
what his talent permitted. He wrote perfectly respectable music in floods and he was
content to let matters stand there. As esthetic positions go, not a terribly profound one,
but as a guide for the perplexed young composer, worth considering. 98
The image of Milhaud as a formulaic and overproductive composer was so firmly
established in New York music criticism that when critics actually liked a new piece—which did
occasionally happen—they framed it as a surprising exception to his usual mediocrity. In July
1965, for example, Richard D. Freed praised Milhaud’s Murder of a Great Chief of State, the
composer’s elegy for John F. Kennedy, by saying that he heard “no evidence of haste in the
music.” 99 Similarly, Alan Rich began his positive review of the Juilliard School’s premiere of the
Concerto for Two Pianos and Percussion in April 1963: “A premiere of a work by Darius
Milhaud isn’t exactly a rarity these days, since this French-born composer is one of the most
facile and prolific craftsmen in the business. A new Milhaud work with strength, profile and
genuine originality is somewhat more of a rarity however.” In contrast to Lang’s assessment of
the Eighth Symphony, Rich was charmed by the perceived “French” quality of the concerto,
imagining Milhaud composing “in his apartment overlooking the Place Pigalle” and describing a
percussion-heavy moment in the slow second movement as “a burst of fireworks on a warm July
14 evening.” Yet the “originality” he heard in the work was its resemblance to Milhaud’s more
successful pre-war compositions: “Milhaud has returned to a vein that he has mined with great
profit in the past. The music has a buoyancy and élan and derives much of its bounce from
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echoes of French popular and folk songs. One is reminded quite often of such delicious Milhaud
scores as his Suite Provençale and Le Bœuf sur le Toit.” 100
At the Aspen Music Festival, where Milhaud taught composition every summer
beginning in 1951, he was recognized as an important part of the community, but his music was
subject to the same criticisms as in New York. His Aspen Serenade, a piece for chamber
orchestra written in honor of the festival, was notoriously poorly received at its premiere in the
summer of 1957. According to Bruce Berger’s history of the festival, the nine performers—all
members of the faculty—disliked the composition so much that they canceled most of the
planned rehearsals, and “the audience found the piece interminable and meaningless.” 101 Howard
Taubman’s review in the New York Times was relatively positive for that newspaper, concluding:
“One would not say that the ‘Aspen Serenade’ belongs among the best of Mr. Milhaud’s
compositions. As an occasional piece, however, it shows the hand of a polished, though still
questing, craftsman.” 102 But at the end of the summer, Lowell Durham’s music column in the
Salt Lake Tribune reported on a Salt Lake City resident’s visit to Aspen: “Mr. [Martin] Zwick
attended the premier performance of the much-publicized Aspen Serenade of Darius Milhaud
and described it as pretty inferior stuff.’” 103 Even in the more welcoming environment of Mills
College, Milhaud seemed to know that the fairly dissonant piece was difficult for audiences to
appreciate; before a concert at Mills in April 1959, he wrote to his colleague Leon Kirchner:
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“The Aspen Serenade will be well played but will look for the audience like a bowl of vinegar,
which it is (with pepper in the eyes).” 104
In most other places, Milhaud was generally thought of primarily in his historical role as
a member of Les Six, although many communities across the country included a Mills alumna or
an Aspen student among their local musicians, giving recognition to his ongoing pedagogical
activity. For the most part, only a small selection of his music was in regular circulation, the
majority of it predating 1940. 105 The two-piano suite Scaramouche (1937) remained quite
popular, to the composer’s chagrin; school and community bands played Suite française (1944);
and some of his choral works entered the repertory of college, religious, and amateur choirs,
often as the only twentieth-century piece on a concert program. In contrast to New York, where
his music was considered outdated, critics more accustomed to music of the common-practice
period often had trouble describing what they heard in a Milhaud score, falling back on such
terms as “dissonant” and “difficult.” After a performance of his 1937 cantata Les Deux Cités at a
high school in Madison, Wisconsin, in 1961, for instance, a review of the concert stated: “This is
a composition of an unbelievable difficulty, performed with meticulous exactness by the choir,
with certain passages of great beauty, but in the main devoid of melody—at least melody as most
of us conceive of it. The young people on the stage seemed to enjoy it. Perhaps it is a work that
needs hearing often before passing judgment.” 106
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However, due to Milhaud’s reputation as a composer who was well-known enough to
lend a famous name to an occasion, but who would accept nearly any commission offered to him
and could be relied upon to produce the piece on schedule, institutions across the country
regularly asked him to write new compositions, usually orchestral or choral works. In contrast to
his early career, when he pursued commissions from prominent patrons to raise his own profile,
it was now those who funded his music who sought to benefit from their association with a
famous composer. 107 Many such requests came either from a committee—such as the Fine Arts
committee for the state of Oregon, which engaged Milhaud to write his Tenth Symphony to mark
the hundredth anniversary of statehood—or from someone who knew him personally.
When Mario di Bonaventura, a U.S.-born conductor who had studied composition with
Milhaud in Paris, became the director of the Fort Lauderdale Symphony Orchestra in 1959, he
almost immediately began working with the ensemble’s board of directors to commission a
symphony from his former teacher. 108 At that time, the orchestra was only ten years old and not
yet a professional ensemble, but Milhaud accepted the project, composing his Ninth Symphony
in Paris in November and December 1959. 109 Before the first performance in March 1960,
advance publicity in the Fort Lauderdale News emphasized the prestige a symphony by Milhaud
would bring to the orchestra and to the city of some 84,000 people: “The Symphony was
commissioned by conductor Mario di Bonaventura, and written expressly for our local orchestra.
Needless to say, musical cohorts are properly agog over their coup.” 110 But the review of the
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concert in the same newspaper three days later bore the headline “Milhaud’s No. 9 Disappoints:
Symphony’s Final Program Termed Worst of Season,” with critic Helen Bowman writing:
There were undoubtedly some in the far-from-capacity audience who found merit in
Milhaud’s effort. Frankly, we found no merit whatsoever in it. It sounded like an atonal
hodge-podge of nothing. Even the tuning up of an orchestra would sound like a Mozart
concert by comparison.
While we’re quite certain that Monsieur Milhaud attaches quite the same
significance to our opinions as we do to his work, it none the less seems reasonable to
suggest that he move on to the “Tenth” and try to forget the “Ninth.” 111
To make matters worse—or better, for those in the audience who found the music unbearable—
the orchestra only performed the first of the three movements, as they were unable to prepare the
entire nineteen-minute work in time for the concert. (“It is fortunate that the audience was
required to endure only one movement,” Bowman wrote.) Uniquely among Milhaud’s
symphonies, the Ninth never received another performance by any orchestra during the
composer’s lifetime. 112
Bowman was probably right to assume that Milhaud would not be particularly upset to
know that she had not liked the piece. Although he could experience feelings of deep frustration
and betrayal when a project did not work out—and one imagines that the Fort Lauderdale
Symphony’s failure to prepare his entire composition might fall into that category—he had
insisted since his early career that he placed little or no importance on what critics had to say
about his music. 113 As he explained to Elie Siegmeister in 1962, “Critics’ opinions go in periods
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of ten years. If you produce a new work, everybody says it’s awful. Ten years later you again
write a new piece. The attitude usually is ‘This is a terrible work, and it’s such a pity when you
think of how beautiful a composition he wrote ten years ago.’” 114
By this time, maintaining a consistently dismissive attitude toward negative judgments of
his music—at least in interviews and other public statements—had become a way of eliding the
difference between the young provocateur he once was and the composer in decline many
considered him to have become. Indeed, Milhaud’s continued reliance on his erstwhile reputation
as a musical rebel is nowhere more evident than in his public responses to criticism and
rejection. The biggest shock came in 1968, when Music for New Orleans, part of his series of
late symphonic works named after the cities for which they were written, was rejected outright
by the conductor of the New Orleans Symphony Orchestra, Werner Torkanowsky. The
conductor replaced it with La Création du monde on the concert program, and a report in Time
quoted his explanation: “‘As the greatest living French composer, Milhaud deserves to be
represented in our concert only by his best work,’ Torkanowsky said in a public statement. ‘We
do not propose to present him at what might be his worst.’” 115 As Time reported, Milhaud
brushed off Torkanowsky’s judgment of the piece, and when Music for New Orleans had its
premiere at Aspen that summer, the program notes stated that the snub had “made Milhaud feel
‘as if he were twenty-five again.’” 116
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It was only in northern California that Milhaud had no need to explain away criticism or
rejection, because in the region that had become his second home, the discourse surrounding his
new compositions was vastly different. William C. Glackin’s declaration that the Twelfth
Symphony, “like just about everything Milhaud does, is distinguished by originality, intellectual
interest and sounds which appeal immediately to the ear” seems almost to be describing a
different composer than the manufacturer of tedium or the screeching modernist portrayed by
critics elsewhere, but in the context of Bay Area music criticism, it was far from unusual. 117
Unlike in New York, Milhaud enjoyed the support of the primary newspaper critics through the
1950s and 1960s. At the Oakland Tribune, Clifford Gessler was a reliable source of positive
reviews and of news about Milhaud’s activities in Oakland and elsewhere. 118 Alfred
Frankenstein, chief art and music critic for the San Francisco Chronicle, was a personal friend
and part-time Mills colleague, and his successor, Robert Commanday, became one of Milhaud’s
most ardent champions in the last decade of the composer’s life. 119
In contrast to New York, Bay Area music critics consistently depicted Milhaud as a
composer who was successful, powerful, and still relevant, and whose music was both important
and interesting. Reviews often began by reiterating the composer’s long association with the
region, as well as his status as a major French composer. For these critics, his age made him
distinguished rather than merely past his prime, and his prolificness was a sign of continued
vitality. This shared belief in Milhaud’s significance and compositional skill led critics to
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describe his music in very different language than that of their counterparts on the opposite coast.
For example, Frankenstein’s review of the Eighth Symphony after its premiere in Berkeley
differs from Lang’s both in the critic’s impression of this particular piece and in his operating
assumptions about the qualities a work by Milhaud was likely to possess:
Like so many works of Milhaud, it is full of gracious, shapely tunes given both weight
and energy by polytonal harmony and colorful orchestration. I especially liked the third
movement, which restores the wild, all-out exuberance so characteristic of Milhaud in his
earliest music, and the fourth, which is probably the most grandiose of the numerous
pipe-and-tabor folk dance pieces he has written in tribute to his native territory. 120
Milhaud’s positive reception and high status in the Bay Area was a function not only of
his group of sympathetic critics and the prestige his name lent the area’s claims to cultural
significance, but also of his own role in shaping the region’s musical culture since 1940 and the
rich web of professional and personal connections he had developed there. Pierre Monteux, the
chief conductor of the San Francisco Symphony Orchestra beginning in 1936, was one of the
only Bay Area musicians Milhaud knew at the beginning of his exile, and he programmed
Milhaud’s music even in the face of complaints about the amount of modern music the orchestra
performed. After the retirement of Monteux in 1952, his successors Enrique Jordá (1952–63) and
Josef Krips (1963–70) presided over the California premieres of a number of Milhaud’s major
works, including several symphonies and the oratorio Pacem in terris. Some of Milhaud’s
students went on to join the faculties of other local music departments, including Mills alumni
Leland Smith (Stanford University) and Richard Felciano (University of California, Berkeley)
and former Paris Conservatoire students Jean-Claude Eloy (Berkeley) and Jerome Rosen
(University of California, Davis).
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In this context, a new work by Milhaud was not merely another addition to his alreadyvast catalog, but rather a sign of his commitment to the musical life of the Bay Area, especially
when it had a direct connection to the region, as was often the case. The Eighth and Twelfth
Symphonies were written for the opening of new auditoriums on campuses in the University of
California system (Berkeley and Davis), and both commissions emerged from Milhaud’s
personal connections at the universities. The San Francisco Symphony Orchestra under Enrique
Jordá gave the two premieres, ensuring a high quality that performances of Milhaud’s late
orchestral music too often lacked. 121 After Milhaud composed the ten-minute orchestral piece
Aubade for the Oakland Symphony in 1960, conductor Gerhard Samuel was quoted in the
Oakland Tribune as saying: “M. Milhaud’s acceptance [of the commission] and expressed
delight clearly indicate his confidence in the reorganized orchestra.” The same article put a
positive spin on the speed with which Milhaud had composed the work: “The composer had a
surprise for the Maestro. Milhaud is one of the most prolific composers, and works at amazing
speed. Three weeks after Samuel first asked him to compose the piece, Milhaud called him to tell
him the composition had been finished for several days.” 122 It was common for local journalists
to recount the stories behind his compositions in this way; when he was in Oakland, they could
reach him easily for interviews, and it served to illustrate his status as a member of the
community.
Milhaud’s final departure from Oakland in 1971 was marked by events and tributes not
only at Mills College, but also in the broader musical community, and the laudatory press
coverage honored both his international fame and his particular significance to the San Francisco
121
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Bay Area. 123 On 25 April, the day before the farewell concert at Mills, a concert at Stanford
University featured his oboe concerto Stanford Serenade, which the university orchestra had
premiered the year before, and his Poèmes, op. 276, with his former student Leland Smith
accompanying soprano Elizabeth Appling, then concluded with Madeleine Milhaud performing
Cantate de l’enfant et de la mère, as she had done numerous times in the Bay Area and
elsewhere over the preceding three decades. 124 The composer conducted the final work—“He
abandoned his wheelchair backstage and ambled nimbly to the podium with the help of two
canes, seeming to find a medical panacea in the act of conducting an orchestra,” wrote Oakland
Tribune critic Paul Hertelendy—and at the conclusion of the concert, “even Mme. Milhaud,
usually the epitome of composure, was unable at the end to hold back her tears.” 125 Robert
Commanday’s review of the same concert began with a characteristically glowing appraisal of
Milhaud’s gifts as a composer: “One need only hear one work by Darius Milhaud to know the
sensibilities of this man, to feel his presence as a human. Of how many composers, living or
dead, can this be said? Very few.” 126
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Milhaud told multiple interviewers that he hoped to keep coming back to California for
short visits, but this did not occur; after leaving Oakland for Geneva in early June, he remained
in Europe for the last three years of his life. Of the nine compositions he completed after retiring
from Mills, three were U.S. commissions—Promesse de Dieu, a choral setting of passages from
Isaiah and Ezekiel for the bicentennial of Dickinson College in Pennsylvania; Ani Maamin, a
cantata with a text by the Jewish writer and Holocaust survivor Elie Wiesel; and Music for San
Francisco, his final musical offering to the Bay Area. 127 At the Aspen Music Festival, his
eightieth birthday in 1972 was commemorated in his absence by a concert featuring five of his
works, all but one of which had been composed before 1940. 128 In New York, another
“retrospective concert” in April of that year included compositions spanning nearly six decades,
from the Third String Quartet (1916) to Suite de quatrains (1962). Of the varied program, New
York Times critic Raymond Ericson expressed a preference for the works of the 1930s, “when the
composer was in his 40’s and his creations had a kind of assured mainstream modernism”; by
contrast, he felt that Caramel Mou (1921) “must have seemed naughty and chic in its day but has
a faded Art Deco quality now,” while Suite de quatrains and Etude poétique (1954) “illustrated
the composer’s facile but uninspired later efforts.” 129 Ericson’s comment that one piece was “as
playful and witty as anything by Poulenc” reflects the newfound appreciation for Milhaud’s late
compatriot among the New York critics; after a performance of Poulenc’s La Voix humaine in
October 1971, Harold C. Schonberg praised the surprising “staying power” of the younger
127
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composer, contrasting it with Milhaud’s “once-fashionable modernism” and declaring that it
would be Poulenc, not Milhaud or Honegger, who “could end up as the most important minor
master of the century.” 130
This consensus that Milhaud’s moment had passed—and that even his early works had
lost whatever charm they once had—persists in some form to this day, but it becomes deeply
uncomfortable in light of his biography. Pitting the members of Les Six against one another was
not a new critical exercise, and each of the three best-known composers has been considered at
one time or another to be the one history would reward with a place in the canon. When Milhaud
is not the favored one, however, the arguments against him can have a disturbing subtext.
Schonberg’s case for Poulenc’s “staying power” rests on the Catholic composer’s sincerity,
contrasted with Milhaud’s “superficiality” that “offers very little any more.” Poulenc’s late
religious works, such as Gloria and Dialogues des carmélites, are considered by Schonberg to
reveal “depth and compassion,” written “personally and from the heart,” and the idea that his
turn toward Catholicism enabled him to transcend the banality of the Les Six era is still the
cornerstone of his reputation. Milhaud’s Sacred Service and David, on the other hand, are erased
from view—in his case, liturgical music and religious opera are not considered evidence of an
inner seriousness, but rather are overlooked entirely in order to dismiss the Jewish composer as a
facile imitator of Stravinsky, reduced to provocative-but-empty modernism and an endless
stream of uninspired later works. 131 Poulenc’s development as a composer is given a pleasing arc
of steady growth and increasing power, whereas the perceived trajectory of Milhaud’s career as
put forth by Ericson—peaking in the 1930s and declining sharply after that—gives the
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impression of impotence. The unspoken implication, here and in so much of Milhaud’s
reception, is that exile—without which he surely would not have survived the Holocaust—dealt
irreparable damage to his capacity as a composer, and therefore to his place in history.
Before his death on 22 June 1974, Milhaud asked his wife not to tell anyone—not even
their close friends—until after the burial, in order to protect his family’s privacy. Madeleine
Milhaud kept that promise, even lying to Hélène Hoppenot by telephone the next day, but the
news became public on Monday, 24 June. 132 The initial obituaries in U.S. newspapers were
mostly variations on the Associated Press text, which highlighted his prominence as an
“internationally known French composer,” his protracted health problems (“crippled decades ago
by rheumatic paralysis and confined to a wheelchair”), his Provençal Jewish origins, his
association with Les Six, the size of his compositional output, and his alternation between Paris
and Oakland in his later career. 133 (To this straightforward report, the Chicago Tribune inserted a
sentence about his visits to that city in the 1940s, and the Baltimore Sun asserted in the first line
that Milhaud had “added hammers and shrieks to the traditional sound of music.” 134) A lengthy
obituary in the New York Times on 25 June centered on his status as “a seminal figure in modern
music,” though it noted that his reputation as a composer had declined in recent decades, while
the Oakland Tribune and the San Francisco Chronicle filled in the gaps of the AP text with
information about his life in the Bay Area and praise for his significance to the region. 135
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Epilogue
In 1992, a special issue of the Darius Milhaud Society Newsletter presented a thirty-page list of
concerts, lectures, and other events honoring the composer’s centennial year in North America
and in Europe. In the United States alone, there were thirty “all-Milhaud performances,” a
lecture-recital repeated twenty-three times at universities and conferences across the country, ten
other lectures and panel discussions, a 25-hour radio marathon, and more than 130 performances
of individual works. 136 A small selection of Milhaud’s compositions—La Création du monde,
Scaramouche, Suite française, and a few others—comprised the majority of his representation on
concert programs, as had been the case during the composer’s lifetime. 137 Among larger
performances, the Brooklyn College Opera Theater and the San Francisco Opera each staged
Christophe Colomb (1992 also being the five hundredth anniversary of Columbus’s first
voyage), the Sacred Service was performed by Jewish choirs in New York and Boston, and a
group of several dozen San Francisco pianists marked the composer’s birthday on 4 September
with a twelve-hour performance of his complete works for solo piano (under the title “O Solo
Milhaud”).
The various events on the newsletter’s list spanned thirty states—plus Washington, D.C.,
and Puerto Rico—but more than half of them took place in California, New York, or Ohio, and
the Aspen Music Festival also programmed ten of his works that year. Both the geographical
breadth of the centennial celebrations and their concentration in certain locations illustrate the
136
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extent to which Milhaud’s legacy in the United States was carried on primarily by those who had
known him personally, rather than by those for whom he was only a historical figure. The San
Francisco Bay Area had kept up a steady pace of commemorative activity since the composer’s
death in 1974—though in the eyes of the San Francisco Chronicle critic Robert Commanday, it
was still not enough to give full recognition to Milhaud’s importance to the region. 138 The Mills
College music department established an endowed professorship in his name in 1979, and the
library opened the Milhaud archives in 1985. 139 Cleveland, Ohio, was the home of the Darius
Milhaud Society, run by Mills alumna Katharine Warne until her death in April 2015, and she
organized multiple concerts there during the centennial year, as she also did before and after
1992. The Cleveland Institute of Music, where Warne received her DMA in 1975, continues to
award an annual prize for the best performances of Milhaud’s music by its students.
Milhaud’s other former students, especially those in teaching positions, have also worked
to promote his music in the United States, and the list of centennial events reflects some of this
activity. On 9 January 1992, Janice Giteck introduced a chamber concert of Milhaud’s music at
the University of Washington with a talk titled “Personal reflections on a truly great human
being,” and at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, Barbara Rowan took part in a 22
March tribute concert with other members of the performance faculty. Rowan and fellow alumna
Corky Sablinsky also organized a program of new works by composers who had studied with
Milhaud—including Anne Kish, Elinor Armer, and William Bolcom—which was presented at
the Cleveland Music School Settlement, Mills College, San Francisco State University, the
University of Virginia, and the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill in the fall of 1992.
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Patricia Taylor Lee’s lecture-recital on Milhaud’s piano music took her to Cleveland and to
Chapel Hill as well, in addition to a number of performances in California. The centennial year
offers only a snapshot of the ways in which Milhaud’s U.S. students have sustained his legacy.
Although many of them have now retired or passed away, this work goes on; most notably,
Bolcom spearheaded the 2013 performance and Grammy-nominated recording of L’Orestie at
the University of Michigan.
Running the Association Darius Milhaud from her Paris apartment, Madeleine Milhaud
was most directly involved with the centennial celebrations in France, where a similar number of
concerts and other events took place over the course of the year. However, she also traveled to
North America twice in 1992, both times at the invitation of her husband’s former students. At
McGill University in Montreal, Bruce Mather organized a day-long festival on 3 April that
featured a variety of performances, as well as a panel discussion with Madeleine Milhaud and
Jean Roy. 140 In October, she took part in a similar event with William Bolcom in New York and
attended the performances of Christophe Colomb at Brooklyn College. 141 She could not attend
any events at Mills College that year, but she did visit the campus one final time in 1995. 142
There has long been a disconnect between the enduring fondness for Milhaud among
those in the United States who knew him and the limited recognition of his U.S. activities by
musicologists. The situation may be in part self-explanatory—the Milhaud of the 1920s has a
secure, if minor, place in the canon, whereas the Milhaud of the 1960s is harder to write into a
progress-oriented narrative. I further suggest that this historiographical gap results from the
potent assumption that the life of a “great composer” must be thematically coherent. In a 1982
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lecture at the Alliance Française of Santa Clara Valley, California, on the subject of “Darius
Milhaud aux Etats-Unis,” San Francisco pianist Jane Hohfeld Galante proposed that the reason
the composer’s American years had been overlooked by scholars was that “the contact with the
United States over more than thirty years influenced Milhaud very little. . . . Quite simply, he had
already been formed: formed above all by two old influences—the collective soul of the
Mediterranean Jews and the ancient earth of Provence.” 143 Galante had known Milhaud
personally, yet when she tried to assess his legacy, the “French, Jewish, and Provençal”
autobiographical trope still overwhelmed anything else she might have thought about him as a
composer or as a person, making it impossible to see the ways in which he was indeed shaped by
his time in the United States.
Milhaud himself encouraged such an interpretation, returning again and again to the idea
that his origins and early influences were the only significant roots of his musical personality. By
reducing the question of “American influence” to an issue of compositional style, he could claim
to have arrived in the United States already fully formed as a composer, with no need or desire to
absorb new influences. 144 Yet although his French nationality was always central to his public
persona—as well as to his own conception of his place in the United States and his obligations as
a composer—this was a conscious strategy of self-representation, and the meanings and
functions of that identity were always constructed through his specific circumstances. It is not
enough to say that Milhaud “remained French,” and through this dissertation, I have offered new
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ways of interrogating and contextualizing the effects of his prolonged contact with U.S. culture,
institutions, and musical communities.
During World War II, separated from his homeland by a continent, an ocean, and a
hostile occupying force, Milhaud emphasized his national identity to defend France in the only
way he saw open to him (see chapter 1). His declaration in 1944 that he was, first and foremost,
“un Français de Provence et de religion israélite” set up an interpretive framework for his life
and his music that has shaped criticism and scholarship ever since. After the war, systematically
dividing his time between France and the United States reframed his Frenchness once again; his
traveling was viewed through a Cold War lens, politicizing his identity in a way the composer
accepted and perpetuated. Indeed, between his exile to the United States in 1940 and his death
thirty-four years later, the primary facets of Milhaud’s identity were continually reconfigured
and reinterpreted, intersecting in different ways with each other and with the communities and
cultures he inhabited.
As I demonstrated in chapter 3, it was only in the transformed Jewish cultural landscape
of the postwar era that Milhaud’s Judeo-Provençal identity became fully legible to a broad
audience, but as the reason for his exile, his Jewish ancestry and beliefs were always known and
recognized in the United States. His disability, on the other hand, was essentially an invisible
concern in 1940; his illness was a key secondary factor driving him and his wife to choose exile
over the risk of remaining in France, but it was not yet known to the U.S. public. As the years
went by and his condition worsened, becoming readily apparent to observers due to his need for
mobility aids, the tropes and imagery of disability increasingly pervaded his reception, merging
with established aspects of his reputation. With the aid of his wife (see chapter 5), Milhaud
worked to minimize the extent to which disability defined him as a composer, but it remained
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central to how he was seen—and to how his music was interpreted—in the last decades of his
life and afterward.
Milhaud’s long association with Mills College, discussed in chapter 4, not only provided
him with security and a home in exile, but also fundamentally shaped the course of the rest of his
career by tying him to the San Francisco Bay Area. From his first U.S. tours in the 1920s through
the mid-1940s, his more important professional connections were in New York and Boston (see
chapter 2), and if he had settled on the East Coast, that would have remained the case; likewise,
had he gone to Los Angeles, he would have become enmeshed in a musical community
populated by many of his fellow émigré composers, perhaps finding it harder to make space for
himself. It took time for his influence in Oakland and the surrounding region to build, but once it
did, he was rewarded with enduring support, counteracting his declining reputation elsewhere. In
the Bay Area, in fact, his status as “France’s greatest living composer” persisted longer than it
did in France itself. Living and teaching there also put him in constant dialogue with a younger
generation of musicians, which drove him to find ways of staying engaged with new ideas
without ceding his claim to authority as a senior composer. These students and colleagues later
formed the core of his posthumous support in the United States, sustaining an extension of his
presence that continues to this day.
Through an exploration of one composer’s life across a thirty-year span, this dissertation
also offers new axes and focal points around which other stories could be built. Milhaud’s paths
of migration diverge from conventional models of “exile” and “return,” intervening not only in a
strictly nation-centered view of music history, but also in concepts of “exile” that fail to account
for lives that pass through, but do not end with, the condition of forced displacement. Indeed,
although his postwar transatlantic life was unusual, it was far from unique, which becomes
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especially apparent when the field of potential subjects for World War II-era exile and migration
studies is broadened beyond those displaced from Central Europe. An account of postwar music
centered on the transatlantic movements and networks of former exiles would also involve such
musicians as the Italian composer Mario Castelnuovo-Tedesco and the French pianist and
teacher Isidor Philipp, who divided their lives across two continents as Milhaud did, as well as
those who remained connected to the United States in other ways, including Nadia Boulanger.
Alongside the writers Jacques Maritain and Alexis Leger, among others, Milhaud’s example
complicates a picture of the French wartime exile as a purely transitory phenomenon with few
lasting traces, instead offering a window on postwar Franco-American relations from the vantage
point of someone who chose to remain engaged with both cultural landscapes.
I have argued that one of the principal reasons for Milhaud’s marginalization in previous
studies of exiled musicians is that his residence in Oakland sets him outside established
narratives of “émigré communities” centered in Los Angeles or New York. Just as this distance
created space for him to rebuild his personal and professional life with a certain welcome
detachment from wartime émigré politics, it creates space for scholars to re-map the geography
of World War II–era musical migration by bringing in other ostensibly “isolated” individuals and
conceiving of interpersonal émigré networks not limited by physical proximity. However,
Milhaud’s close ties to the Bay Area—involving decades of interchange and mutual influence
between the composer, the Mills College community, and the region’s musical culture—also
demonstrate the value of situating a subject in a specific place, particularly one not typically
considered a “center.”
At Mills and elsewhere, Milhaud’s complicated relationship to postwar avant-garde
movements—in which he functioned simultaneously as a living legend, as a reactionary, and as a
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voice of mediation—illustrates processes of dialogue and reinterpretation among successive
generations of modernist artists. A fully intergenerational perspective on postwar art music
would illuminate many more such connections. Paying attention to the ways in which older or
more traditionalist composers sought to adopt, reject, transform, critique, or claim authority over
elements of new methods and aesthetics both overturns a linear chronological model of
“influence” and resists the tendency to let these composers fade from the historical narrative as
soon as they begin to seem anachronistic. The prospect of writing Milhaud into the history of
twentieth-century Jewish music likewise calls the scope, borders, and trajectory of that history
into question, suggesting new angles from which the topic might be approached. The shifting
relationship between his Jewish identity and his professional activity over the course of his
career highlights a need for historiography in which subjects who cross in and out of the
prevailing discourse of “Jewish music” in different times or places are not set aside as outliers,
but rather serve to critique essentialism, to enrich the ideological and aesthetic diversity of the
broader topic, and to make other such “outliers” visible.
The multifaceted story I have told in this dissertation reminds us that the identity of an
artist—the private self, the public persona, the quasi-mythical creator of a body of work—is
constructed through a complex web of individuals, institutions, events, and cultural forces. A
nuanced biographical perspective not only guards against oversimplification of the relationship
between life and work, but also brings to light some of the processes through which the standard
images of a given composer have been formed. In the case of Milhaud, a focus on his later career
reveals the extent to which his experiences and reception in the United States shaped his current
reputation, despite the persistent tendency to gloss over that part of his life. In his familiar
declaration of French, Provençal, and Jewish identity, for instance, I see an exiled French citizen
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staking claim to his heritage, while the statement’s widespread dissemination in the following
decades reflects cultural changes that enabled it to be accepted as a compositional identity rather
than only a personal one. (Indeed, as the entire first edition of Notes sans musique was written
between 1944 and 1947, one could potentially go much further in reading his presentation of his
own life story through an exile lens.) Images of the proto-experimentalist early Milhaud and the
overly prolific late Milhaud both solidified through midcentury aesthetic debates in which he
was both a subject of analysis and an active participant. And, perhaps most significantly, it was
in the United States that Madeleine Milhaud, reacting to the new complications of migration and
disability, assumed a responsibility toward her composer husband’s reputation and legacy that
she carried into the twenty-first century.
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