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            INTRODUCTION

         

         Penelope was first performed at Tanglewood, the summer festival of the Boston Symphony Orchestra, in July 2019, sung by Renée Fleming and spoken by Uma Thurman. André Previn’s score was played by the Emerson String Quartet with the pianist Simone Dinnerstein.

         André and I met in 1974 when he was the principal conductor of the London Symphony Orchestra. He said one day, ‘Listen, if you ever want to write something which needs a symphony orchestra, I’ve got one.’ Our first collaboration was Every Good Boy Deserves Favour (1977), and we remained friends until his death, which occurred two months short of his ninetieth birthday, and six months before the premiere of Penelope.

         In speaking of our ‘collaboration’ I am stretching a point. I don’t read music – I can barely hum music – so I never heard his score until it was performed, and he never read my text until I’d finished. It was a wonder that we managed a collaboration not once but twice. With Penelope I procrastinated for years, pleading that I didn’t know what it meant to write vifor a singer – because it was Renée who was the midwife. In 1998 she created the role of Blanche DuBois in André’s opera of A Streetcar Named Desire, and it was Renée who kept on at André to keep on at me. When I heard the recording of Streetcar I was bewildered. Tennessee Williams, it seemed to me, had already written the ‘music’ for his play: the words were the music. But André’s score changed all that, and I was convinced that opera and I were lost causes to each other. ‘Forget opera,’ André told me. ‘It’s a monologue. A monodrama. For a woman.’

         From time to time André called to ask whether I had settled on a character. I can’t remember how I arrived at the wife of Odysseus but the moment I thought of Penelope I became enthused. She was someone I’d known most of my life.

         Penelope was written to be sung, which tells you all you need to know about my greenness in the world of sopranos. Timed like a monologue, my libretto came in at 25 minutes. Green as I was, and titanium-throated as Renée might be, I knew I had not written an aria. I suggested that some, much, most of the libretto (a word I was getting fond of) could be performed as recitative (a word I had never had occasion to use before). I had Rex Harrison in mind. He couldn’t sing but he was just fine in My Fair Lady, I told André. This was in his apartment on the Upper East Side in viiNew York where he sat at his piano playing bits for my incomprehension while pencilling notes. ‘Don’t be disheartened,’ he wrote to me. ‘It will make a lot more sense once you can hear some of the music.’ The recitative had bitten the dust when it turned out that it wouldn’t really give the singer a rest between the singing. ‘Dear André and Renée,’ I wrote. ‘It did occur to me that Penelope need not be, and perhaps should not be, sung from top to bottom.’ My new idea was that some, much, most would just be spoken unaccompanied; by whom was an open question.

         The three of us started marking the text into ‘Sung’ and ‘Spoken’. With the premiere looming, André’s Penelope settled around two voices, a singer and an actor, both of them Penelope. Some of her words were left unaccompanied, some underscored, and at the same time the work was growing. André wrote, ‘There will be intermittent or orchestral accents and accompaniment …’ and ‘Piano interlude (maybe)’ and ‘Orchestral interlude’. André continued to work, but for a long time he had had trouble with his legs, moving with great difficulty between couch and piano. When he announced that Penelope was all but finished, his body was failing. After a short spell in hospital, André died on 28 February 2019.

         At the premiere, Penelope was spoken by Uma Thurman, who was – perhaps literally – viiia godsend, for on the date required she would be rehearsing Ibsen at Williamstown, half an hour from Tanglewood, and Uma gallantly joined the odyssey. It was something to see and hear the two women and five musicians rise to the maestro’s last expression of a long lifetime creating music. André’s score is dedicated ‘to Renée’. I owe her no less. Her ascents to André’s apartment were like the flying visits of an inspirational angel.

         
             

         

         t.s. 

July 2022
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