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MOVING IMAGE







I’M WATCHING A GRAINY KINESCOPE on YouTube, hardly believing I’ve managed to track it down. The D’Oyly Carte Opera Company, in New York on its 1955 American tour, is performing a short version of The Pirates of Penzance, live, on the highbrow TV show Omnibus. The ladies of the chorus crowd a painted set under lighting that does not flatter their heavy stage makeup. They go through their little dance steps impeccably, hoop skirts bouncing, as they have hundreds of times before, marking the words of the songs with hand gestures and facial expressions ordained by W.S. Gilbert seventy-six years earlier.


The D’Oyly Carte Company of 1955 is the official Gilbert and Sullivan troupe, holder of the copyrights, keeper of the flame. I’m sure the performers have had precious little time to memorize the cuts needed to compress a two-hour comic opera into forty minutes, but nobody makes a mistake. The pickup orchestra has its scruffy moments, but the conductor, Isidore Godfrey, brings the music to life, as always. The cast is comfortable enough to mug when mugging is called for, and I mug right along with them, mouthing the words.


I’d known this footage existed for years and had a vague idea it could be viewed at the Museum of Television and Radio, but I never took myself there—that would have meant exposing a private desire. Eventually the internet, that vast public repository of private desires, led me to the firm that bought the old Omnibus shows. I tried to license this segment so I could watch it, but—bless them—they posted it online for free. Now its true audience, wonky and geriatric, has begun showing up, one at a time, to see a rare video record of the performers we’ve listened and listened to.


The cast shares three principals with the recording I grew up with. Most significantly, it has the same formidable contralto—the battleaxe as indispensable to Gilbert and Sullivan as Margaret Dumont was to the Marx Brothers. Ruth, the Pirate Maid of all Work, is played by Ann Drummond-Grant. She died before I knew she existed, but she shaped the course of my life. I am watching Ann Drummond-Grant.


She’s fifty, about to turn fifty-one. She moves into the frame in left profile, an angle I’ve never seen in photographs, and not a flattering one. The enormous Jolly Roger hat surmounting a heavy wig of dark curls throws her features out of proportion: her nose looks oddly snub, her heavily shadowed eyes small under large painted brows. And her neck is beginning to sag. She points a dainty pistol at the tenor. It’s the beginning of the famous Paradox Trio, in which Ruth and the Pirate King tell Frederic that because he was born on February 29, he’s had only five birthdays, so he’s technically five years old, not twenty-one, and must therefore remain apprenticed to the pirates. . . .


If I have to explain these plots, it will not go well for me.


She looks intent, intent, intent. Like every Ruth before her, she laughs six hearty laughs on the eighth notes of the intro, then sits down on a conveniently placed rock to begin the trio’s first verse. Her voice is exactly the same as on my 1957 recording; she was known for being absolutely consistent from performance to performance, in sickness and health. As called for, she puts her hands on her hips, locking her thumbs in the wide belt of her Pirate Maid outfit (aproned hoop skirt, officer’s naval jacket). She uses an actual gesture to hand off the next verse to the Pirate King, as though the audience won’t be able to figure out that he’s singing next. There is no line in a D’Oyly Carte performance that isn’t telegraphed in some way. But her smile is lovely. Lovely. Seen full face, she is a regally beautiful woman.


There’s not enough of her in this broadcast. It leaves out the song where Ruth explains how Frederic came to be a pirate (she, his slightly deaf nursemaid, was charged with apprenticing him to a pilot), as well as the Act I duet it took me decades to recognize as a brilliant parody of Verdi. But it’s more of her than I had before, another piece of a puzzle that can never be completed. For more than fifty years since I first heard her voice, she’s been lodged in my psyche, a benign presence, a lifelong friend. This has never changed because I’ve never spoken about her. But I need to speak about her now.


It’s because of Ann Drummond-Grant that I committed myself to music school and the study of singing, even though I didn’t have a fabulous voice or, more important, a bone-deep desire to perform. It’s because of her that I came to understand the meaning of a private self and a private inner life, a center no one else had to be granted access to, a non-physical room of my own. She had that same understanding. Even on camera, a woman of enormous presence and discipline telling an audience all she knows, there is a certain privacy about her. And her voice, on vinyl, has the gravity of a whole soul.


Not that I listen to her on vinyl these days, though those first LPs, and the extra copies I bought to make sure I would never be without her, are on a high shelf in my apartment, having followed me through a dozen moves. I have her digitally now, on CD, in the cloud, on every one of my devices. Vinyl—analog—is best because at some point she sang into a microphone, and the force of her voice created grooves on a physical surface. I listened to those records so many times that the grooves were burned into my brain. I know that if a surgeon touched the right place with a probe, her voice would ring out in the operating room. All I have to do to hear her is close my eyes. Not even that.


At this writing I’ve lived a dozen years longer than she did; she was not quite fifty-five when she died. It’s startling to be older than she ever was, to see the latter part of my life plain as day in the mirror. If I’m going to tell this tale, it’s time to begin.
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LISTENING







I GREW UP IN SYRACUSE, NEW YORK, where it snows at least 120 inches a year—two inches one day, six the next—beginning around Halloween and ending sometime in April. When I walked to school, snowflakes gathered in the cuffs of my boots and ice crystals formed where my scarf covered my mouth; under my mittens, my hands were chapped. Puddles of water gathered by the radiator in the front hall where coats were draped to dry. Each day’s snow got plowed into large dirty curbside drifts, the streets got salted, and traffic kept right on moving—no small matter in a landscape filled with the rounded glacial hills called drumlins. Southern Scotland, where Ann Drummond-Grant grew up, is likewise a land of drumlins, though there’s much less snow.


I lived in the one big old house on a hilly street where little split-levels popped up like mushrooms in the 1950s. There had once been large, graceful elms, but they died of Dutch Elm disease and were cut down, leaving the street oddly bare.


My father was a physician in general practice. After office hours, he drove around in the rain and snow, making house calls. He had large deep feelings that were largely inaccessible, but I knew he loved me. My love for him was shot through with the fear of losing him. It was my father who introduced me to Gilbert and Sullivan. He loved music; we had a framed photo of him playing the violin as a boy, documenting the pride his Jewish immigrant parents took in being able to pay for lessons. When he went to medical school, he put the violin away.


My mother should have worked. She was smart and decisive, a born executive. But she spent her days doing what doctors’ wives did back then: having lunch, playing canasta, making reckless stabs at whatever crafts her friends were taking up. No one in her family went to college, in which respect they were like no other Jews I knew. She wasn’t long out of high school when she met my father, who was interning in her hometown of Wilmington, Delaware.


Mother loved me—at the end of her life, she even said so—but not in any way I could discern. She spoke to me angrily, without patience or tenderness. I took it in stride, not knowing how else to take it. She rarely held or cuddled me; my earliest memory was of the disgust on her face as she changed my diaper. I remember exactly one time I was allowed to snuggle on her lap; I felt anxious because I was sucking my thumb and drooling on her apron. I wanted so much to love her the way I was supposed to, but never did manage it.


Mother was the oldest of eight and grew up without a speck of space to herself, which, I suppose, accounts for her possessiveness of the home turf. She tolerated no kind of messiness. My childhood friends have memories of eating cookies over the wastebasket so as not to scatter a single crumb.


She had an ear for music, though she couldn’t read it. She listened to the opera broadcasts on Saturday afternoons and sang in a confident cabaret voice as she washed the dishes—pop standards from the thirties, mostly, and never a whole song. A verse, or a snatch of a verse. Missed the Saturday dance . . . Heard they crowded the floor . . . Couldn’t bear it without you. . . .


She sang to herself. Singing, for her, was a private affair. Once when she was listening to Leontyne Price on the radio, I told her, “I can sing like that!” She said, “Okay, let’s hear it.” I sang a high note in my best seven-year-old voice. She made a face and motioned me away. How could she not have heard how good I was?


I was a late child, a surprise. I had two brothers: Julian, eleven years older than me, and Robert, seven years older. Both were obsessive listeners. From the time I was tiny, I shadowed them and heard what they heard. Julian loved classical music, had perfect pitch and took piano lessons, forging his way through Chopin nocturnes on our blurry sounding upright. He never played a record just once. I remember working on a jigsaw puzzle while he listened, over and over, to Prokofiev’s Second Piano Concerto. I thought it was awful, clangy and dissonant, but after a couple of hours, I liked it.


Robert played guitar and piano by ear and liked anything good. Once I stood outside his door while he listened to “It Might as Well Rain until September” a dozen times, fascinated by Carole King’s unbeautiful, electronically doubled voice. Then he switched over to Zero Mostel in A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum, another unbeautiful voice I couldn’t not listen to. The world had room for every kind of singer.


When I was older, I began listening to Broadway musicals on my own: Carousel, Fiddler on the Roof, Funny Girl. I seem to remember singing and dancing along with the records, but that can’t be right. The stereo was downstairs in a public part of the house, and I wouldn’t have sung out loud if anyone else was home. The one place I performed happily was at summer camp, hours away in the Adirondacks. I won a part in the camp show by belting out “Matchmaker, Matchmaker” from Fiddler and sang like a star in performance. At school, though, I more than once auditioned successfully for a part, only to be replaced when I couldn’t make myself heard. Shyness seized me by the throat, and my voice vanished.


But I knew I could sing. It was one of the few things I knew for sure. I didn’t know how to dress—my bunkmates at camp once did a fashion intervention to stop me from wearing plaids with florals. I didn’t know how to interact in groups without being “on,” believing that aggressive cleverness would make people like me. This usually backfired; most of the snarky things I said were taken the wrong way or not understood at all. I persisted. I had no other language for reaching out to people and usually missed the signals when people reached out to me. My sense of aloneness—of not being able to get through—generated an anxiety so familiar I ceased to be aware of it. But it was visible to all, in the crooks of my elbows and the backs of my knees, as eczema. I scratched my left ankle raw till I was a teenager, when finally, mercifully, I was given a tube of cortisone ointment.













[image: ] 3 [image: ]

CHUBBETTE







I WAS A PUDGY CHILD, the sort of pudge that people find adorable in babies but unacceptable when the babies grow up. I had squishy thighs and upper arms and a little pot belly; my uncle who loved to pinch baby fat found plenty to pinch on me. It would never have occurred to me that this was hereditary, but what I had was a Russian Jewish Babushka Body in training: I was built like my grandmothers, who weren’t thin. It shouldn’t have mattered. I was perfectly healthy. But I grew up believing that I was fat, that it was my fault, and that fat was not lovable.


I craved savory things, not sweets. I have a memory of crawling, still in diapers, to a kitchen cupboard, opening it, and swigging soy sauce from the bottle in utter bliss. But I acquired the classic American carb addiction soon enough, and while I was never obese, I was bigger than I was supposed to be. From the age of six, I was always being entreated to diet, always sneaking food, always trying to look in the mirror and see someone thin. Mother dressed me in Chubbettes, a line of dresses for little girls “on the plump side.” (Tagline: “She can have a tummy . . . and still look yummy!”) Whenever I saw that label, I felt humiliated.


I might have felt better about my body if I’d learned to enjoy moving it. Some of my classmates took ballet lessons and had little tutus, but I was made to understand that such things were not for me. Gym class was full of activities I was bad at. In any game of dodgeball, I was the first to be hit. I couldn’t shinny up a rope or vault over a pommel horse. We weren’t taught how to do those things; we just took a run at the equipment, one of us after another, and either managed it or didn’t. I tried and failed for years to pull myself up onto the gymnastic rings, finally succeeding in sixth grade and yelling, “Jesus Christ!” to the consternation of my Catholic gym teacher. I hadn’t realized such skills could be worked on and acquired. Nor did I understand, at age twelve, that hormones were beginning to kick in.


Puberty made everything worse in ways I had no language for. I was supposed to want breasts, but the minute they sprouted, I was supposed to keep them in check. I had a bathing suit with foam cups that were nowhere near filled; at summer camp, I stowed interesting rocks in them. One day I noticed in Mother’s bedroom mirror that my waist curved in, and my hips curved out—an hourglass shape, which was supposed to be good. (I had no idea what an actual hourglass figure looked like, or that it was created by corsets.) I didn’t realize it meant I was destined to be hippy, busty, and short-waisted, that I would never, ever look good in the clothes the slim, willowy girls wore. I had no real sense of my body at all, a state that persisted for decades.


Some of my classmates started menstruating in sixth grade. They seemed to sweat and suffer with it. In seventh grade, at thirteen, it was my turn. I excused myself from math class with pains radiating from somewhere under the pot belly; in the girls’ bathroom, I saw dark ugly blood. I knew what it was, but it horrified me. On the way back to class, a bulky sanitary napkin stuffed in my underpants, I asked myself in a not-nice way, “How does it feel to be sexually mature?” I’d never had a sexual feeling that I knew of.


For reasons unknown to me, I wanted to tell Mother about getting my period before I told anyone else. It seemed fitting, though she and I had never discussed periods. So I endured a planned visit to a friend’s house—the pain was intense, I was dizzy with it—before walking home. I found Mother in bed with the shades drawn. She was having a migraine, her first in many years, and in fact the only one I remember her having. She took my news with a grunt of chagrin: she didn’t need this. She managed to fish a sanitary belt from her lingerie drawer and tell me where the pads were before returning to bed. If I’d thought I would be able to bond with her over this, I was wrong.


Some weeks later, she presented me with a book called Time to Grow Up: An Affectionate Guide for Young Ladies from Ten to Sixteen by an ex-pinup girl called Candy Jones. Ms. Jones was indeed affectionate, but I was not one of the young ladies she had in mind. Her basic assumptions were that “every girl wants to get married and raise a family,” which I didn’t, and that jobs were something “to pass the time before the right marrying man shows up,” which I thought would never happen to me. (Jones herself married twice, worked all her life, and claimed, plausibly, to have been hypnotized and used as a spy by the CIA.)


Time to Grow Up had been published in 1962, and by the time I encountered it in 1966, it was hilariously out of date. While Betty Friedan was writing The Feminine Mystique, Candy Jones was hoping that a woman would never become president of the United States: “Confidentially and just between the two of us, do you think one of us actually could run this country without getting everything bollixed up and forgetting to turn off the gas at the White House when we went on vacation?” I didn’t know enough to feel insulted by this.


I did know girls who might have appreciated Jones’s thirteen-point checklist for determining whether your clothes fit properly, who might have nodded and smiled when informed that a strapless white formal can be accented with an emerald-green satin clutch. These were the same slender girls who knew how to talk to boys and liked the idea of dating them, and who gave parties where people made out. I couldn’t imagine this. Didn’t want to.


The sole sentence from Time to Grow Up that stayed with me was this: “Some girls awaken to the fact that their stomach looks like a football in a fitted princess line dress.” That was a figure flaw—any extra flesh was a figure flaw—fixable by sit-ups, leg lifts, and a panty girdle. I never did fix it. Even now, when Pilates has given me a rock-solid core, I still have a football stomach. Candy Jones lied to me.


This, then, was the adolescent girl who heard Ann Drummond-Grant’s voice for the first time: shy on the inside, stocky and snarky on the outside. An introvert in extrovert’s clothing—at odds with her body and so lonely she didn’t even know it. Not the first or last girl of this description, surely.
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KATISHA







ON A COLD, DARK NIGHT toward the end of 1966, my father brought home a recording of The Mikado and handed it to me, saying he thought I’d like it, that it was “fun.” Looking at the photo on the cover—the full cast standing onstage in out-of-register color, their makeup a garish yellow—I was unimpressed. The albums I liked were slicker. The Beatles’ Revolver had come out that year, and I’d stared at the black-and-white Klaus Voormann collage on the cover while Robert played the songs twice. But The Mikado was a present from my adored father, so I took it seriously.


I knew almost nothing about Gilbert and Sullivan except that they were old and English. That suited me. I’d read the Sherlock Holmes stories and mostly forgotten them, but retained a fondness for the Victorian way of saying things, in long, convoluted sentences packed with words whose meanings I might deduce if I was too lazy to look them up.


The Mikado dates from Sherlock Holmes’s day, 1885. It’s set in Japan, but Gilbert’s Japan is England with an exotic veneer, an excuse to put his players in gorgeous costumes and have them gesture extravagantly with fans. For many years, audiences saw nothing wrong with Caucasian actors wearing yellow makeup to signify Japanese-ness. Now it’s cringeworthy, and the opera has become problematic. That’s a pity, because aside from its casual Victorian racism, The Mikado is a work of genius. I loved it from the start.


Sullivan’s music was glorious, every bar of it. Gilbert’s lyrics required my keen attention. (Fortunately, there was a printed libretto.) His rhymes were intricate and endlessly inventive, involving strange new words I thought I was supposed to know—like “ablutioner,” to rhyme with “executioner.” (It’s not a real word. The opera’s supreme snob, Pooh-Bah, calls a ragged stranger a “very imperfect ablutioner,” meaning he doesn’t bathe. It took me years to pick up on that.)


I wanted to memorize those words, to claim their cleverness. This being a well-crafted entertainment, there was just enough of the right sort of repetition to push the songs into my brain. The recording left out the dialogue between musical numbers, so I didn’t get the whole crazy plot, but I got the gist of it, which was that these were Brits pretending to be Japanese with equal parts silliness and solemnity. The tenor was to be beheaded for no good reason; the soprano was to be buried alive, ditto; and neither was in the slightest danger of these things actually happening. Everyone was having a marvelous time, and I was invited to have one too.


My Mikado, a two-LP set from 1957, may be the best on record. The cast has no weak links, not always the case with the D’Oyly Carte. The sound is superb—it was the first stereo album issued by London Records, and it gave me a sense of stepping into another world. I disappeared into it. The minute the record hit the turntable, I was gone.


The Mikado was not a great leap from the Broadway musicals I’d been listening to. American musical theater is directly descended from G&S, and every lyricist from Cole Porter to Lin-Manuel Miranda has looked back to Gilbert with some combination of idolatry and competitiveness. Sheldon Harnick said that his lyrics for “Tevye’s Dream” in Fiddler on the Roof (“What woman is this/ by righteous anger shaken?”) were inspired by Katisha’s entrance in The Mikado.


Ah. Katisha.


Katisha is the contralto, the battleaxe, the rejected older woman—older, to Gilbert, being somewhere around forty-seven. Her entrance, at the end of Act I, is spectacular. She crashes into a scene of general rejoicing like a thunderbolt, singing at the top of her voice: “Your revels cease! Assist me, all of you!” The revels cease.


The Katisha on my recording was Ann Drummond-Grant. It was, she once admitted, her favorite role, and I’ve never heard anyone sing it better. But I have no memory of hearing her for the first time. Her voice didn’t leap out and throttle me, as it has so many times since.


Nor was I conscious of what sets the role of Katisha apart from everyone else in the opera, and from all other G&S contralto roles: she is permitted to express a deep, private sorrow—not once, but twice. For most of the opera she portrays, gleefully, a perfect gorgon. But in these two numbers, the action stops, and she bares a broken human heart. Some part of me responded to this.


I can’t say how many hearings it took before I began to experience Katisha as the heart and soul of the opera, its gravitational center. Objectively speaking, she’s not. But this particular Katisha had a presence that somehow drew everything toward her. Her voice was rich and impassioned, the low notes deep and dark, the high notes shining. I scarcely took note that I, too, was being drawn toward her. I only knew I had a new world to escape to, and she was in it.
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PIRAMIKAFORE







GILBERT AND SULLIVAN IS AN INSTITUTION. Its acolytes are like small children who want their favorite bedtime stories told exactly the same way each night. At a performance of any of the operas, a large portion of the audience will be mouthing the words—and if any lyric is “updated,” a shudder will go through the crowd. Occasional productions may change the setting, but they mustn’t change the operas. You could say the same of a Beethoven symphony: however the conductor fiddles with it, it has to be Beethoven.


Now, in equating Gilbert and Sullivan with Beethoven, I’m committing a cardinal error I wouldn’t have understood at thirteen. Americans think G&S is highbrow because of its intricate rhymes, polysyllabic words, and utter Englishness. For us, it’s the meat of the elite. But for the British, it’s distinctly middlebrow—hoary Victorian stuff, entertainment for people who have pretensions to culture but don’t want to think about it too hard. I’ve heard more than one British musician get defensive about loving G&S.


As a thirteen-year-old American girl, I believed I was entering a rarefied cultural sphere when I sat down with The Mikado. Nobody I knew was listening to this stuff. People my age listened to rock, and as I got older, the rock got harder: Pink Floyd, Led Zeppelin, The Rolling Stones. Loud, angry, sexy music. The Mikado was none of those things, though I cranked up the volume when no one was home. It was militantly lighthearted, and I needed that.


Gilbert, I have long thought, was the epitome of Pre-Freudian Man. He wouldn’t have dreamed of searching for demons within himself or anyone else. His characters are benign, even when they’re talking about boiling someone in oil. And he never, ever wrote about sex—never, to cadge a line from Patience, wrote a single word “calculated to bring the blush of shame to the cheek of modesty.” That line gets a laugh, but Gilbert meant it. His mission was to make the theater respectable for a family audience, which it hadn’t been. In the long history of the D’Oyly Carte Company—founded by Richard D’Oyly Carte, the impresario who brought Gilbert and Sullivan together in 1875—the ladies never showed their legs, let alone their cleavage. The word breast referred to the heart, the seat of feeling. That was a breast I could relate to.


Not long after I started listening to The Mikado, my father brought home its companion recording from 1957, The Pirates of Penzance. I didn’t like it as much but soon warmed to it. It shared most of its cast with The Mikado, so the players were familiar to me and felt like friends. Soon they would be family.


The first friend I encountered after the opening chorus of pirates (drinking sherry, which I didn’t know was funny) was Ann Drummond-Grant—she of the hyphenated name—as Ruth, the pirates’ maid.


Ruth is even more a figure of cruel fun than Katisha. She loves Frederic, whom she mistakenly apprenticed to the pirates as a small boy, and has convinced him that she’s young and beautiful, though she is in fact (wait for it) forty-seven. When he sees a chorus of young ladies approaching in the distance, the scales fall from his eyes, and he renounces her. There ensues a ridiculous scene sung with utter seriousness. It’s also a truly operatic scene, and when I saw Verdi’s Il Trovatore many years later, I finally understood what Sullivan was spoofing. Ann Drummond-Grant had the voice for it. She could have sung Verdi, but I didn’t yet know what that meant.


There were other numbers in Pirates that I liked better, including a showstopper where Sullivan has the women and men sing two completely different choruses that combine gorgeously into one. It’s one of his favorite tricks. He taught me about counterpoint before I knew what counterpoint was.


Then there were the words. So many words. I felt compelled to learn them, even the ones I didn’t understand—as when the Modern Major General sings:


I quote in elegiacs all the crimes of Heliogabalus


In conics I can floor peculiarities parabolous. . . .


Other Victorian lyricists indulged in this sort of frenetic wordplay, but nobody did it better than Gilbert. Most of his satire was lost on me, but I found plenty in Pirates to love. When a work is good, it’s good on many levels.


I started listening to the two operas in sequence and soon asked my father for a third. He brought me HMS Pinafore, Gilbert and Sullivan’s first monster hit. These three operas, known collectively by fans as PiraMikaFore, are the most popular, at least in the US. A less obsessive listener might have stopped there.


My Pinafore, from 1959, was the next in the London Stereo series. I noted two major differences in this recording. The first was that Ann Drummond-Grant wasn’t on it. In her place, in the contralto role of Little Buttercup, was someone named Gillian Knight.


The other difference was the inclusion of the spoken dialogue, which was funny and helpful for understanding the plot. After multiple listenings, though, it started to seem like a series of interruptions to the music, and I can’t say I needed to hear it over and over, especially since it was delivered in the stilted manner that marked all D’Oyly Carte performances. Still, I memorized it and decided that speaking in a stilted manner was a fine thing. It was a way to stand out, and I wanted to stand out because I didn’t fit in.


Pinafore is a pleasure—sprightly, tuneful, brisk as a hornpipe. I’d seen a local production once and knew about Little Buttercup, who is plump and pleasing and bears a Dark Secret, and about the self-satisfied Captain, whose claim to fame is that he never gets seasick or swears. I knew about the Common Sailor who loves above his station, and the First Lord of the Admiralty, who loves (the same lass) below his. All very silly and tame to an American girl with no understanding of the British class system being surgically skewered by Gilbert. But then, I had no understanding of my own country’s caste system, which was staring me in the face.
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BLACK GIRLS







I NEVER ASKED MYSELF WHY a teenage girl who could pass for normal—who’d even decided which Beatle she had a crush on (George, then John)—would seize so eagerly and passionately on a bunch of sex-free Victorian entertainments. For the next three years, I lived a double life. In the larger life, the inner life, I became intimately familiar with eleven Gilbert and Sullivan operas—all of them except for the first, which is mostly lost, and the last two, which are seldom produced. In my smaller, outer life, I used the operas as an invisible shield. I needed one. I didn’t know who I was or how to be.


I entered puberty and junior high at the same time, and both were foreign countries. I was increasingly conscious of having too much flesh to be considered attractive, just when I was supposed to want a boyfriend. But I didn’t want one. If there was a magic spell that would render me boy-crazy, it hadn’t yet been cast.


Worse than the boy thing was the culture shock. My elementary school had been almost completely white: there was exactly one Black child in my class, from the one Black family in the district. The junior high was much larger, with many Black students bused in from the other side of town. It was the first year of an experiment in forced integration, and it was tough on everyone.


I was incapable of seeing my Black classmates as being like me because I’d been raised to believe they weren’t. There was an understanding in my family that people of color were inferior. If Mother saw a heavy Black woman, she’d say: “Look at that!”—as though the woman were not a person but a thing. My father had Black patients on Medicaid who were deemed somehow responsible for their economic distress. His Yiddish-speaking parents had owned a dry-cleaning plant where they employed people they called schvartzes, a term of contempt. Schvartzes, they said, were ruining the old neighborhood, which had been a Jewish ghetto before it was a Black one. I was ten when that neighborhood was split by an interstate highway and left for dead.


An African American woman named Mary Franklin worked for my mother when I was little. She was poor; she was heavy; she was kind; my brothers made fun of the way she spoke. Once she tried to explain to me that God had made people in different colors just as he made tulips in different colors. He made pink tulips and brown tulips. While Mary was saying this, she was pressing sheets on the mangle iron in the tiny pantry behind the kitchen. The scent of clean laundry mingled with her own clean musky scent: was this how brown tulips smelled? No one in my family believed that brown tulips were as good as pink ones. The serenity with which I accepted this is shocking to me now.


The Black girls in my seventh-grade class scared the shit out of me. They seemed older. Tougher. One girl asked me point blank, out of nowhere, if I was a Jew. I responded—primly, as I’d been instructed in Sunday school—that I was a Jew and proud of it. She shot back, “I didn’t ask if you was proud of it.” And she was right—it was a dumb answer. If you have to say you’re proud of something, you probably aren’t.


The Black girls were absolutely in their bodies, even the heavier ones—I hadn’t known it was okay to be comfortable with being heavy. Some of those girls could sing. They had grownup voices, focused and penetrating, unlike my sweet wavery one; they sang Motown hits and sounded like the real thing. At Christmas, our art teacher had us make papier-mâché angels and spray-paint them gold. The Black girl with the best singing voice, who was also named Marcia, said she wanted to make a Supreme, as in Diana Ross and The Supremes. I thought that was a cool idea but felt contempt because I was pretty sure she had no intention of executing it. I liked The Supremes—we all did. But I couldn’t relate to this other Marcia who liked them too.


The things I felt confident about—being a good student, knowing big words—suddenly meant nothing. I tried to sound smart but came out sounding patronizing. Once, between classes, a Black girl who’d been nice to me took a lipstick and smudged a red smear across my left breast as she walked past. I might have said—anything. I might have engaged with her in any way. But I felt a judgment had been passed—I was quick to feel that—and burrowed into being humiliated. Damn those breasts! It was a favorite dress. Would the lipstick come out? Would I have to tell my mother how it got there? (I never did, nor did I wear the dress again.)


I didn’t know how to relate to any of my new classmates. So I did that thing kids do when they enter a new school: hoped I had a clean slate, hoped nobody would know I was uncool, though I had been uncool for years and anyone could see it. I set about trying to figure out which of the kids I was better than. Or at least smarter than. I had to know who to look down on.


I felt okay about myself twice a week, in music class, where we sat at our desks and sang as our teacher played the piano. I sang in tune, and my voice stood out clearly. One of the songs was “Carefully on Tiptoe Stealing” from Pinafore. On my recording, it sounded completely different from the arrangement for school kids. My real music education happened at home, by the stereo.
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THAT VOICE







MY FOURTH GILBERT AND SULLIVAN opera was Iolanthe. It was an older recording and sounded darker, like it had been produced in a cave. The cast was new to me, but there was one familiar name: Ann Drummond-Grant, in the title role.


Unlike the operas I knew that opened with hearty men’s choruses—Sailors, Pirates, Gentlemen of Japan—Iolanthe opened with “dainty little fairies” singing a chorus that sounded like Mendelssohn’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream, though I didn’t catch the reference. Gilbert’s words were as tart as Sullivan’s music was sweet: “Tripping hither, tripping thither, / Nobody knows why or whither. . . .”


I might have wondered what those fairies were doing in a grownup opera, tromping around their fairy ring without knowing why. Gilbert’s audience would have recognized them as coming right out of Christmas pantomimes, the singing, dancing, slapstick extravaganzas that are popular even now: fairytale entertainments for British children, laced with bawdy double entendres for their parents.


Gilbert’s stroke of satirical genius was setting his fairies in opposition to the dukes, earls, and baronets of the House of Lords, rendering them, too, as pantomime figures—wealthy, privileged, and not very bright. The Peers march onstage to the sound of trumpets and drums, dressed in ermine-trimmed robes and coronets, singing lines with a little too much truth in them:


Bow, bow, ye lower middle classes!


Bow, bow, ye tradesmen, bow, ye masses!


Their boss, the Lord Chancellor, has one of the most daunting patter songs in G&S, recounting a nightmare that gets crazier and crazier yet makes perfect sense. Generations of baritones have dreaded losing their way in it. On my LP it was sung by Martyn Green, who made it sound easy. Shortly after recording it, he left the D’Oyly Carte Company in a fit of pique. I didn’t know about that, or about how big a star he was, or that he would soon cross my path in person. But I could see he was an excellent Lord Chancellor, conveying the character with every inflection of every word. G&S is not deep, but its performers have to be. They have to treat their roles with utter sincerity, especially in the silly places, or the magic will vanish.


Every bit of Iolanthe is good. It may be my favorite opera, though I’ve always been determined not to have a favorite. Sullivan wrote some of the fairies’ music in the style of Wagner, whose Ring cycle had premiered in London earlier that year (1882); the original Fairy Queen was dressed like Brünnhilde. There are layers and layers of allusion in Iolanthe, all of which were lost on me. No matter. I adored it.


The Fairy Queen was one of Ann Drummond-Grant’s signature roles, but she never recorded it. I wish she had. She did record the role of Iolanthe, and it changed my life.


Iolanthe has been banished for marrying a mortal; her sister fairies beg their queen to summon her from exile. There’s a mysterious English horn solo as she rises out of a stream, “clad in water-weeds.” And then she sings. I remember clearly the first time I heard Ann Drummond-Grant’s voice rise out of the dark cave of that recording in Iolanthe’s first lines:


With humbled breast and every hope laid low,


To thy behest, offended Queen, I bow.


Those words kind of die on the printed page, don’t they? I had no idea what “behest” meant. But the voice was thrilling: rich and clear, with a quick vibrato. A youthful voice. A voice of emotional experience. I took a breath and held it.


I think that was the moment I was gone forever on that voice.


The illustration on the album cover showed a slim, red-haired Iolanthe hovering, wand in hand, over an Arcadian shepherd and shepherdess, the opera’s matched pair of lovers. I spent a lot of time daydreaming about this. Did Ann Drummond-Grant have red hair? Was she slim? Was this how she looked when she played the part?


I didn’t know that she never played the part, or that her appearance on this recording was not universally applauded. Iolanthe is a soubrette role, written for a mezzo-soprano. Some soubrette roles in G&S are saucy all the way through, like Pitti-Sing in The Mikado. But some, like Iolanthe, have scenes that require vocal and dramatic power. In 1951, when my recording was made, Ann Drummond-Grant was about to become the company’s principal contralto, and she had power to spare. No one would see that she was a tall, stocky woman of not quite forty-seven.


Thus I heard, toward the end of the opera, the scene where Iolanthe pleads with the Lord Chancellor for her son’s sake—another of Gilbert’s serious moments—sung by an extraordinary voice: not the charming, slender mezzo that theater audiences of the day would have encountered, but a full-throated, shining sound that carried words and music to another level. The sound of a woman giving everything she had. Perhaps it was a bigger voice than the part really calls for. I never thought so. To me, it was that gravitational force bending everything toward it.


Here I’m supposed to say something like, “I made up my mind I wanted to sing like that.” That’s not what happened. What happened was that I woke to a recognition that this voice—this woman—was a friend to me. That the very sound was a core of truth and a place of shelter. Transmitted as vibration through time and space was a sense of personhood, hers and mine. I overlaid it with a certain adolescent melodrama, but it was sacred, and I knew the sacred when I met it.


Over the next few years, her voice became the center of my life and my life plan. I would join the D’Oyly Carte Company and come under the wing of Ann Drummond-Grant. The more I intuited that this wasn’t possible, the more I blocked the intuition.


Those junior high school years were dark. Syracuse was dark—dreich, as the Scots say; it seemed always to be raining or snowing. The school was the same distance from my house as the elementary school, three-quarters of a mile, but this walk was mostly uphill, and it felt like a sentence. What lay at the end of it? A thousand ways to not fit in.


I walked to school with my friend Nina, whom I’d known since second grade, or my friend Joby, whom I’d known since we were four: smart, articulate girls who were perfectly happy to be themselves and no one else. Sometimes I walked by myself in the miserable snow, my legs red from the tops of my boots to halfway up my thighs. (Pantyhose were useless in the cold. Mine were always full of runs.) I trudged a track others had made across a vacant lot, walking in time to music from Iolanthe:


We are Peers of highest station,


Paragons of legislation,


Pillars of the British nation!


Tantantara! Tzing! Boom!


I was in love with the counterpoint Sullivan wrote for those lines. Replaying his music in my head was a kind of communion, almost a kind of mysticism. But music is a mystery that can be broken into its component parts and understood in the body and mind. It’s a mystery one can own.


During my days at a school where my supposed advantages did not result in people liking or understanding me (or vice versa), I walked the halls armored with clever Victorian words and plush Victorian music. On weekends and occasional stolen afternoons, I sat by the stereo. I made a practice of hearing the operas in the order I had acquired them, one per day: The Mikado. Pirates. Pinafore. Iolanthe. The Gondoliers. The Yeomen of the Guard. The Sorcerer. Patience. Ruddigore. Princess Ida. Trial By Jury.


Wait. I’m getting the order wrong. This was my litany, and I’ve forgotten it. Now I think of the operas the way everyone else does, in the order they were written, starting with Trial and ending with Gondoliers. I learned them all. At some point I bypassed my father and started buying the records myself. Ann Drummond-Grant was on six of them, in four contralto roles and two soubrette roles. In ninth grade, the last year of junior high, she was far and away the most important person in my life. I never mentioned her name to a soul.
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