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            So I assumed a double part, and cried

            And heard another’s voice cry: “What! are you here?”

            t. s. eliot, “Little Gidding”

            Identities are never unified and, in late modern times, increasingly fragmented and fractured; never singular but multiply constructed across different, often intersecting and antagonistic, discourses, practices, and positions. They are subject to a radical historicization, and are constantly in the process of change and transformation…. Identities are therefore constituted within, not outside representation.

            stuart hall, “Who Needs ‘Identity’”

         

          viii

      

   


   
      
         
ix
            Contents

         

         
            
               
	Title Page

                  	Dedication

                  	Epigraphs

                  	Preface

                  	 

                  	1
Blurring Identities  Gender in Performance

                  	 

                  	2
Hidden Histories Ventriloquism and Identity in Ravel’s Chansons madécasses

                  	 

                  	3
“These Fragments Have I Shored against My Ruins”  Meditations on Death

                  	 

                  	Acknowledgments

                  	Index

                  	Plates

                  	About the Author

                  	Copyright

               

x
            

         

      

   


   
      
         
xi
            Preface

         

         These essays started life as lectures, the Berlin Family Lectures at the University of Chicago, and I would like to start by expressing my thanks to the Berlin family and the University of Chicago for the invitation. It has been a precious opportunity to reflect. As a singer, I spent much of 2020 and 2021 unable to perform live music because of the COVID-19 pandemic. To that extent, like all performers worldwide, I have been forced to question an identity, a self, that has, for the past twenty or thirty years, been defined by getting up on stage and communicating music in physical proximity and real time to audiences in concert halls and opera houses.

         I have had an unusual career in that before I became a professional singer in my late twenties I was an academic historian. The enforced silence of the last year has given me the opportunity to fall back on my identity as a historian and to think. It has given me the chance to delve deeper than I might otherwise have had the time to do into the backstories of some of the works of classical music that I have performed xiiin the past, or have been thinking about performing in the future, by composers ranging from the Italian Renaissance (Claudio Monteverdi) to twentieth-century Britain (Benjamin Britten).

         In these essays I will venture on a journey under the surface of those works, share my excavations, and ask questions about them that are not usually asked in the concert hall. The tradition of Western classical music, far from being moribund or culturally authoritarian, continues to be alive because it continually invites us to ask questions. The individual musical works I will explore prove to be fluid and open-ended while at the same time making us emotionally engage with the conflicts and contradictions of human experience—including power relations, whether gendered or colonial, and the way we confront the ultimate dissolution of self, death, something that has been at the forefront of our minds during a year and more of global pandemic. Music, at its best, embodies with peculiar force what the poet John Keats called “negative capability,” the creative ability to live with doubts and mysteries. It makes us think and at the same time it takes us beyond thought.

         The question(ing) of identity is the starting point of these essays, but they remain essays: provisional, experimental, suggestive. They do not set out a thesis; they have no agenda. Improvisatory rather than systematically theorized, they aim to reveal or underline complexity, to add texture, to problematize. Drawing instinctively on my practice as a performer, I come to these issues not as a philosopher or social theorist but with a sense that personal identity is somehow formed out of an encounter between the self and what is outside the self; that it is both culturally constructed and inflected by intuitive subjectivity. If identity is in part performative, these xiiiessays are, in turn, offered as an open-ended performance in which I invite readers—the audience—to respond to their different strands, their themes and variations, as they would perhaps to a piece of music itself.

         The first essay explores the ways in which vocal pieces by Monteverdi, Schumann, and Britten—none of them straightforwardly operatic—can blur the boundaries of gender. In the second essay, I research the historical and political roots of a single song by Ravel from his Chansons madécasses (Songs of Madagascar) that has always both haunted and unnerved me. I hope to deepen and inform our response to it, to use it to reflect upon the past and the present by exploring its ambiguous and often disturbing context and the way it constructs and deconstructs colonial and “othered” identities. I end with death in the third essay because death is the end of everything, because music speaks to death, and because death is the absence in the face of which all human identity is constructed.

         
            *

         

         In all performance, identity is something that we performers have to confront. We play a “double part.” Each time we stand up on stage to deliver, to reproduce, to transmit a text, be it musical or literary or a combination of the two, we have a decision to make (conscious or unconscious) about the character of that text and about the stance we adopt towards it. How are we, quite literally, to embody it? Do we take on the identity of the text we have absorbed, or does the text reconfigure itself as it is molded to the identity of the performer? There are many ways of approaching this, and many orthodoxies that are, sometimes unthinkingly, lodged at the center of critical discourse.xiv

         Central to much appreciation of the Western art music tradition is the idea of “interpretation,” but interpretation understood as a part shamanic, part scientific quest for the “right” performance. It’s a strange notion, and one we don’t apply in quite the same way to the spoken theater. A great actor’s “interpretation” of Macbeth, Hedda Gabler, or Archie Rice is simply his or her performance. The actor takes the text and runs with it, and the performance that results is not typically a search for something legitimate or authoritative. Interpres in Latin is the agent between two parties, a broker or negotiator. A performance in the spoken theater is a negotiation between text and actors.

         In classical music there is a paradox at work in which the ideal interpretation is, essentially, a noninterpretation. There has long been a tendency rather to privilege the text, in this case the musical score, a tendency that reached its apogee in twentieth-century abstract music with the notion that the performer is an ideally transparent individual. Composers like Stravinsky hoped, through notational exactitude, to remove the freedom of the performer; not for nothing did he experiment with the mechanical piano roll in the 1920s as a way of escaping the painful necessity for the intermediation of a performer.1 Interpretation, understood in this way, is about taking the text left behind by the composer and using it to intuit an ideal performance that remains unachievable but that is nevertheless an absolute regulatory principle and an aspiration. Much time in rehearsal is spent arguing about what the composer “meant” (though in practice quite often ignoring it). The ultimate expression of this regime was articulated by the theorist Heinrich Schenker (1868–1935): “Basically a composition does not require a performance in order to exist…. The reading of the score is sufficient.”2 There’s something xv profoundly theological about this, as it reaches back to Renaissance debates about form and substance, but it is surely a kick in the teeth for the performer.

         The classical singer stands somehow, and a little awkwardly, between these two poles. For an opera singer, the demands of the theater and a theatrical attitude of mind largely predominate. An opera singer is an actor. In the concert repertoire, and more particularly in the field of song, things are more confused, and there is often a demand or a felt need to avoid dramatization, a self-denying ordinance in the service of some idea of an uninterpreted, natural delivery, which somehow connects to Stravinsky’s suspicion of expressivity in classical music. This notion of a natural delivery is, of course, a myth—all art is artifice—but the debate on how to deliver song goes right back to Schubert’s day.

         Thankfully, a new performative turn in musicology has been recognizing that music, quite simply, is performance, not just the written text.3 Music is a quintessentially social activity. Of course, in our highly literate tradition of classical music making, the composer has a unique power, authority, and charisma, and the technologies of music composition and the genius of the composers who have used and developed them have created a tradition of extraordinary power and longevity, from Monteverdi via Mozart and Beethoven to Ades. At the same time, performers, all performers, like actors, have to take the music and run with it. The text we have cannot exhaustively encode all the parameters of possible performances, and while the text may be the starting point, and research into its meanings a useful and constraining discipline, in the end what we have is a recipe for making performances that, in one way or another, move our audiences.

         This is, in fact, as much the case for instrumental music as xviit is for vocal music in the classical tradition. In a brilliant essay the pianist Alfred Brendel contends that in the piano music of Beethoven, over and above the analysis and deployment of structure, “it is the interpreter’s responsibility to play the roles of different characters.”4 If this is the case for abstract music of the highest intellectual charge, how much more so for sung music, for music that has a literary text and assumes if not a literal character—as in works for the theater—at least a persona, as in the world of song.

         Here is Edward T. Cone in his classic study, The Composer’s Voice:

         
            If we take the art of song seriously, we must accord the same faith to the characters portrayed by singers. They are not mere puppets, controlled by the composer’s strings. They are more like Petrouchkas, brought to life by the composer, but thenceforth driven by their own wills and desires. Thus the vocal persona adopts the original simulation of the poetic persona and adds another of his own5

         

         Singers are not puppets, Cone says, with his ironic nod towards Stravinsky; and he is surely right. The adoption of character, the merging of the characters of both piece and performer that performance involves can often take us a long way from what a composer “intended.” At the same time, one of the most powerful feelings one can have as a performer is that in what feel like the best, the “deepest” performances—for the singer, and with an assumption that this is felt by the audience too—the song sings the singer. If this sounds a little mystagogical, it is an idea that nevertheless does capture, phenomenologically as it were, what it feels like to deliver a work of art and to be swept along with it, taken by surprise xviiby the way it seizes us and takes us unaware. Moments in life like this are rare, moments of uncanniness in which parts of our life seem to connect in a jolting and mysterious way, moments of what we might call epiphany. Art seeks out such epiphanies, and for the singer and their audience they come when the song sings the singer.

         I wanted to talk about this confrontation, this adventure with identity, because over the course of the past thirty years as a singer, I have found myself torn between two approaches that seem, at first sight, to be contradictory. Educated as a historian and having worked as a university-based historian until the age of thirty, my musical life was always outside this academic structure. I never learned to play an instrument, I never studied harmony and counterpoint. Singing the Romantic songs of Schubert, Schumann, Brahms, and Wolf, my self-legitimation did not come from an academic understanding of the poetico-musical texts that I loved and sang but from a commitment to a sort of intensity of utterance and that search to be so immersed in the music that singer and song merge. My singerly practice was never about transparency but about merger and that paradoxical escape from the self that a certain intensity of performance can bring.

         At the same time, I recognized—as a historian—the way in which the music I was singing had emerged from different cultural moments in the history of the Western classical tradition and that each, perhaps, deserved excavation as to the way in which character might be understood. If one’s first extensive encounter with sung performance is the Romantic lied, then the performative style one adopts is all too likely, of course, to be a Romantic one. Recognition of the historical roots of that style can’t disqualify it as an artistic approach. I’m reminded of the twentieth-century British composer Benjamin Britten, xviiiwho declared that if he had been born a hundred years earlier he would have been a Romantic composer—something he meant not as a statement of the obvious but as a declaration of allegiance. It was Nietzsche who told us that every song is a swan song.6 For me, every song is, somehow, Romantic, and involves an engagement with the themes of life that the Romantics explored and transmitted into the psychoanalytic tradition: Eros and Thanatos, love and death; identity, or, more simply, who are we, who am I?

         In these essays I want to look at a selection of diverse pieces that might benefit from having their presentation of identity problematized and historicized. It’s my conviction that this is both a practical and a moral issue. We owe it to both the past and to the present to understand the context from which art emerges, as part of that mysterious creative current that attempts to bind together in cultural catholicity the dead, the living, and the as yet unborn. I want to examine performative constructions of identity in music through the lens of gender, politics, or the ultimate paradoxical grounding and denial of identity, death. Works that seem difficult for us to perform, like Robert Schumann’s Romantic song cycle Frauenliebe und Leben, can be reimagined by taking a closer look at their origins. Works that have languished in an ideological exile like Ravel’s Chansons madécasses are not just aesthetic objects, for Ravel’s song cycle exists in a historical matrix that both opposes and is complicit in the European colonial enterprise. In these essays I will be looking at pieces that I have performed or that I might perform. In doing so, I want to raise questions, questions that help the past to inform the present, the present to inform the past, and that can enrich as well as interrogate performance.

         
            93

            Notes

            1. The expressivity of the performer may also have been an offense against a Stravinskian aesthetic, one that the composer summed up, with typical provocation, in 1935: “I consider that music is, by its very nature, essentially power less to express anything at all, whether a feeling, an attitude of mind, or psychological mood, a phenomenon of nature, etc…. Expression has never been an inherent property of music. That is by no means the purpose of its existence.” Igor Stravinsky, An Autobiography (London: Calder and Boyars, 1975), 53.

            2. Heinrich Schenker, The Art of Performance, ed. Heribert Esser, trans. Irene Schreier Scott (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 3.

            3. See especially Nicholas Cook, Beyond the Score: Music as Performance (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014).

            4. Alfred Brendel, “Musical Character(s) in Beethoven’s Piano Sonatas,” in On Music: Collected Essays (Chicago: A Capella, 2001), 71.

            5. Edward T. Cone, The Composer’s Voice (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1974), 22–23.

            6. Friedrich Nietzsche, Menschliches, Allzumenschliches: Ein Buch für freie Geister (Chemnitz: E. Schmeitzner, 1878), pt. 2, §171.
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            Blurring Identities

            Gender in Performance

         

         This essay considers three works from three different eras to look at the way in which one aspect of social identity—that of gender identity—has been creatively reconfigured by composers and performers at particular historical moments. Questions of gender have been recurring sites of complexity within the European musical tradition. Musical works can provide an open and fluid space in which societies can pose such questions.

         The late-Renaissance short theatrical piece by Claudio Monteverdi, Il combattimento di Tancredi e Clorinda (1624), depicts the fight between Tancredi and Clorinda. Complexities of identity are presented through the telling of a tale in which gender roles are blurred and challenged. In Robert Schumann’s song cycle Frauenliebe und Leben (1840), the Romantic and romanticized presentation of a woman’s life and love is complicated by the male identity of its authors, composer and poet. Closer to us, in Benjamin Britten’s music theater piece Curlew River (1964), the blurring of gender—more 2specifically, the assumption of a female role by a male singer—broadens and deepens the vein of tragedy in the piece.

         Monteverdi’s musical theater works, written in the first few decades of the seventeenth century, are now firmly lodged in the repertoire. But standing at the beginning of the opera tradition, before firm rules for what an opera should be had been codified, they are fluid works, strange and unsettling for a modern audience. They must have been strange and unsettling for Monteverdi’s contemporaries. L’Orfeo, written for the Gonzaga Duke of Mantua in 1607, is more of a court entertainment than an opera. Nowadays it is usually in opera houses that it is to be seen and heard. Despite all the philosophical and musicological conundrums and paradoxes about what it is to recreate a work written four centuries ago—what is authenticity, how can we approach it?—it has that strange amphibious quality of seeming at one and the same time both alien and familiar. It mixes together emotions that are recognizable and emotions that seem barely to engage with our concerns. This is what music of the past seems to do for us, to bring the foreignness and the humanity of the past to life with a visceral impact, far away from what some commentators dismiss as classical music’s “museum” culture.

         Monteverdi’s Venetian operas Il ritorno d’Ulisse in patria (1639/40) and L’incoronazione di Poppea (1643) are much more operatic in feel, much more obviously designed for a theater and for a public. They are freewheeling, with that almost Shakespearean mixture of the serious and the unbuttoned that reminds us that these pieces were written for the carnival season, in which the social and ideological assumptions of the Venetian Republic could be seen as it were through a gaudy theatrical kaleidoscope, the world turned upside down.

         Another carnival piece by Monteverdi is even more difficult 3to categorize, though it is increasingly a part of the postmodern classical repertoire. Il combattimento di Tancredi e Clorinda, or The Fight between Tancredi and Clorinda, was written to be performed as part of some evening entertainments in the apartments of the Mocenigo family in the Palazzo Dandolo on Venice’s fabled Riva degli Schiavoni at the height of carnival in 1624. The basic story line is a simple one, but at the same time it challenges the tropes of heteronormativity. During the First Crusade a Muslim warrior is trapped outside the gates of Jerusalem and is challenged by the Christian knight Tancredi. They fight. Tancredi demands to know who his opponent is. Meeting with a refusal, he is spurred on to further, furious combat. As the fighting intensifies Tancredi mortally wounds his opponent, who asks him to administer baptism. As he makes to do so, he finally recognizes his enemy as Clorinda—the woman he loves. She dies.

         Combattimento has an experimental quality about it, and at the time of that first performance, it must have packed an avant-garde punch, as a group of singers, instrumentalists, and actor-dancers started, in the middle of a party, to enact Torquato Tasso’s story. The killing of Clorinda by Tancredi, in a domestic setting, close up, must have lent the climax an especially disturbing frisson. Here is Monteverdi’s own description of the evening:

         
            Unexpectedly [and that’s crucial for the impact of the evening] Clorinda enters, armed and on foot. She is followed by Tancredi, armed, on a Marian horse [some sort of hobby horse?] The narrator, Testo, begins the singing…. Tancredi and Clorinda will perform steps and gestures in the way expressed by the narration, nothing more or less, and they will observe diligently those measures, 4blows and steps from the players. The instrumentalists will sound excited or soft, and the narrator will deliver the words set to music, in such a way that they create a unified imitation.1

         

         Monteverdi’s setting of this incident out of Tasso must have had a peculiarly dissociated feeling. The narrator is designated Testo, literally “text,” but a common label for a narrator or soloist in Italian music. He spins his tale while two actor-dancers act out the combat. At four crucial points of the drama, Tancredi and Clorinda themselves are given voice—but did the actors sing or did they mime as the characters sing their own words? It is not clear.

         Monteverdi was especially proud of his development of new musical means to depict combat in sound, something he boasted of in the preface to the work as published in 1639. Pizzicati, rapid repeated notes, string tremolos: this was what he called the concitato genere, the aroused style, which imitates the sounds of combat. But what seems particularly notable, hearing and seeing the work today, is the sexual charge of the material from Tasso that Monteverdi set. The aroused style may originate in imitations of the warlike, but its signifying potential can just as easily attach to a very different sort of arousal.

         In true carnivalesque style, Combattimento plays with notions of gender, emphasizing the fluidity and performativity of gender roles. And the fight between the two combatants is full of erotic ambiguity. The elite audience for the first performance would surely have been well aware of Tasso’s poem and its complex presentation of the relationship between Tancredi and Clorinda.

         Tancredi first sees Clorinda early on in the poem, falls in love with her, and refuses to fight her. Clorinda herself nurses 5a secret desire for Tancredi. In an often overlooked passage from canto 3, she is presented as an active and almost predatory sexual actor, a challenge to the Renaissance norm, and one who “concealed under the cloak of hate another passion”:

         
            
               Oh that I might have

               That man my captive, and alive not dead—

               Alive I want him for a sweet revenge

               So my desires may yet be comforted.

            

         

         When the two meet again in canto 12, Clorinda has put on armor, which conceals her identity and her sex from Tancredi, and fights him, adopting a masculine persona that Tancredi fails to see through. In the passage set by Monteverdi, the encounter is as much an erotic as a martial one, and combat is reimagined as a display of sadomasochistic lovemaking:

         
            
               Three times the knight gripped the young lady hard

               In his muscular arms, and three times she

               Slipped herself out of those tenacious knots

               No true love’s, but the bonds of an enemy.

            

         

         Here Monteverdi’s music irradiates the words with a syncopated sliding lovesickness.

         When Tancredi comes to kill Clorinda, there is something disturbingly erotic about Tasso’s words, heightened by the sheer simplicity of Monteverdi’s setting:

         
            
               Into her lovely breast he thrusts his blade,

               Drowns it, eagerly drinks her blood. Her stole

               Beneath the cuirass, sweetly lined with gold,

               That held her breasts with light and tender pull,

               Now fills with a warm stream.6

            

         

         The story ends with Clorinda asking Tancredi to baptize her with water from a nearby stream, with his devastated recognition of her—a moment captured in Tintoretto’s magnificent painting of the subject, now in Houston—and her reported Christian redemption (plate 1).2

         Who is Clorinda? In a seventeenth-century Venetian context, as the historian Wendy Heller has explored, the role and character of women was a matter for constant negotiation and debate—mostly, of course, by men. This was a polity in which women were excluded from political power even more resolutely than in other Italian states of the time, where the institution of the court did at least allow for the play of informal female influence. The marriage customs of the republic, designed to safeguard the transmission of property, condemned many, if not most, unmarried aristocratic women to an unchosen life encloistered as a nun.3

         But women did write about the constraints under which they lived, none more eloquently than Lucrezia Marinella (1571–1653) in her “La nobiltà et l’eccelenza dell donne co’ difetti et mancamenti de gli uomini” (The nobility and excellence of women together with the defects and insufficiencies of men):

         
            O that God might grant that in our times women were permitted to train in arms and in literature, so that we would see such wonderful and unheard-of things in the preservation and expansion of kingdoms. And who would be more ready to make a shield with their fearless breasts in defence of the fatherland than women?4

         

         There were during the Renaissance rare but notable examples of such martial women: Elizabeth I confronting the 7Spanish Armada in 1588 is perhaps the most famous—“not so much a virgin as a virago,” as one contemporary put it, “in nought unlike the Amazonian queen,” Penthesilea.5 Tasso himself was particularly proud that in his epic he managed to include the Amazonian warrior Clorinda, as Homer had not managed to represent the Amazonian Queen Penthesilea in his Iliad. Yet at the same time, she was a finta persona, a marvel, and for Tasso there were clear gender roles to which men and women, under normal conditions, ought to conform—strength, commerce, and combat for men, modesty and household management for women.6

         In a sense Tancredi’s performance of heteronormative male gender is put into question as much by Combattimento as is Clorinda’s. The erotic quality of the combat is multi layered, tangled, perplexing. Clorinda loves Tancredi—without quite knowing how or why—and fights with him to the death in order, somehow, to possess him. Tancredi is all unknowing of Clorinda’s identity as a woman but joins in this sensual combat with a feigning man. When she is revealed to be a woman—and, what is more, the woman with whom he is in love—his sense of masculine identity is cast adrift, a moment of crisis for him. As for Clorinda, her agency is asserted by the piece—she insists on her confrontation with Tancredi, she pursues him—but she is ultimately punished for that agency by defeat and death; her carnival existence as a performative marvel is a licensed exception that only reinforces the mores and customs of Venetian society. What the gentlemen and gentlewomen who watched the first performance talked about after it we shall, of course, never know. We do know, however, from Monteverdi’s own, possibly self-serving account, that tears were shed.

         Combattimento is rich, almost too rich in its text and contexts, 8 to contend with as a performer. A scholarly literature of formidable depth and suggestiveness has grown up around it. The audience watching in the 1620s would have been well aware from their steeping in Tasso—as a modern audience is not aware—that Clorinda, the white-skinned Muslim, was in fact the child of black-skinned Ethiopian Christian royalty, another confusion of identity that would have given her baptism a particular force, especially for Venetians who, living on a boundary between the Christian and Islamic worlds, would have known stories of Venetians brought up as Muslims, Otto mans brought up as Christians.7 Suzanne Cusick has uncovered fascinating possibilities of sexual double entendre at work in the text Monteverdi sets, creating the prospect of layers of carnivalesque tension between the planes of battle, of love, and of ribald jest.8
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