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. w1ll at last recelve the Crltlc&l justlce that is 1ts due._

ABSTRACT

B ¥ ’
- from the_literary'point‘of‘vieW. The flrst chapter is a hlStOTlC&l

Thie/thesi's un,derte.kee an examinatjion of opera ‘libretti
'survey of the llbretto from the time of” 1ts 1ncept10n untll the present
 day. fartlcular empha51e 1s.glven to thqse reform movements” whlch have
stressed the 1mporta9‘9ﬁof ‘the: words over the mu51c and to the "literari-
.za@lon of the libretto which is the dlstlnctlve feature of llbretto-
b-wrltlhg in the twentleth century Chapter Two deals w1th the questlon
of a poetlcs of the llbretto and of the nece551ty of understandlng
librettlstlc conventlon - Thls chapter is devoted prlmarilv to an

1 ’

examlnatlon of the varlous ways 1n whlch the llbretto s al llance w1th
mu51c 1nfluences such literary con51derat10ns as subject matter, plot
;constructlon dharacterlzation and style. The thlrd chapter studles .'M

“one llb“EttO 1n partlculer The Rake S Progress by Engllsh poet W H

Auden ThlS chapter opens w1th a brlef outllne of Igor Strav1nsky g
attitude towards ‘the llterary quallty of a llbretto and towards the"
‘1ssue of &rtlstlc conventlon 1n gene;al It 1s showﬁ how these had an
‘1mpact both' onvmodern llbrettlstlc trends and on the llbrettlstlc theorlesb'
of Auden. The Rake itself 1s examlned prlmarlly 1n the llght of Auden s
,deflnltlon of opera as - "pure artlflce and in théfcourse of thle study,
'Auden s relatlonshlp to varlous contemporary phllOSOphlcal streams of
thought, 1nclud1ng ex1stent1allsm, is noted ThlS the81s is- wrltten wlth

the hope that the llbretto, as .a v1able llterary form in lts owu rlght, o



A pound, dear father; is the sum, =~ ™
That clears the opera wicket:
Two .lemon gloves, one’ lemon ice,
Libretto, and your ticket.
'_ a ' ‘ ‘ .
‘ ~- from Punch

. !‘,‘}7‘
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COINPRODUCTION o . o

"Ce”qui ne vaut pas la-peine'd'étre dit, on le chante," wrote

Beaumarchals 1n Le Barbler de Sev1lle (1775) %ﬂ It is certaxhly

ﬂ B

o 1ron1c that the wrlter whose plays were to become the bases of two of

“the Western world's ‘most beloved operas, The Marrlagp of Flgaro.(l786)‘-

by Da Ponte an&fiozart and The Barber of Sev1lle (1816) by Sterb1n1 and
. -/
5968;n1, should also be respon51ble for a maxlm that has perpetuated one

>

of the most unjust and undeserved judgements in the hlstory of llterature.

ThlS is. the mlstaken notlon sp prevalent amoﬂg the opera lov1ng

-

_‘fh publlC, mu51cologlsts and llterary crltlcs allke that the llbretto ;@ ?L._’f//
-. opera 1s, at best, second—rate 11terature 1f, 1ndeed 1t 1is to be con31d-

: ered as’ llterature at all Many seem to take 1t for granted that opera
llbrettl are, to be' treated w1th 1ndulgence as subgenerlc and that it is - Dy
v A
,only the mu51c whlch allows us,\as Borls de Schloezer has wrltten,, T

. . : } .
'"de AR completement oubller les defauts ? un llVTEt sa platltude et

£ sa puerlllte n2’ Opera crltlc George Marek shares thls sentiment,

"There are good operas the llbrettos of whlch could hardly be classed

.as llterature (But then, they are not supposed to be. llterature )"3
(\

These statements appea} even more startllng when placed 1n a hlstor-h
: [

1cal perspectlve In 1720 Benedetto Ma ello hlmself Aa composer,'u
? .

uwrote I1 teatro alla moda a scathlng Tatfke ‘on the many abuses of . early ,

)

C Aelghteenth-century opera ~In hlS bltlng %nstructlon to lerettlsts,

“ i,

Marcello. r1d1cules llbrettlsts' lack of conbern for- llterary values, f'

[}

1ron1cally adv131ng that "the‘kwdern llbrettlst need not worry about

5g;;§
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/

hls llterary style.~h

[

‘He need not have any command of pOéthal language, and
'mythology and history can be: closed books to him.| To.
make up.for thls he will employ in his works as frequent-

1y as p0551ble technlcal terms from the . ... . sciences, "

.. though they may have .no relation whatsoever to. °

;the world of Poetry. He should call Dante, Petrarch,
“and Arlosto obscure, clumsy, and dull poets whose works,-

.for that reason, should never, or-only very seldom, be
used as examples 5 S 4 ' Lt

‘ The'tone»in which such "advice" was meant to be taken was clearly set
‘ . : , o '

c

by thls openlng paragraph

expense of that of. the llbrettlst

littéraire‘n'est p01nt dcl la guestlon pr1nc1pale.l

A ertET of operatlc llbrettos, if he wants to be

'»’modern, must never have read the’Greek and Latin classic -~
authors, nor should he do so in the future. After all .
‘the o0ld Greeks and Romans hever read the modern wrlters ' N

\,

fe?en,today Joseph Kerman, for 1nstance, belleves that "the dramatﬁst

wl.

S ,
. is the composer ’ and composer Paul Dukas tells us’ that "la valeur

7 N N
P

. Que le poeme’ soit medlocrement lltteralre, que le

librettiste soit’ superleurement poétique, ce n'est pas o

) 1l'affaire. - Lg pr1nc1pal est que le poéme 501t congu

mus1calement

I

*The mostpconsistenfgmistake made,here:by theseland_oy others who

write aboutiopera'is to«overestimate the role'of‘the compoSer.atTthe

/

Patrlck J. Smith, author of the flrst and long overdue hlstory of the

‘.llbretto, The Tenth Muse (1970) h@s called the "Pathetlc Fallacy of

Opera "9 Th1s "Pathetlc Fallacy," he explalns, conslsts in ascrlblng

. qualltles that cannot be enplrlcally traced to the composer.

_'the‘"omnlsc1ence of the composer,

«to- the mus1c qualltles that can be found only in the llbretto or.

w10
.»‘

Because of. thls wldespread and generally unquestlonlng bellef in

",; "the llbretto as a thlng in.

.

2

"Incr dibly,“this anti-li erary’tendency condemned by'Marcello'over

- 'two and a half oenguries‘ago is_still being condoned in some.quarfers'.d

Th1s is a common mlsconceptlon whlch

N

?

Te

/

. -J'.
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yitse f}" noted opera cr1t1c and translator Edward J. Dent tells us,
‘ '12‘

i

’?msnever recelved the systematlc analytlcal study which is 1ts due
f'Thls‘paper is an attempt to correct this 1mbalance'1nioperat1c and literary
Cniticism. I. propose to defend the llbretto as & Vlable llterary form,

'thereby exposlng the llmltatlons 1nherent in the "Pathetlc Fallacy

»

vattltude‘towards opera; t .In‘ order to support thls,contentlon, I vill'
present a literary analysis both of libretti in general and then of one
'gzlﬁetto.in particular, of .a work which has often been called the most

.beautlful llbretto of thls century, W H. Auden S andﬂC Kallman s The

\"vRake s Progress (1951) U . " T

Because of its Very uhiqueness-— the»studyAofithe'libretto necessarily -
"involves studying'thé relationships between'literature and>ahother'artfé .
- Sy , _ . _
‘ the llbretto has for centurles been in a crltlcal quandary Musicians

& .
who know llttle about llterature and llterary critics who have hnd no

rmu51cal tralnlng have both falled to do the llbretto justlce. For this
reason, two attltudes towards opera generally prevall "the one held by

mu5101ans, that opera is a low. form of music, and the one apparently held

"3

by everyone-else- that opera is a low form of drama. By examlnlng

the llbretto as lrterature, albelt as a llterary form in many resbects
geared tOethe needs of mu51c, I hope to showithat nelther of these ‘two
Ap01nts of V1ew 1s justAnor correct : The fact that the llbretto 1§gfozced
to ‘conform" to certaln convenélons due to- 1ts unlon ‘with mu51c in no- way
‘,lessens its:® yalue as a lmterary genre~and,.1n fact, is- respon51ble for;
1ts belhg in a category of llterature all its- own;

‘ The llbretto 1s the very foundatlon uton whlch an opera is bullt B

'.thg text always comes flrst It must be clearly understood from the

outset that ‘the wrltlng of the llbretto always precedes the wrltlng of



. | o , Do | AC h%!
“the music, To set words to mu51c already composed 1s a phenomenally

© -

,bdifficult, if not lmp0551ble, task.lh Thus, not only ;g’%he llbretto 3

the source of the composer s, 1nsp1rat10n more often than not serv1ng,~“

.1n addltlon 8s the 1mmed1ate motlve for the score s mu51cal structure,'

but the llbretto is also the source of the drama -and- of the characterl—

LN

zatlon. To perform the mu51c of an opera w1thout 1ts text , w1thout 1tsl
(A

.

llbretto, would make na sense at all : And furthermore, cbntrary to
Yo :

”common bellef w1th few’ exceptlons, only those operas with good llbrettl

.have stayed in the repert01re permanently "I defy anyone, wrltes

<

- Rudolf Blng, 'to name a truly great opera that has a bad llbretto.";5 ';‘

fIn short the llbretto is the raison d'etre of opera. Anyone who has

falled to read and/to understand the llbretto cannot be sald to héve

understood the opera elther.i It is my hope that this paper will
'ycontrlbute in some small way to that understandlng. - RETEE
. C . I
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< . "< CHAPTER ONE " |
. o ) ' S X
The.'Libretto as Literature: A His;oﬁipal Survéy ,
The. dlspute as to whether the text or the music’ 1s br greater » _‘_,

“\ ) -
~1mportance in d’era is not a new one and has been waged almost ever:

since opera was flrst begun. In fact, the hlstory of opera has been

B

called "a martlal hlstory nl chronlcllng the fluctuatlng crltlcal attltudes

»
[y

toward: the relatlonshlps between and the relatlve 1mportance of the
words and -he mu51c . Generally speaklng, the hlstory of the llbretto o

,has been tnat of a series. of hard-won reforms aimed at re-establlshlng
'llterary ‘3lues 'in the face of mu51cal excesses. : ; roo o

’

Those reformers who have argued in’ favour of the llterary p01nt of
'v1ew have actually always operated w1th the hlstorlcal advantage because
origi ly the text of an opera was'of far greater 1mportance than the f
music. The flrst opera was Jac po .Peri! s sett1ng of poet Ottaylo

*ini's llbretto Dafne. It was: flrst performed in 1597, the date now

-

recognlzed as marklng the ‘birth of opera and hence of the llbretto as
s g .

We L.2 Dafne was the result of the neocla331cal theorles of the Floren~
tlne Camerata a group of artlsts, 1nclud1ng Perl and Rlnuc1nn1, who
_sought to re—v1ta11ze drama by follow1ng theqiractlce of the anc1ent

'Greeks whose- poems and plays, it was belleved were performed to mu51cal
3
accompanlment Inltlally, therefore, the music: was subserv1entsto the

text: & - e f ;o ‘-; '. .

.f; ..Qbera‘was born not from a’ mu81cal attempt but from
+ a dramatic one. /In the beglnnlng at least the play was
the thing.3



3 . . ‘ '
» ¢ Ly ‘ .
g ~ - )
But by the late seventeenth century;” the 31mple re\}tatlve 1nvented
? e

, by the Camerata to helghten the dramatlc effect of the spoken 11ne had

(evolved into the arla, ‘a formal and rlgld-type of melody~wr1t1ng 1ntended

for»sheer vocal dlsplay Typlcal of this trend were the oﬁeras of

- . S

“Alessandro Scarlatt1 (1660~ 1725) in whose approx1mately one,hundred and
T
N 1‘ 27

flfty operas,‘vocal dlsplay always came i}rsb Beqxuse of thls genéral

tendency, the Itallan llbrettl of thls period were burdened w1th p01nt—

,less repetltlons and baroque affectatlons

Only in France, w1th 1ts already well establlshed tradlt;on of cIas-_:

A

51cal theatre, did the text retaln 1ts dramatlc funct1on and power.
_Inltlally, thls vas largely due to - Jean-Baptlste Lully (1632-1687)

Florentlne establlshed as master of mu31c in the court of Louls XIV, who

.'av01ded the florld arlas of the Itallan schoo}\gn favéur of the rec1tat1ve.

4
and who respected a dramatlcally conv1nc1ng unfoldlng of the plot.

_ Between 1664 and 1671 Lully collaborated with Mollere on a number of

opera—ballets and the works of Phlllppe Qulnault (1635 1688) Lully s
llbrettlst from 1672 untll hlS death owe much to the great 013591ca1

.tra edles of Cornellle and Racxne. From thelr 1ncept10n then the

Lt

h

»vFrench llbrettl were of a correspondlng%ylhlgher llterary quallty than =

1

the Itallan Even tbday, French opera is stlll amon he most falthful o

\

to llterary values and & maJor crlterlon remalns atte tion to the cadence

of . the French language..A

¥4
~time was not a Frenchman but an Itallan after all. French 1deals dld

-

however, play a con51derable part 1n shaplng hlS ae%&hetlc. The llbrettl

\

of Metasta51o (1698—1782) emerged from the flrst of the reform perlods.v ,

J . &
s

Even towards the end of the'sevent enth. century, there»appeared'in Italy f

(e -

Nevertheless the llbrettlst whom many con51der the greatest of all -

&

..‘_
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a growing dissatisfaction with the elaborate mechanizations and

rartificial excesses of the baroque opera. The concurrent and growing

, & . s T
successes of the French clasgical drama with its emphasis on the ideals

of purity, simplicity end nobility'served'to‘incite this dissatisfaetion'

¢ \ «

even further. As a result, Italidn opera’waéffor aﬁtime marked b& anl
s

‘attempt to slmpllfy and to return to the Greek—lnsplred dramatlc 1dea
‘of the Camerata This trend ‘was relatlvely short- llved but it d1d

1ast long enough to produce the great llbrettl of the First Reform

’

Metast331o S llbrettl were wrltten to be read apart frOm thelr

muslcal settlngs as serlous dramatlc llterature and are stlll belng read .

as such 1n Italy today - So great was Hetasta31o s fame as a llbrettlst

“that Voltalre con51dered him to be as great a playwrlght as the an01ent

Grée&s and Racine:’ Af/W\' ' Y ‘ -.' .)
. R
Where can oJé coe s flnd a spectacle that furnlshes
an idea of the Greek stage? Perhaps it is in your
.[Itallan] tragedies,: called operas, that its image persists.
"+« » .« The Italian rec1tat1ve 1s precisely the melopoeia
. of the anc1entsx . '« . The choruses . . . which are so-
'tlghtly llnked to the plot,, ressemble the anc1ent choruses.
o Add to these similarities the- fact that in’ many of
the tragedy~operas authored by thre famous Abbé Metastasxo L
the unities of place, action, and time are observedy TheSe,,
pieces, moreover, abound in that expre531ve ertry and |
continuous elegance: [of dlctlon] Whlch embe1lish- nature
‘without doihg violénce to it - signs of a talent wnxcﬁ
in the modern age, our own Racine and England s Addison .
were : ‘the only ones to possess : 4

) Metast351o s libretti’ represent the peak of the lleE%ﬁlst's power

-#h

over a composer. For hlm, the text always came first = 1t was he who .

-

1n51sted‘hls plays be called-drammi per musica - .as can be Seen from- h

thls letter written to Francesco Glovann; d1 Chastellux in 1766

. If in -, . . lyrlcal theater one represents ‘an actlon
creates compllcatlons of mlot, unravels a, story, and if -
“ there are persons-and characters, then the music is in
B somebody else's house and cannot act the-mlstress 2.
' |
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o i

notorious'for their ad libitum attitude towards-both;text and SCOre;fi

the music and theftext'ianaVOur of the'libretto, a‘platformﬁoutlined in

"
v ‘

Musicians v1ed for the opportunlty to set M asta51o s?words t? mu31c,
hoplng therebv to secure their fame. .Some of his plays vere set as many |
as seventy tlmes,6 thus.prov1ng that a‘llbretto can sustaln many dlfferent'
mus1cal treatments and can be effectlve in: 1ts own rlght whatever 1ts

(

Settlng. Metasta51o was a glant of the llbrettlstlc art and under hlm :

“the llbretto attalned an emlnence yet to be equalled.

¥

But 1ron1cally, even as- Metasta31o s power as a llbrettlst reached

its peak mu51cal forces: were again at-work undermlnlng hlS 1nfluence.'

'Once more, 51ngers galned control of the stage, Just as they had before

' 1
him, Wlth flagrant dlsregard for dramatlc contlnulty; Metasta51o s

ex1t anlas ‘were 1nd;scr1m1nately embelllshed_and the castrati_becamev"
. : . . &

" But now.the llbretto ] supporters rallledﬁfor a major ‘and deflnlt1ve~

~assault The most 1nfluenc1al wrlter in thls éleld was the Itallan

|

phllosopher Francesco Algarottl (1712 176h) whose Sagglo sopra 1' opera

.1n musica (1755) was translated 1nto all the major European languages and

quickly "became the manlfesto of operatlc reform. T The pr1nc1pal thrust

of Algarottl s treatlse vas to urge the poet ‘to "'resume the reins of

'power which have been to unjustly wrested from his hands 8

<

ThlS rallylng cry became both "the fundamental 1mpulse_. . . and the'

.Qgéthetlc theory n9 of the Second Reform a movement of more far—reachlng
'consequences than its predecessor and which was to prove a profound

-1nf1uence .on the eVOlutlon of the llbretto, partlcularly in the n1neteenthr

century. Poet. Ranlerl Calzablgl (l?lh-1795) and composer Chrlstoph

"Gluck (l?lh-1787) the two pr1nc1pal archltects of the reform, sought to

return.to.the 1dealslof,the Camerata by‘re-adjusting the balance betweenv! d

i . . . . . LR . -



\

»

‘ : o . . '
the dedication with which Gluckfprefaced their opera, Alceste (1767):

: .1 sought to restrict mu51c to its true functlon, namely to
T serve the poetry .',7. I thought that.it should do for ‘the -
‘ . poem. what the .vivid colors and’ the sklllfully contrived .
contrasts of light and shade, which serve to animate the »
figures without changing their outline, do for a correct n,}'f‘
and well—proportioned drawing.10 . ’ S

°

Gluck 1s the/text-book case of a rather paradox1cal 51tuat10n not

i SO

uncommon 1n “the hlstory of the llbretto that of a composer defendlng
the llbretto s cause w1th often morefervour than'ﬂﬁ wnmer themselves
Of the two, the one who wrote that the trouble wath opera is that it

4

stlnks of music" (puzza ai mug;ca)ll-was not Calzabigi but the musician,

v

'Gluck!.

Fortunately, though, Gluck did find a librettist whose ideals
. . rI.... ‘ -‘ ' . J B . . ‘ - .
' matched‘hiélown-- o ' . D e

p

.. . the llbretto was admlrably suited to my 1ntent10ns,;

‘its famous’ author having constructed it acctording to a new

dramatlc plan. “He has replaced the flowery descriptions,

super fluous. similies and cold and sententious maxims by

- the language of the heart, by strong pa351ons,‘1nterest1ng
51tuatlons, and a constantly changlng spectacle 12.
_ It has been suggested that 1t was the llbrettlst Calzablgl who orlglnally*

1nsp1red the reform.13 But the fact that 1t 1s usually attrlbuted to
Gluck alone is not, the flrst tlme that the llbrettlst has been denled

i‘kfgﬂ"#‘\\ the credlt that is hlS due._

Not surprlslngly, it was.ln France where Gluck’s and Calzablgl 8
1deals were most ardently ad0pted the efforts of many glucklstes far
outshlnlng the masters' in reform sp1r1t As a*result of the Second

_'Reform, of the spectacular success. of Federlco s and Pergole51 s soc1ally

’ exp1031ve La Serva padrona (1733) and of the genewal pre-revolutlonary

temper engendered largely by the Encx_lopedlstes, a new type of llbretto

appeared 1n France, llbrettl wrltten to serve as dldactlc tracts and
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only secondarily to serve as vehicles for mu51c." The best and most

astute of France s llterary minds partlclpated in thlS movement Volta1re'=

' CSamson (1750), Jean-Jacques‘Rousseau s Le Devin du village (1752) and

: Beaumarchals'fTarare (1787) are all outstanding examples of such livrets . .

& thdse. =~ " | ‘
Of'these'\Beaumarchais’ Tarare; avtopical story of tyranny and revolut

is the most 1mportant for the preface is 1n 1tself a major dqpument in,

‘ the hlstory .of "the llbretto. Entltled, "Aux Abonnes de l'opéra Qui,

.voudralent almer.l’opera, 1t is one of the most llvely -and eloquent -

’ ‘defenses of the libretto as llterature ever wrltten. The.~nouveau moyen'

'd'un opera because enfln ce traVall a sa dlfflcult’ "

{

wl L. .
d’ 1nteresser a_l'opera 5 to wxach Beaumarchals refers 1n his opening

paragraph is to recognlze the llbretto as.a dlstlnct llterary genre as he

has done. He flnds it dlfflcult to understand "ce dedaln pour le poéme

w16

Beaumarchals' aesthetlcs owe much to the Gluckian reform, nowhere 1s'

rthls more clear than in his orderlng of the operatlc arts

- La verltable hlerarchle de’ ces arts devralt, ce semble,
ainsi marcher ‘dans 1'estime des spectateurs. Premiérement,

- la piéce oy 1! 1nventlon du - sujet qui. embrasse et comporte
‘la masse de 1' 'intérét; puls la beauté du poéme ou la manidre’
aisée .d'en narrer les evenements, puis le charme de la mu51~ '

. Que, qu1 n'est qu'une expressron nouvelle aJoutee au charme
des vers,f._. 17 - ..

LN

'Beaumarchals had, in fact orlglnally asked Gluck hlmself to compose the

v

1c to Tarare but the aging composer feellng too old suggested hls

18

upupll Sallerl, 1nstead

e

o Thls tendency towards wrltlng llbrettl as dldactlc tracts became :

partlcularly pronounced durlng the revolutlonary perlod betWeen l«Bg and ;4

. I

1800 Follow1ng ‘the. abollshment in 1791 of the state 'S theatrlcal mono—

' polles, new, 1ndependent theatres emerged and began produelng operas
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: attuned to the current events' ;‘ In these works, the dldactlc and moral

1

delements neCessarlly predomlnated and as a result the melodrame, w1th

- its empha51s on: spoken dlalogue developed, relegatlng mu51c to a secondary

‘ A e .
p031t1on. It was a llbretto from thls revolutlonary perlod Jean Nlcolas

»B%ullly S Les Deux Journees, a moral tale extolling the revolutlonary 1deal

th/t_ﬂle—premler charme de 1 v1e/C'est de servir 1'human1t’ "29 Wthh

~'Goethe, 1n hls Conversatlons w1th Eckermann pralsed as a model of llbretto~

'wrltlng o o L B S ﬂ'.i. i

sequel), and doubtless a

:to relnstate the prlmacy of the words and the drama

L4
*

'« + . here the subject. is so perfect that, if given as a mere/
drama, W1thout music, it could be ‘seen with pleasure.
Composers either do not understand the importance Qf a good
-foundatlon, or they .have not 1ntelllgent poets “who- know how
to a531st them w1th good stories.2l

Goethe was an exponent of the 11Vret a. these theory (he greatly admlred

P . 1

Emanuel Schlkaneder = llbretto Der Zauberflote, to' whlch he even wrote a

TN

1red Boullly s llbretto/for prlmarlly thls -

reason.
However desplte thls w1de~spread aoceptance of Gluck's 1deali and

desplte hls good 1ntent1%hs, Gluck 1n the end only hastened the lloretto 's -

‘decllne from the helght it had attalned durlng Metasta51o S, relgn.e As,‘:"

thls letter to the Mercure de-. France makes perlectly clear Gluck sought

No matter how great the compdser s talent may he ‘he w1ll
‘never compose anythlng but ‘mediocre music unless the poet
.excites in him that enthu51asm without which any tfork of
fartfls feeble and’ 1angu1sh1ng... < . As far as posslble,
my music, always simple and natural, aims only at the
‘greatest expre551on and relnforcement of the declamatlon
and poetry 22 - :

Yet paradox1cally enough, in actual Practlce, Gluck accompllshed thls at
the llbretto s expense.. In- seeklng to relnforce the meanlng of the poetry,,

he shlfted "the focus of attentlon from the words to the words as deflned
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by,the music."23 Thls was eventually to become known as the. "romantic"
-~

attitdde towards opera and vas 4 blow from Wthh it would take the llbretto

8. century to recover. The llbretto would have to Walt untll the. mld-
'nlneteenth century before & new wave of reformers, notably Berlloz and

.-Wagner, would return onCe agaln to. the sp1r1t of Gluck‘s and, indeed, the
o S o R
Camerata s 1deals
e ————eey
Illustratlve oQ the type of. llbrettl that emerged as a result of

1

A

:.Gluck S practlcal example are those of Lorenzo Da. Ponte (lTh9 1838) ~-Da 3
Ponte s claim to fame is not'as a llbrettlst per se, but as Mozart s
llbrettlst and thls fact alone was to have far—reachlng repercus51ons
'-When the words as 1nterpreted by the mus1c become more.lmportant than'the
A ~'\ ' )
'words themselwes, the llbrettlst is necessarlly relegated to a secondary
pos?f;on.. Such was prec1sely the case with the operas Da Ponte and |
'cMozart produced together. So self—effac1ng was Da. Ponte 's. attltude
towards hlS composer and 80 serlous were Mozart's 1ntent10ns in ertln;

_'opera that CrlthS are qulte Justlfled ln speaklng of the operas'

characterlzatlons for 1nstance as belng not Da Ponte 8, but Mozart 's.

Noted opera crltlc Donald Grout has wrltten .on the subject of The Marrlage

- of FlgarO' R .' f SR ;!v o [' ) 7‘.”  ",#:'
' No characters in any opera give more. strongly the 1mpre581on
. of being real persons than%do Figaro and Susanna, the Count
. and Countess, Cherublno and even the lesser flgures of this-
score._ It is therefore 1mportant to. point out that thls
_vividness of characterlzatlon is not due to Da’ Ponte or
Beaumarchais but to Mozart, . . . no one who has read the
-libretto and then heard the opera will deny that this is
80. . « . note how little the words alone tell us about the
person and wa much the music.2 :

S

In o%her words, regardlng characterlzatlon Mozart s mu51c has almost

completely taken over what 1s prlmarlly a llterary'functlon., Nowhere 1n
I
the hlstory of opera have the roles of llbretto and mu31c been s0 completely .

;'.‘\‘:- [
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reversed, With Da‘Ponte, the music;oriented "romantic" movement in ”_'l

- llbretto;wrltlng was well under way; from hls tlme untll well.lnto ‘the
Vtwentleth century, a llbrettlst would have to. achleve hls fame through

- the composer 25 ¢ T o _i—.h'  S o ..3

‘Da Pon&e was also largely respon51ble for another development whlch

was to prove a double—edged.sword in the hlstory of’ the llbretto This

'was the trend towards the llbrettlst as adapter On the one hand Da

"~ Ponte was' a sensltlve adapter, hls handllng of Beaumarchals The‘Marrlage‘
of Fig set a hlgh standard for the future and attests to hls Sklll at

'modlfylng a .work. for the operatlc Qta ' while at the same t1me preserv1ng

the splrlt of the orlglnal And‘inA is sense,~Da'Ponte, even whlle

contrlbutlng to the romantlc"”libret‘o was'foreshadowing the greatf-

revival of the llterary labretto 1n the twentleth Century Yet in Da
4Ponte s case, even thls ablllty to adapt falthfully was merely but another
* instance of hlS w1lllngness to play a secondary role v1s-a—v1s both the |
composer and the orlglnal author It was thls klnd of self—effac1ng
attltude whlch led to generatlons of l1brettlsts contentlng themSelves wlth

.actlng the part of the humble and subserV1ent mlddleman medlatlng between'
. . R . .

two more talented men

In France the rlse of the Napoleonlc Emplre sounded the death knel%%

')

of the dldactlc and revolutlonary" llbretto of Beaumarchals and Goethe. ;

‘The practlce of'treatlng the llbretto as a separate work of art and as a

serlous phllosophlcal tract was later to be rev1ved by Rlchard Wagner but

,Vln the meantlme (the flrst half of the nlneteenth century would be domlnated:
C . ’
- Coe A E S D,
' Aby the Frenoh grand opera f_ R B
~The man prlmarlly,responsible‘for the'definitive/establlshment of the

o
-

‘ romantlc grand ogera was,,lronlcally, ‘a- llbrettlst Eugene Scribe
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}(1791 1861); whose llbrettl to Auber s La Muctte de Portlcl (1828) e

' Halevy S La JulVe (1835) and above all Meyerbeer s Robert le dlable

. :(1831) and Les Huguenots (1836) served to flx the type

As a genre, grand oEera 15 deflned by 1ts ep1c and hlstorlcal
subjects, taken not from class1cal anthulty, but from medleval and S

"modern hlstory W1th partlcular emphas1s on. rellglous 1ssues - Parallels_l

[

between the llbrettl of grand ogera and the contemporary llterary events K
’ can be drawn & o |

-Some parallels in the fleld of* 11terature may ‘be brlefly '
indicated: the romantic treatment of rellglous themes by
vChateaubrland the hlstorlcal novels of Scott and Dumas " .
~Rere; and the romantic dramas of Dumas ‘(Henri. IIT et soh. . N
cour, 1829)-and V&ctor Hugo (Hernani, 1830; Le Roi s’ amuse, o
'1832 ~ Ruy Blas, 18?8 Les Burgraves, 18&3) 26, T :

, But above all, Erand opera, as the name suggests meant spectacle
and novelty Scrxbe often mlxed rellglon Wlth novelty 1nto some blzarre Q L

B ..;‘ . o

'comblnatlons as 1n Robert le dlable (a preCursor of Gounod's Faust) |
. / . )

R . . P . . . _.‘,:"_"‘. .

_‘whlch features a ballet of defrocked nuns rlsen from the grave 27 As a
) ) ., ’J P ¥ ‘:e' :

result of thls over—lndulgent preoccupatlon w1th spectacle the llterary

"quallty of the llbretto suffered correspondlngly. The verse . and the

e characterlzatlon became of secondary 1mportance to the over—all spectacular

'effect to Wthh even. the music was often subserv1ent In short the
hlerarchy of the arts 1n grand ogera “where the spectacle and”’ then the music

~ ruled at the top and the llbretto langulshed at the bottom represénts th?;.

-',','l' Y

- very opp051te of the orderlng suggested by Beaumarchals in hls preface ‘to

RS
: In addltlon Gluck's suggestlon that a 11brettlst adhere t0 a 31ngle ‘

'storyllne was dlsregarded and dramatlc contlnulty lost amldst the fragmen-f'

?'mtatroﬁ\o¥’§gene§/;nto ‘a serles of tltlllatlng tableaux., Wagner 1s quoted-‘{



_e

-as - calllng Scrlbt s 5rands operas "a series of effects without causes"

_and both he ‘and Theophlle Gaut1er29 strongly objected to the ba51c

: shallowness of the)gnand oEera llbrettL

' Nevertheless, Scrlbe s 1nst1nct'for effectlve theatre cannot be denled
: rand he had con51derable 1nfluence on succeedlng llbrettlsts. His dramatic

Y . e
.use of the chorus as~an«act1ve yart1c1pant in the actlon, for 1nstance,

v
-

I

kprepared»the way for Mussorgskxvs-Borls Godunov;'.Well 1nto the twentleth-

“centurv,fScribe’was'still elng quoted as the model for all young N

\llbrettlsts to follow, as in one of the rare books on llbretto—wrltlng,-
1

- Edgar Istel s The Art of ertlng Opera—lerettos, publlshed 1n Engllsh
30' ‘ '

translatlon (from the Gexm&% in 1922

In between the romantlc grand opera of Scrlbe and the great "reform"

Y

.llbrettl of Wagner, B01to and Mussorgsky, stands an 1mportant tran51tlonal

figure. Thls,man wrote not only the major French opera of the nlneteenth

¢

y
cenfury, but also one of llterature ] most rewardlng llbrettl, a work of.
subtlety and com lex1ty31'wh;ch'be11es forever the-notion_that,literary‘

T . » ,. .
finesse acts to_the.detr ent of opera as a whole. He is the author of

vLes'Troxens'(lBS6758) Hettor Berlloz (1803 1869)

Like Igor Strav1nsky in thls/qentury, Berlloz was very much a llterary-

- mlnded mu51c1an Most of hls.mu31c, suCh as~the cOncerto Haro d-en Italie-

(after BYron) the symphony Romeo et Jullette the operatlc symphonlc |

drana La Damnatlon de Faust (after Goethe), and the operas Les Troxens

'l(after Verng's Aeneld) and Beatrlce et Bened1ct (after Shakespeare s ,,f»‘;‘

_Much Ado About Nothlng) were-based on llterary'works.‘ However,'such a
A . X : . .
llst prOVes llttle mere llterary borrowlng does not guarantee llterary

quallty, as Gounod's Iamentable Faust (1859) (llbretto by Barbler and Ca&re)'

'proves
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But Berlioz was much'more than-a mere borrower of-familiar'plots.

As a rule, he wrote hls OWn llbrettl, treatlng the orlglnals with con51der—

v able structural freedom—— taklng ‘and alterlng, in the typlcally romentlc

menner, only those 1n01dents Whlch sulted\hls muslcal scheme-— yet

-succeedlng in preserv1ng thelr essence.‘ ertlng of.Le Damnation de Fausti

‘\\Ernest Newman wrltes

~//-._j Lo

e s after all it is. only pedantry that would regard most af -

Berlioz's alterations of Goethe's drama &s- very serious

perversions of the main Faust legend So long as the central 4.

problems of the character are seen and stated, it matters.

very ilttle through what incidents the composer chooses to

‘bring thgm home to.us. .And Berlioz really has a very strong
"grlp upon the 1nner meanlng of the legend

In addltlon to hlS verses belng generally con31dered among the best

operatlc verses of the. nlneteenth century, "Berlloz s melodlc llne 1s

0.

in the best French tradltlon of utter fldellty to the text "

It contalns not a trace of Ttalian operatlc opulence nothlng
is brought out merely ‘to gratlfy the 81nger or tlckle the ear .
“of the llstener 33 '

‘,Thus, w1th respect to hlS fldellty to both the text. and the drama, Ber{;oz_ s
) .1s 1ndeed Gluck's true splrltual successor. o
Nevertheless, In splte of h1s llterary leanlngs and undenlably ,

‘Glucklan operas, Berlloz was by no me&ns sympathetlc to Gluck's theorles.

”Surprlslng as thls may seem, COHSlderlng how Berlloz needed llterary
- - , -

‘1nsp1ratlon 1n order to conose and con51der1ng how clearly hlS operas attest

oy

z’f{

e

h’to his’ llterary sen31t1v1ty, Berlloz has wrltten' o A'<n_'> <r' AT

When Gluck says. that the music of a. lyrlcal drama ‘has no- H‘:f; R
other aim but to add to the poetry that . whlch color adds = L

to the ‘design of a palntlng, I thlnk that he 1s greatly : A

mlstaken 3 1-v'-.“ . ‘ . _ o ‘:°‘

‘-In a 1etter to Prlncess Carolyne Sayn-wlttgensteln Berlloz expresses rellef

[

' . that Gluck "d1d not succeed 1n translatlng from theory 1nto practlce "35 -



We can- only echo this sentlment and say it is 'ndeed fortunate that

3

Berlioz d1d not do so either! \ ' o ’\-‘

Berlloz 1s a, tran51tlonal flgure beoause hlS actual practlce antlc;pates
the futﬁre llterary trend of the iate nlneteenth century llbretto while '
-hls theoretlcal wrltlngs Stlll look back to the past, relteratlng the
earller romantlc bellef in the superlorlty of the music - over the text
But with Wagner and the other.great nlneteenth-century reformers,? theory
.and practice would once agalnbbe unated in favour of the words. 'f\,p -

| ~ English llbrettlst Farold Child has called Wagner ”the Camplon of -j
opera 36 and there‘!s a’ great deal of valldlty to thls comparlson. . In fact
. Just as Camplon ls known today prlgarlly as a poet, 80 there 1s Justlflcatlon
for calllng Wagner prlmarlly a llbrettlst and a. composer only second Both

Camplon and Wagner wrote the1r own words and then thelr own muslc and, in

each case, the poet in them gulded the ‘musician:

)
-

What becomes clear when Wagner is v1ewed from the perspectlve
of his librettos’ is that the dramatlc -node of the opera. - that

».the aspect that- ‘may be’ contained in the music but sPrlngs
S 1n1t1ally from the" story - is absolutely controlllng 37 .
;That the drama must come flrst and that the mu51c 8 pr1nc1pal functlon S

1s to relnforCe ‘the meanlng of the words is the the51s underlylng Wagner s

i operatic manlfesto, Oper und Drama (1851)

‘Let us therefore. explaln to the muslc1an that every 51tuatlon
of his expression (even to that which is least 1mportant) in
which the poetlcal intention ‘is not contalned o e.e 18
'superfluous dlsturblng and bad, 3

‘.

By revers1ng "ce qu1 ne vaut pas la pelne d;étre dlt, on le chante, whlch
Wagner mlstakenly attrlbutes to Voltalre he has a bon mot - for the . |
llbrettlst too, one whlch should be’ the motto of ali those who a5p1re to‘:p
write llbrett1 | | v_ E | _ o

What is not worthy of belng sung.is;alsorndt Worthy»of being

set in poetlc terms 39 . 4

(-

3
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Almost all the innovations which wve have come to associate with

Wagner were the dlrect result of hls llterary concerns. (When bulldlng

‘his Bayre&?h Festsp;elhaus for 1nstance, he went 50. far as to de51gn a

“hooded orchestra pit to. dampen tHe sound and insure that all the words

N v

be’ clearly understood ) The Wagnerlan Leltmotlf,_or mu51cal quotatlon,

1s essentlally a, llterary technlque applled to mu51c. The Leltmotlf
! . . . .
operates in hlS operas 1n much the same way as a reoccurlng 1mage does

1n poetry or prose. Each tlme a poetlc 1mage is repeated the reader

recalls those 1nstances where 1t was used before untll he accumulates a

rich complex1ty of assoclatlons. The Leltmotlf,.argues Joseph Karm
acts much the same way i

A leltmotlve acts llke a ‘recurring 1mage wlth thls
difference:. that whereas the. verbal symbol has some
spec1f1c -meaning,’ however limited, at its first ‘
appearance,, the musical symbol has at. best mood and f
‘can only absorb conceptual meaning by assoc1at10n.-

e "The meaning of a ‘leitmotive is nothing less . .
(or more) than the whole compleéx of all the associationg, .
1dramat1c and mu51cal that attach to 1ts every appearan e.ho‘

Wagner was also largely respons1ble for beglnnlng the

_towards the durchkomponlerte or "through composed" opera.

opera is also’ known as the "music drama" and is. deflned 5 thatdtjpe'of"
opera T e o
“in Whlch the conventlons of opera are. given up in favour
-of a contlnuously unfoldlng musical-dramatic work' :
_ wlthout d1v1slons 1nto separate numbers hl - :.:f -. _,‘ f;

l'Prlor to Wagner, most operas belonged to the N ernoper or -number opera

' type where the. work conslsts of g serles of self—conta1ned mus1cal

numbers'."h2

,

Thus, in- contrast Wagner S durchkokppnlerte Qper was really :

‘opera as sung play,. a llterary form of drama contlnuously supported by

0 .
~mu31c. 3 As such, Wagner s muslc d!amas ‘can be seen as a fulflllment

of the llterary 1deals of the Florentlne Camerata and also of the



K\;@;;;f was‘all but unknown'ln the héstory of ‘the libretto":hh but was to'

e con31derablé 1mpact on the attltude of twent&eth-century wrlters whoA

KR
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olasSieal ideals of Gluck and Calzabigi.
But most. 1mportant of all were the contrlbutlons Wagner made dlrectly

to th ;irlbretto itself. Like the best llbrettlsts before hlm, Wagner

treated the llbretto as a serious. art- form, as, in other words, a Vehlcle.

for self—expre551on and phllosophlcal polemlcs As a}result of the’

‘. B3 ’

serlousness w1th whlch he treated the libretto and of the large number

.

of llbrettl he wrote over. a con51derable perlod of t1me Wagner'oreated -
e . .

a body of work whlch could be exam;ned'as a llterargbgsfgress. 'This

2> L

~

once'egazf egan to regard the llbretto as a legltlmate part of thelr

.vliterary corpus. Here, the_most famous example'ls Hugo von Hofmannsthal'

_ but- as we shall .see, he was by no means‘an 1solated oase;: Also of great
importance 1n terms of future llbrettlstlc developments wes Wagner 5" \

, oyerwhelmlng 1nterest ‘in psychologlcal anal sis, the subconsc1ous and
dream—stetes. Thls,,too would revolutlonlzecapproaches to the llbretto
and, by the twentleth century, ‘the llbretto would be a medlum for psycho-

| loglcal portrﬁlts of a. comple;lty prev1ously unheard of in opera.; |
| Lately, 1t has been the fashlon to find fault with Wagner and he

has, unfortunately, suffered much through his- posthumous assoclatlon w1th

Naz1 Germany However thls should not bllnd us to hlS enormous 1mportance S

1 as one of the mhjor cultural forces of the past century\ In fact, 50'

all—pervas1ve has hls 1nfluence been, that we sometlmes hose 51ght of the

/
fact that Wagner ] 1mpact on areas. as dlverse as llterature and polltlcs:

L a

/was due flrst and foremost not to hls mu51c or hls polemlcs, but to hlS

llbrettl. ) 1. o ;,'. %} R 1.f o 1 lv',_ - j iﬁ ".rf'
X e , o e =

Yo man's libretti have been subjected to more critical scrutiny than

e

%
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Wagner's. . Indeed the very faet’ that they can support such a body of:
crltlcal llterature itself attests to the artistic. maturlty the llbrettd///h$\T
;Form hag attalned ‘And among Wagner 5 many contrlbutlons partlculérly - ;jt
to the llbretto thls.was-perhaps‘ his greates . He, through his 1nnovat1ve
genius, revealed the power latent in the llbretto and thereby ralsed 1t
once more to the level of an art form 1n 1ts own rlght . W1th Wagner the
llbretto at last came. back 1nto its own, thls time hopefully, to,stay

Great though Wagner $ 1nfluence was he ‘alone was not respon31ble for

the nlneteenth—century renalssance oﬂ/tH’ llbretto. In this respect, one

eid her llbrettlst—composer must be mentloned Arrlgo B01to (18h2 l918) .

B01to ranks among llterature S most acéompllshed llbrettlsts. Although

‘ 1
he 1s now known prlmarlly for his adaptlons of Shakespeare for Verdl,

‘he was. also a. poet 1n his own rlght | HlS collaborattén Wlth Verd1 lasted
v
a relatlvely short perlod of tlme, the bulk of B01to ] energles were

-

dlrected towards his own llterary pursults,'lncludlng translatlons from

German, Engllsh and French artlcles of llterary cr1t1c1sm, pbetry and

ot

hlS own orlghnal llbrettl, two of whlch he set to mus1c hlmself

It is here, in hls own llbrettl where we flnd B01to,‘cons1dered the

°

leadlng 1ntellectual of the avant—garde of his day, taklng a creatlve and

lnnovatlve stand towards the wrltlng of the llbretto.x For beyond an .

P
1nterest in the llterary and the dramatlc, B01to -had a speC1al concern.

" new to llbretto, a concern for its. purely verbal texture.- In'hls early

/bpera Meflstofele (1868), for 1nstance, B01to broke away from the standard

o

' llbrettlstlc formulas and began experlmentlng‘w1th words, us1ng the

-

' resources of language to achleve new and novel effects. The famous'and

often—quoted example of thls is. the“Chorus of theaCherubini in thekSuperb.

Prologue to Meflstofele (based on Goethe s Faust), where‘Boito used



v'Falstaff (1893). EVen the most staunchly mu51c orr\nted crltlcs ‘agree

w

Siam nimbi volanti dai 11mb1, "
nei santi splendorl vaganti. e

J:Q{A B - Siam cori di bimbi, d'amori.t5

g%J' Smlth suggeet//thﬁt Boito's llterary experlmen s

}gart from his admlra on torézh/ﬁ\Erbal flreworks of Hug%, but certalnly

2 /
dg Eged also from hlS own - extremely seh51t1ve mu51cal ear for shad1ng of

,\,.‘

-sodﬁd b Whatever the 1mmed1ate sourc%, such departures from the

’ tradltlonal poetlcs of the llbretto created a sensatlon and set off a -

. "~4
- \,:,_),

storm &f controVersy The’ open;ng nlght_of Mefistofele, it might be

added, cauSedia riot,

-

There can be no doubt that the llterary cons1derat10n w1th whlch

Boito approached the llbretto accounts, at least 1n part for the extraor-

g
dlnary sen31tlﬁsty of Verdl S settlngs of B01to s Otello (1887) and

\v«.,-‘f “

xhat Verdl s late operas owe much of thelr success to the quallty of

B01to 's texts 47 As 1f to do partlcular Justlce to the text before hlm, .

Verdl rﬁretello actually borrowed an: essentlally llterar§”techn1que and

, applled 1t to the needs of mus1c., The use of 1rony in opera-— that is,

-

has occurred before but rarely SO- express1ve1y as. here in Verdl.
The classic example of thls use. of’ 1rony ls found i II of

Otello, in the flnal duet between Iago and Otello where Iago tells h1m

o’

': of "proof" of DesdemOn& s 1nf1dellty. Had Otello been llstenlng to the

orchestra “"he w0uld have been warnéd of Iago S dupllclty, for. the mu31c

1s recalllng,‘even as. Iago 51ngs, a motlf from his earller "Credo" aria

“in whlch he flrst announced hls ev1l phllosophy of llfe and hlS 1ntent10n

- -

. ’ o . . . " R .
- . R . yo

. the wrltlng of mu31c in 1ron1c juxtap051tlon to the meanlng of the text—- e
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to destroy Qtellp.hB. S _ ' : B N o

-y

Here, then, the muéié actually:adopts literary methdds——-the'repetition
of a motif-for the purposes of.ironic commentaryr. In the true Gluchran
sense, the music reinforces the meanlng of the words, llterally undérscorlng
Iago S treadhery and helghtenlng the 1rony of dtello 's fatal mlstake. It .

" 1is also ironic in another»sense; In that Otello cannot, of course, really
llsten to warnrngs from the orchestra thls repetltlon of a motlf remlnds'
us. that we are not w1tne551ng geallty but llstenlng to an opera‘and hence

v1t serves to remlnd us of artlstlc conventlons 1n much the same way as

" the allenatlon effect" of another major llbrettlst Bertolt Brecht was,
to &o half a century later. Verdi's late operas have often been compared
to <jagner S5 in that they both consc1ously applled llterary methods to .

amsic, thls comparlson is certalnly jUStlfled .

.

Because of their. adventurouslattltudes towards llbretto-wrltlng and
“the overall high quallty of thelr verse, both Wagner and B01to d1d a
great deal to broaden the concept of the poetlcs of the llbretto. Thist
was an 1mportant ant1c1patlon of developments in the twentleth century,
‘whlch would see an unprecedented respect for the style and general llterary

» quallty of ‘the 11bretto and 8 recognltlon of 1ts potentlal as a legltlmate :

%

vehlcle for llterary experlment as !for 1nstance, 1n the llbretto of

' Gertrude Stein and more recently, Mlchel Butor._ It 1s ev1dent even from_

e AT

‘ a general hlstorlcal survey of the llbretto that 1t has alwavs had a j:

close connectlon to the llterary movements of its tlme. “In the twentleth
. /‘ . )
"-century, thls tendency would become even more pronounced the 11bretto
. o -
' would become an 1ntegral part of the work of some. of the mOSt ﬁanvat;ve

v -

' ; avant—garde artlsts of our age.vr'

N\

'l 1\ . The twentleth-century 11bretto began ausplclously in 1902 w1th Claude

-
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Debussy S Pelleas et Mellsande, a.work Wthh occuples a plvotal point 1n
L 4

the hlstory of the llbretto, summing up the best of the past and foreshad-

ow1ng the best that was to come. Pelléas is the word- for-word settlng

of Maurice Maeterllnck's symbollst drama and as such fulfllls the nine- -

, teenth—centurygldeal of opera as a.sung play The transference 1ntact

of a play onto the operatlc stage wvas a con51derable 1nnovatlon and
3

.1ntroduced a new element 1nto llbretto—wrltlng, beglnnlng the minor but

nonetheless 51gn1f1cant trend towards the play—as—llbretto Outstanding'

iexamples of thls are. Rlchard Strauss' settlng in- 1905 of Oscar Wilde! s"

"‘unexpurgated Salome 1n a German translatlon by Hedwig Lachmann Alban-
' | ,

Berg's Wozzeck (1925), a. word- for-word settlng of Georg Buchner s drama i

Woyzeck (1836) ‘antd Ralph Vaughan Williams' setting 1ntact of Synge s
Noyzeck

'tragedy, Rlders to the Sea, in. 1937

It has been suggested that Debussy s llbretto belng also Maeterllnck'

:play, seems to obv1ate the necess1ty of a separate form."49 But thls 1s.
'emphatlcally not and never w1ll be SleH llbrettl such as Debussy s and

;Berg s are 1solated and unusual cases Very few plays as they stand are

{
also llbrettl by far the vast maJorlty must be\adapted to meet the

zdemands of the new form

i

on the contrary, Pelleas actually stlmulated further 1nterest in the

p0331b111t1es of the llbretto as-a llterary art Debussy s, use of .

- Maeterllnck s play 1ntact not only 1llustrated the p0351b111ty of fulfllllng-il

Wagner s aesthetlc 1deals of "the prlmacy of the story and 1ts meanlngs

and the use of mugic’ to helghten deflne and expand the words"50 wlthout

necessarlly wrltlng Wagnerlan mus1c but was a monument to- the rewards of

E the tradltlonal French 1ns1stence on clear and falthful adherence to the

‘text As such Pelleas 1mmed1ately set the tone for much of the 11bretto

o
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..j> : writingcin this”century. Few librettos would preserve the orlglnal
1ntact but most would be characterlzed by a consclentlous respect for

rllterary values.r Indeed, 1t is’ thls that 1s one of the dlstlngulshlng

A

arks of the modern llbretto -

InAFrancevat the turn of the century another event occurred attesting
to 1ncrea51ng 1nterest 1n the llbretto as a v1able llterary‘form This
was the appearance of llbrettl by Emlle Zola who, durlng the last. decade
of hlS llfe developed an. ardent attachment to the operatlc form."Sl G

Between the years 1893 and 1902 Zola wrote 31x llbrett1 three of whlch

Mess1dor (1897) 'Ouragan (1901) agd L'Enfant R01 (1902) were set to

music by Zola s close frlend Alfred Bruneau, and - subsequently performed.

‘1n-Parls.;, | -~ | .
Zola‘i llhrettl haVe bEen undeservedly neglected, perhaps because in

constructlng them he often departed from the famous naturallsm of the

Y

Rougan ~-Macquart novels to experlment "Wlth dlfferent styles and. moods"52

e

'.1nclud1ng, as 1n Vlolalne la chevelue the use of fantasy and allegory.
:lBut the very unlqueness of hlS llbrettl should only 1ncrease our 1nterest
~in them Zola is one of the most underrated French llbrettlsts, but he
:lls also one of the best o o vu ‘hh; | |
. While acknowledglng Wagner s contrlbutlons to the. llbretto, Zola "
(objected to hlS mystlclsm "y a1 horreur de ce myst1c1sme wagnerlen ) 53';
“and belleved uhat the legendary and symbollc aspects of Whgner s llbrettl
‘should be used as "o p01nt of departure for greater humanlzatlon of" the -
'characters-sh agd for.the express1on of messages of 1mmedrate.soc1al
significance: | ’ |

' .« . ..tout ‘mon sang de Latin sge revolte contre ces brumes
. perverses du Nord et ne veut que des heros humalns de*lum1ére

et de vérité.55 e . \\\\\

- ’ T ! - . . . )
L - R o R
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How artfully Zola could combine these varloua dlsparate elements is

'1llustrated by Messldor, the tltle of whlch is 1tself symbollc, belng

.both the name of the French Revolutlonary Calendar month for hﬁrvest (that

1s, the opp051te of Germ1nal), and a- play on the word- for gold " a central

56 .

symbol here Telllng the story of the. advent of 1ndustr1allzat10n to

' a- small gold—washlng v1llage in the Pyrenees, ‘Messidor comblnes legend

(the myth of a Cathedral of Gold, deplcted in the ballet sequence, "La

Legende de l'or )~w1th symbollsm (a maglc gold necklace symbollz1ng the

Gold of Beauty and of - Tenderness"ST), to produde a drama preachlng a clear
2

“social me5sage. True to Zola ] wont Me551dor denounces the ev1ls of ,f

1ndustr1al exploltlon and as such belongs to the llvret & these tradltlon

of Beaumarchal% and Goethe But more 51gn1f1cantly, 1t foreshadows

N

llbrett1st1c developments tQ come:
. _;). o 1ts progeny, in terms of ‘the attack on the 1nJustIces
- of the- rullng class, is not French but the Marx1st-or1ented
work of Bertolt Brecht 5 w
j' Zola s llbrettl 1nvar1ably 1nv1te comparlson w1th those by Hugo von -

Hofmannsthal the most famous llbrettlst 1n the hlstory of twent1eth-

century letters. lee Zola, Hofmannsthal too worked w1th only one o

' composer, in thls case Rlchard Strauss, wrltlng for hlm, agaln llke

Zola, only six llbrettl Elektra (1909) Der Rosenkavaller (1911),

Arladne auf Naxos (1912) Dle Frau ohne Schatten (1919), D1e agyptlsche

Helene (1928) and Arabella (1933) _ But here, however, simllarltles between o

the two partnershlps end Whereas Zola and Bruneau were. close frlends »”

i
i
)y

'_ sha ing the same 1deals,_Hofmannsthal and Strauss were personally

inco patlble The two rarely met and conducted thelr collaboratlon

1ly through the mall. w

1 But ultlmately, thlS very 1ncompat1b111ty served the llbretto s’



cause far better than 'Zola's and Bruneau s concord ever d1d -Not only dld
it leave the future student of the llbretto thelr exhaustlve correspondence,

an : 1nvaluable record of the problems and solutlons encountered when a

' llbrettlst and a comnoser work' together to create 8 Gesamtkunstwerk but

\‘-"

,1t proved conclu31vely that two artlsts ‘need not thlnk along 1dent1calt

tllnes in order to produce opera and that two autonomous arts can operate -

’ llbretto was to refute, by hls own example, the notlon prevalent sinceé

Da Ponte that the llbrettlst must necessarlly be subordlnate .to the

valmultaneously, each on ‘an-~ equal footlng

In other words Hofmannsthal's most 1mportant contrlbutlon to- the

\\ / . \? :

N

compOSer Unllke the self—effac1ng Da, Ponte or the compllant Scrlbe,' '

A'Hofmannsthal refused to play a secondary role v1s-a—v1s hls composer,-y'

. '-thereby d01ng the llbretto an 1ncalculable serv1ce. He demanded and got

N .
a partlcular kln% of collaboratlon, "'poetry-cum—nuslc, not merely the '

' prov1slon of frames for mu51cal compos1tlons and 1n51sted "that Strauss

-'should respond to the poetry and respect its’ quallty "59

Not 51nce Metastaslo has the 11bretto enjoyed such pre Emlnence.« As

RN

- wlth Metasta51o s llbrettl, Hofmannsthal's, too, are read as a contlnulng R

'body of llterature in thelr own rlght and even llterary crltlcs habltuallyf‘_'.

study them in relatlon to hlS non-operatlc plays, partlcularly to those o

whlch he wrote concurrently, such ‘as Jedermann (1911), D1e Schw1er1ge ';“u

A}

'(1918) and Der Turm (1925, revlsed 1927) Mlchael Hamburger wrltes that f

Hofmannsthal' operas and ballets can be appreclated only 1nthe llght

"

.L°f hls other Vorks"sq and Speaklng Of Der- Rosenkavaller, notes that the R

;dlsc1p11ne demanded by the llbretto form scarcely detracted from the o

,llterary merlts of the l1bretto" but actually "proved a dlstlnct advantage. 61';

These are 1mportant observatlons for a llterary crltlc to make and are ‘an ,t;-

s
oo
S



o1

r_lndlcatlon of the grow1ng respect accorded in llterary clrcles to the.
llbretto as an art form in 1ts own rlght a resbect, 1t mlght be added
whlch profe551onal llterary scholars, as‘opposed to the. creative -
wrlters themselves, have been slow to‘acknowledge o

, Hofmannsthal s llbrettl have proved a formrdable challenge for other
.wrlters, a. challenge successfully answered 1n the Ilbrettl of .notably,: -
Bertolt Brecht and W H Auden.‘ Auden, for one, has spec1f1cally recognlzed

“

i this debt to'HofmannSthal Together with Chester Kallman and oomposer Hans‘

Werner Henee, he has prefaced h1s llbretto Elegy for Young Lovers (1961)
]

w1th a dedlcatlon to the father of the modern the llterary, llbretto,‘ |

'Hugo von Héfmannsthal "Master lerettlst "62 ' -'“‘ |

| '; The lmpetus Debussy, Zola and Hofmannsthal pr9v1ded towards a con81dera— '

t1on of llterary values d1d not establlsh set formulas so much an ldeal | P
ThlS explalns why the dlstlnctlvely llterary cast of the twentleth—Century '
'llbretto has taken and is contlnulng to ‘take so many dlfferent forms. Wh1le |
‘the number of lmbrettl wrltten thus far 1nto the twentleth oentury 1s nOt
Hlarge, espec1ally when compared to the volumlnous productlon of centurles
.'prev1ous, neuertheless, the modern llbretto is characterlzed by an’ un?re;‘
Hcedented rlchness in: varlety of styles and approaches.' Wlth regard to :1‘

- llterary conslderatlons, four major trends may be dlscerned Broadly

'speaklng, they may be class1f1ed as Repet1t1on, Neocla381clsm, Adaptlon

‘and Orlglnatlon ‘ | . . ;

There are, 1nev1tably, those llbrettl whlch repeat unchanged the ;

;tradltlonal formulas of the nlneteenth—century romantlc scheol of . Scrlbe

IS - ~
Tl

g{and hlS successors. To thls category belong Glan Carlo Menott1 's 1mportaﬂt“

'libut essentlally anachronlstlc ‘and sentlmental llbrett1, 1nclud1ng The

"fMedlum (19h6) The. Telephone (19h7) The Consul (1950) and The Salnt of



Bleecker Street (l95h .Ihese are undoubtedly sklllfully wrltten and

’theatrlcal dramas, ‘the work of a manhwho in terms of hls llfelong
. M N f“ M . B N . . ‘.
comm;tmentvto,the form deserves_to 1nher1t the tltre of professional
' librettist.f Yettthey‘are'eSSentially holdovers from the early nineteenth

century, cont1nu1ng the romantlc tradltlon of the llbretto and upholdlng ‘

~the superlorlty of the mu51c oﬁ?r the words Speaklng oft his own librettl,’_i'

Menott1 as Sald that if they eem &llve or powerful in performance, then

-

'the mu51c must share that dlStln tions e We have « + MO 51ngle'

. e

_(example'bf a successful.opera whose maln strength 1s the llbretto "
’5_:Menott;‘s works do deal Wlth contemporary subjects but ‘even 1n tnls respect
they are the dlrect descendents of the melodramatlc verismo 11brett1
\wrltten for Pucc1n1 to whose mu51c, 1n addltlon, Menottl 's own 1s often
compared | As Noel Coward has pomted out' the ma,jor drawback of such |
works is not that . opera 1sn't what 1t used to be but that it is. n@l
| Other wrlters have ‘taken a more 1nnovat1ve approach toWards the past

rThese wrlters have been dellberately anachronlstlc but even. whlle seeklng
vto rev1ve outdated llbrettlstdc styles'and subJects have succeeded in .
turnlng them towards the thoroughly modern The Faust theme has been‘
'partlcularly well served here.‘ Ferrucc1o Busonl (1866—192h) looklng
"back beyond Barbler and Carre s maudlln Ladaptlon of Goethe 8. Faust -

J“_'for Gounod returned 1nstead to the Spless Urfaustbuch (1587) as the

ba51s of his: llbretto Doktor Faustus (1925) In thls respect Busonl s_}

}11 retto merlts comparlson w1th the greatest modern Ver51on of the ‘* -

Faust legend Thomas Mann s Mu51kroman, Doktor Faustus (l9h7)

More recently, Mlchel Butor, advocate of the nouveau roman,_has :

'Vtaken a. more avant—garde approach to Faust Hls llbretto, Votre

’ Faust (1969) the tltle of wthh is- ‘a play on that of Paul Valéry s Mon“';;
S ﬁ-,{ R "; B f'»fv' fﬁ\ijﬁf o
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G;;sfgést;él9h6), is, as the titie‘sugéestS,_designed to involye the audience
in'the production.- Butor has written.one Act'I\butISeveraldversions'of .
Q\ VActs,II and II1. 'At‘one poiht the.audience is askedbto Vote on which‘way
the action is to.go whereupon the libretto proceedslaccordlngly Butor'
ereven suggests that the work be plaYed backwards, calllng the llbretto a’
"fantalsle varlable, genre opéra . | | |

i

Another major wrlter who has worked w1th1n the context of "consc1ous

65

archalsm has been poet W.H. Auden whose contrlbutlons Wlll be mentloned
only brlefly here as they w1ll be d1scussed in greater detail later In .

addltlon to translatlng, wlth Chester Kallman, Da Ponte' s.Ebn Gaovannl and

' Schlkaneder s The Mag1c Flute, Auden has wrltten a dellberately "Mozartean

"‘llbretto for Igor Stravlnsky, The Rake s. Progress (1951), and several

llbrettl for Gerdan composer Hans Werner Henze, 1nclud1ng an updatlng of »

‘Eurlpedes The Bacchae The<5assar1ds (1966)

W *

The Bassarlds is 51gn1f1cant as one of the more recent contrlbutmons

" to an/lmportant movement in the twentleth~century llbretto, Neoclasstclsm,.hiex
:used here ‘in the narrower sense of a renewed. 1nterest in the creatave‘{V::

. rev1ual of Greek and Roman drama. ‘Ever sdnce 1ts 1neept10n, thebllbretto.jfi;'
has shown an, afflnlty for classrcal subjects but 1t has not been untll th15:
'century that the orlglnal 1deals of the Florentlne Camenata have reCelved

i'such a thoroughg01ng appllcatlon Elektra (1909) marks not only the flrst

'ienterprlse in Hugo von Hofmannsthal s famous collaboratlon W1th Strauss

s'_but also the flrst of many neoclass1cal llbrettl by some of th1s century s
h:‘best wrlters. The llbrettl for Orestle, a trllogy (1913—2h) by Darlus S
;  :Mllhaud were prov1ded by Paul Claudel.v In l92h Hofmannsthal wrote :_ 
Alkestls after Eurlpedes for Egon Wellesz. In 1927 appeared two 11brett1

3 by Jean Cocteau, the one, Oedlgus Rex, for Strav1nsky and the other, Antlgone,th



- _because he w1shed to composer a p1ece of 1nStrumenta1 muslc who

30

_for Arthur Honegger. Stravinsky later collaborated.on’another neoclassical
Opera PerseEhone (l93h) ',libretto-by_hndré Gide. Ernest\K}enek's dperaj

Orpheus und Eurydike.(lo26) is based on-Oskar KokOschka'% Expressionist

‘-Play, Kfenek later wrote. hlS .own llbretto for Das Leben des Orest (1930)

'USlng several sources, 1nclud1ng L1vy and Ov1d Engllsh ‘poet Ronald Duncan :

wrote the llbretto for Benjamln Brltten s The Rape of Lucretla (l9h6)

/L -
~.

Neocla351c1sm of thls type, in which the author uses Greek d Roman

F]

legends often as Vehlcles for commentary on. twentleth—century 1ssues, 18

closely related to a slmllar movement in twentleth~century letters,lof

,fWhlch T S Ellot s The Waste Land Joyce S Ulzsses, Eugene O Nelll S

MournlngrBecomes Electra Sartre s Les Mouches, Camus Le Mythe de Slsyphe

"and Ellsabeth,Langgasser.s D1e marklsche Argonautenfahrt are the mOSt

. 7con3p1cuous examples | As 1n therature in. general Neoclas51c1sm 1n the
ullbretto 1s not the slav1sh 1mitat10n of an earller art the. manner in
'?7§h1ch the cla551cal plays and myths have been handled varles as w1dely ’

as do the orlentatlons of the many wr;ters'and llbrett;sts who have
‘vhpartlclpated here.y - . | i

The llbrettlstlc rev1val of clas51cal drama is also a part of the -
;, ‘larger trend towards adaptlng llterary texts to the llbretto form. The -

'~'pract1ce of the llbrettlst as adapter begun by Da Ponte and folloﬁed W1de1y

f;lln the nineteenth century has contlnued wlth great success in. the twentleth

‘;Nlneteenth—century adaptlons tended to treat the orlglnals w1th cons1derable-

- freedom, glvlng greater prlorlty to mu51cal than llterary factors, 1n La Af'

'.f Damnatlon de Faust for example, Berlloz takes hls Faustto Hungary merely

£

@e theme

als Hungarlan 66 But 1n the twent1eth—century adaptlon, scrupulous _«~’

, .

'l:attentlon 1s pald to renderlng, as far as pOSS1b1e,.the sp1r1t, 1f not also |
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the 1etter,.of the original. Amerlcan comooser Douglas Moore, explalnlng
how he and hls 11brettlst Ethan Ayer transformed Henry James‘ The Wlngs »
,of the Dove (1961) into a llbretto,'says they recognlzed that "much of

the quality of the novel comes from James llterary sfyle i the
67

“'Jame51an vocabulary and phrase" and SO th y tried to preserve this

v

" quality as far as the demands,of good theatre would-alIOW"

. Mr Ayer has been 51ngularly successful in reproduc1ng
the flavor of the James dialogue without mystlfylng the
listener. He underllned every speech recorded in the novel,
and when we came to the. pertlnent situation he would use as
much of the orlglnal as sgemed possible. 68 EEE

In adaptlng Thomas Mann s short novel Der Tod in Venedlg (1913) 1nto_

, hls llbretto Death in- Venlce (1973) Myfanwy Plper prov1des an even more d

recent example ‘of thls same technlque, hav1ng translated whole sentences"f

'»of MAnn s prose 1nto Engllsh and 1ncorporated them entlre 1nto hls text.
Whereas very few composers a51de from Wagner and Menottl have ventured

to create thelr own orlglnal texts, a conslderable number have followed

) the example of B01to and Mussorgsky and nave wrltten thelr own adaptlons

As crltlc Kurt Honolka has observed "yer lmmer hedte ais_Kbmponistv -

'einlgermassen wortgewandt 1st& sucht sdch‘seine Opernbﬁcher;selbsfighba

:cverferlgen "69 | | | |

Outstandlng in thls context and also a part of a long—standlng

v

.Russ1an tradltlon to base llbrettl on works of hlgh llterary quallty are

"z_the llbrettl of Sergej Prokoflev (1891 1953) . Prokoflev 8. adaptlons for f

.hls own operas 1nclude The Gambler (1929) from Dostoyevsky, The Love

'for Three Oranges (1921) after Carlo Gozzl s comedy (1761) The Duenna

."(l9h6) from Rlchard Sherldan s drama (1775) War and Peace (1955) after

j Tolstoy, and several other works based on novels by varlous Sov1et

”?wrlters, 1nclud1ng the soc1allst real1st" Semyon Kotko (l9h0) ,_Anothere
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major adapterfcomnoservis Austrian’ Gottfriéd von Einem who, aided by

-_fellow composer Boris Blacherzvturned works by Bﬁchner'andiKafka’into
'libretti for his Dantons Tod (l?h?) and Der Prozess (1953) respectlvely
Thls phenomenon of the composer as adapter amounts to a tac1t
demonstratlon of- the general'lnablllty of ‘the nu51cal mind actlng alone : (,.
to 1n1tlate the unique type ofAcreatlve thought neceSSary “to the writing

tof an orlglnal book, The very fact that these and other comnosers, -
1nclud1ng Janacek and Dallaplccola tend to adapt storles of recognlzed
'fllterary merlt rather than risk wrltlng their ‘own. attests to the nece531ty

of a wrlter s Sklll in a llbretto s creatlon and constructlon. Thls,‘ |

¢

in turn, constltutes a recognltlon by mu51c1ans themselves, of the

~

artlstlc autonomy of the llbretto performlng functlons whlgh nelther the
mus1c1an nor- ‘the mu31c alone can prov1de._'
.
ThlS observatlon is conf‘rmed by no lesa than E. T A Hoffmann who

' rwas not only ‘one of the leadlngquVellsts of German Romant1c1sm but a

ras), and an astute mu51c crltlc as. well In

composer (he wrote ten_o;m
"The Poet and j 4 (1816) Hoffmann has thls composer Ludw1g,

“te hlS own llbretto

say the follo'wi‘ e why he does not
I admit thafl
to many a sug
“ability to rej

. concerned, how
~ And how can yd
versify our 1if
art and presupy

| practice?T0 |

Hination is lively 'ough to give blrth

B operatic plot. ‘¢i.v As far &s the ,
fr them distinctly nd wrlte them down is oo
Fs I am afraid that T do not possess it.
fpect us- composers to acqulre, in order to
ftos, thé mechanical skill needed in every
ing constant endeavor and contlnuous R -

'L: The'comp0ser' "elnlgermassen wortgewandt 1st" as1de most adaptlons

are Stlll the work\of profess1onal wrlters. AuthorS«of note who have

\"

-.fpart1c1pated here 1nc1ude Stefan Zwe1g who 1n 1935 adapted Ben Jonson 8 -

\ gglcoene (1609) into the llbretto D1e schwelgsame Frau for. Rlchard Strauss. o

:  Unfortunately, any further collaboratlon between the two men was forbldden o
‘ ‘- . .



'_by the Na21s and s0 Strauss turned to Austrlan wrlter Joseph Gregor, &

.Apollinaire. 'ﬁ"’a;.

,wrote scenarlos for’ two ballet-comedles by Mllhaud Le Boeuf sur’ le t01t
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/

' who wrote three llbrettl for hlm Frledenstag (1938) Daphne (1938)

and D1e Llebe der Danae (1938 hO) tbe'latter from a partly'completed--

'sketch by Hofmannsthal

o But‘of greater 1nterest'from the:literary point of view are those -

.'llbrettl whlch are not adaptlons but orlglnal books , As-one would'

'_expect the French have made many 51gn1f1cant contrlbutlons here

Swlss~French writer Charles F Ramuz prov1de& the llbretto to Strav1nsky S

L'Hlst01re du’ soldat (1918) Paul Claudel,hastwrlttenvtwo major orlglnal

’ boOks for,opera;,ChrlstOPhe Colomb (1930),fset tolmuSic'by.his close friend

- ‘Darius Mllhaud and Jeanne d'Arc au Bucher (1936) mu51c by Honegger. An

) ”amu51ng and shrreallst llbretto, Les Mamelles de Tlre51as (l9h5) the

story of a man who produces forty thou and chlldren after he and hlS wlfe

change sexes, was set by.Franc1s Poule c and was the work,oftgulllaume _'

But probably the most 1mportant wrlter in thls respect hasrbeen, ;

mu51c1ans known as Les Slx, publlshlng in. 1918 a short work whlch was to‘

o

”become~the1r,man1festo he Cog_et 17 Arlequln Unlted 1n a common revolt

agalnst the. vagueness of - 1mpress10nlsm ("un poéte a toujours trop de

~

.mots dans son vocabulalre‘f;'. . oun mu51c1en trop de notes sur son clav1er

2

?~Jean Cocteau. For many years he was the spokesman for the group of French )

57-1;‘7

Cocteau and Les Six collaborated on" many mu51co-11terary projects. Cocteau s

a -.1

RPN - T

"ifarce Les Mariés de la Tour Elffel, in 1958 he prov1ded the ‘text. to

f.Franc1s Poulenc's La Voix huma1ne PR :' SR Uty -

. > R R I
Anotherjwriter who,'"like Cocteau;»l*;‘;.had'a strong influence on

—

a0

o (1919). and Le Traln bleu (l92h) flve.of uhe six wrote mu81C'to Cocteaudsi ,



Tois always corrupt") Th was the precursor of the idea of Eplc Opera whlch

5

; _ : A" S b

was Bertolt Brecht. Hls llbrettl Die- Drelgroschenoper (1928) ppy:End

-_(1929)‘ Aufstleg und Fall der Stadt Mahagonnv (1930) and Der Jasager (1930},

a translatlon via Engllsh of a Japanese No plav, constltute a major
\ :

contrlbutlon to the llbrettlstlc art on a par w1th the best practltloners
n o

of the form lee Zola and Hofmannsthal Brecht, too worked prlmarlly

w1th one composer Kurt Welll although he later collaborated w1th others

,such as Paul Dessauafaho set hls Das Verhor des Lukullus in 1951

Brecht 3 work may be further examlned in relatlon to Cogteau s in that

Le Coq et l Arlequln as the flrst expre551on of the new concept of

o antl-theatrlcal theatre ("the cafe-concert is often pure, the theater B

S

ﬂ(..

’ .was 'brought to. 1ts perfectlon both in- practlce and” theory"TS by Brecht

,The 1dea of Epie Opera whlch ve can call the llbrettlstlc equlvalent

of - Brecht's theory of Eplc Theater, is, - llke the 1atter based on the

'Eplc pr1nc1ple of the separatlon of dramatlc 1ngred1ents one from another.'

¢

Brecht explalns the relatlon of Eplc Theater to Eplc Opera in hls notes

' to Aufstleg und Fall der Stadt Mahagonny

v , C S .
: The 1ntru51on of the methods of the eplc theatre in opera
. leads. malnly to.a radical ‘separation’ of the elements. The .-
we.great struggle for supremacy between words, music and action
- (which always brings up the question "whlch is the pretext ,
. for what?": is the music’ the pretext for the events on stage,.
or are these the pretext for the music? etc.) can be resolved
by the radical separatlon of the elements. . . Musie, Words ,
‘and Settlng Had ‘to Acqulre More Indenendence 767 B
What thls programme dld, ‘in effect was glve the text artlstlc autonomy,

relatlng mu51c tonthe p051tlon of merely another dramatlc dev1se, or, to

use Brechtlan termlnology, to the p051t10n of another retardlng factor

Muslc here becomes a klnd of punctuatlon, an underllnlng of

the words; a well-aimed comment g1v1ng the glst of the action ”wfb'
of the text. And this remalns 1ts prlme function in all" E

. ,Brecht's plays.77 : C

the form, orchestratlon and general approach adopted by his. collaborators"73



' Brecht's relatlon to Uhe libretto as llteratUre tradition is surely '

'self—ev1dent (a31de from the undenlable llterary quallty of his plays

" he Sp@lelcally advocates "a therarlslerunp of the theater IR 78 and hls

l

relatlon to the llvret a these tradltlon of Beaumarchals and Zola was -

briefly mentloned in another COntext , But even more important than bhese,

is the dlstlnctlon Brecht iSh&res w1th Cocteau‘ ‘In that Cocteau S polemlcs

\

and Brecht's llbrettl both dlrectly 1nfluenced the very comp051tlonal

- technlques of their mu51cal collaborators 19 thelr work marks a watershed

in the hlstory of the. relatlons between the text and the mu31c. ThlS

was a total about face - from the romantlc, mus1c-or1ented approach to

opera,.thls was Neoclas51c1sm in 1ts most.precise llbrettistic sense, a

revival of the erata’'s 1d ls wvhere the text detern}nes the music.

The work of an her 11b ettlst 1nd1cates an even*ﬂurther removal

\

from the aesthetlcs of'the rOmantlc llbretto- Tn the llbrettl of Gertrude“

e,

‘Stein, the word- play becomes of such overwhelmlng 1nterest that "the

(

'i mu51ca%’forces mlght almost be dlspenses w1th "80 In utter contradlctlon \—ﬂ\

,of Menqttl S observatlon quoted above, here are works in which the maln

1 A ' A N

strength is 1ndeed the llbretto.
Gertrude Steln has written several llbrettl, 1neluded in Operas and

Plazs (1932) and later in Last Operas and Plgys (l9h9) the two most

famous of which are the "abstract 11brett1" Four Salnts 1n Three Acts

g

(1927) and The Mother of Us A1l (19h6), both set by Vlrgll Thomson. *15!'

d o

Four Saints 1n Three Acts, llngulstlcally the more adventurous of the

L

two,‘ls a landmark of the llbretto form and explores the- use of language

largely freed of meaning;

Salnt Chaves. ‘And roses very well, Very well and
roses very well roses smell roses smell and very well
and v well as roses smell roses smell very well. Qf
hedge ses are moss roses . larger If moss roses d;~
«larger are there questions of how very well there are
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strangers who have to be’ known hy thelr walk,
In a manute.Bl

A-celebratlon‘of saints, partlcularly Salnt Therese, Four - Salnts in Three

Acts has no form loglc or dramatlc actlon because

e o o A sa1nt a. real saint never does anythlng, a martyr
does somethlng but a redlly good saint does nothing andj‘
so I wanted to have Four Saints that did nothing and I
wrote the Four Saints in Three Acts and they d&a nothlng .
and that. was everythlng.82 :

- The Mother of Us All ‘is closer to the conventlonal llbretto in that

.1t does have a central theme, the suffragette‘movement 1n America, ahd

& central character Susan'B Anthony However, 1t con31sts of eplsodlc S

scenes 1ntroduc1ng varlous personalltles from Amerlcan hlstory and is

written in Steln 5. typlcally unconventlonal style

Yes women have the. vote, all my long llfe of strength and
strife, all my long life, women have it, they cah vote,
every man and every woman have the vote, the word male 1s
not there any more, that is to say, that is to say 83"

.

Stein's llbrettl are the most’ extreme of the avant—garde experlments

_w1th the llbretto yet wrltten and thelr success is a demonstratlon of

k)

‘the 1ndependence v1tallty and artlstlc maturlty whlch the twentleth-->

cgatnry llbretto has attalned It 1s now, as Ulrlch Welssteln ardent

'defender of- the llbretto as llterature has p01nted out the task of
sy : :
~llterary scho%tfﬂgto give the llbretto the crltlcal just1ce and reCOgnltlon

- it deserves:

Con31der1ng the wealth_of operatlng materlal hldden in
‘the world's llbrarles, a dlsproportlonately small amount of
scholarship: has, so far, gone into its cr1t1cal evaluatlon.
It seems. especially desirable that, the ' anc1llary" genre
of the libretto should receive fairer treatment both w1th
:regard to its dramatic and its poetic qualities, for the
serious critical attempts to deal with this stepchlld of
literature aré: few and far between. All the greater .is the
challenge posed for the llterary cr1t1c of the llbretto.ah
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CHAPTER TWO

Towards a'Poetics.of_the Libretto

The hOpeS‘Whlch Beaumarchals expressed for'the llbretto were of '
;_ the highest order. HlS observatlon to-the effect that. "nothlng is
hcapable of being well set to mu51c, that is not nonsense, 1 was not &
prescrlptlon but a reproach for.lt was'prec1selj from nonsense whlch
vBeaumarchér; wished to see the llbretto lkberated Prop031ng~his own

Tarare as a model Beaumarchals belleved the llbretto capable of supportlng

S

‘the most serlous phllosophlcal speculatlons, a falth whlch future

s

S llbrettlstlc developments of the nineteenth and twent1eth centurles have
certalnly proven to be Justlfledr

Ah' - si l on pouvalt couronner l'ouvrage d'une grande 1dee
phllosophlque méme en faire naftre le sujet! Je dis qu'un
tel amusement ne serait pas sans fruit que tous les bons _
'‘esprits -nous sauralent gré de ce travail. v« . Peut- étre
irait-il méme jusqu'a encourager des hommes d‘un plus’ fort
" génie 3 se Jeter dans la carrlere, et.& lui presenter un
}nouveau genre de plaisir- dlgne de la premlere natlon du-
: monde 2 :

A»But Beaumarchals concluded Hls preface to Tarare w1th an even more -

optlmlstic hope, he env131oned the W1de—spread ad0pt10n of h1s prlnC1ples
' and the wr1t1ng of a poetics of the llbretto.

Posons une saine'doctrlne' joignonsAun exémple au précepte, :
" et téchons d'entrainer les suffrages par 1'heureux concours_-‘
de’ tous deux.» 3 : S : e '
:Rulssent les bons esprlts de la lltterature adopter mes
'prlnc1pes et faire mieux que moi!  Mes amis savent bien .
si J'en serai jaloux ou si j'irai les embrasser. Oui, je
’”fle ferai de grand coeur heureux, & mes contemporains, \.
. d'avoir au’ champ de vos. plalSIrS pu tracer un. leger o
‘31llon que d autres vont fertlllser.3 ‘

I

=
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Unlike the former however’ this v1slon has not yet come to frultlon
\ Although the llbretto had many llterary supportens prlor to
.'Beaumarchals, no one had undertaken this august task One wrlter uhom we
'yould expect to have.done‘so wes dramatlst llbrettlst ‘and cr1t1c John .
‘Dryden ’ lee Beaumarohals, Dryden, too, belleved that‘"la muelque

"d'un opera n est e qu 'un nouvel art d'embelllr la parole, h_ in the

Apreface to hls llbretto Alblon and Albanlus (1685) Dryden wrote

f.f.‘, it. is my part to invent, and the musician's. to humour
‘that invention.. I may be counselled, and will always follow:
my friend's advice where I-Find it reasonable, but will never
part with the pover of the militia.>

But unllke Beaumarchals Dryden.was reluctant to,revealthW'hié libretto‘
had been written:.:f s ‘,"‘d S RV o | R

If I thought it convenlent I could here dlscover some-
“rules vhich'I have given to myself in the. writing of an
opera in general, and of. this opera in .particular; but I
- consider that the effect would only be to have my own
- performance measured: by the laws T gave; and conSequently,
- to set up some little Judges, who, not understanding ’
throughly, would be sure to- fall upon the faults, and
not to acknowledge any of the beauties; an hard measure, .
~ which I have often found from false crltlcs. Here, - -
therefore, if they will cr1t1c1ze, they shall do it: out o
of their own fond ...6 : o

-y

‘It is to- be regretted that the author of "An Essay of Dram&tlc Poesy

(1668) d1d not wrlte 1ts llbrettlstlc equlvalent for laCklng all gulde-'
'111nes, Frltlcs have 1ndeed been forced to Judge the llbretto out of thelr ',,;"
»3 B

" own fond ' As 1t stands, probably 1he only document before Beaumarchals,V

vwhlch came elosest to fulfllllng th requlrements of a’ poetlcs of the :

elling

u,‘ llbretto was Marcello s Il Teatro lla moda (1720) but as a satlre,
'ullbrettlsts what to av01d 1nstead ‘ what to emulate, it was more /poetics -

in reverse, .

f_ If the:pe{gedmduringdwh}eh.the-text was considered‘more‘impvrtént__
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_'than the music dldlnot produce a pOEthS of the llbretto; then we . would
be 111 adv1sed “to 1ook for one durlng the grand opéza perlod of the f',
‘early nlneteenth century Wthh followed And not surprlslngly, the

reluctance to speak of the llbretto in spec1f1c terms dlsplayed by Dryden ;
~d1d Treach its. helgh urlng the tlme of the romantlc mu51c—or1ented '

" approach Nowhere was . thls unw1111ngness more clearly expressed than 1n
v the operatlc crmtlclsm of Stendhal

©

Stendhal's book Vie de ROSSlnl (182h) has been called "a JomantiC" :

poetlcs of opera in dlsgulse 7. and rlghtly so, for just as- Gluck had :
B pa351onate1y champloned the cause of the llbretto, S0 Stendhal Just as’
zealously allled hlmself w1th those worklng agalnst 1t More antl—

llbrettlstlc statements than Stendhal's are not to be found because hé
'went SO far as to advocate that the llbretto of an opera need not even

. be read: ,
e « « Ianm concerned w1th the mu51c, never . w1th the words,‘
which, to tell’ the truth, I do not know. It is my invariable
;habit to rewrite the words of any opera for my own satlsfac—'

"~ tion. I take ‘the plot which the llbrettlst has 1nvented

- and T require further from ‘him one word and one only, to

. give me. the key to the mood of the scene. . . . Ideally,

. of course, the answer would be to ‘have .had Voltalre or

. Beaumarchais compose . the- llbretto, in which case it would -

- be as dellghtful ds the music, and never a breath of dis~ S
enchantment in the reading of it! But: happlly (since Voltalres ‘
are rare in our imperfect world), the delightful art which.

~is’ our present study can well continue without the- serv1ces .
of & great poet . « provided always that one. av01ds the
31nful 1ndlscretlon of readlng the llbretto.8 :

lh tStendhal is the other 51de of the’ paradox1cal 51tuat10n noted above
1n relatlon to Gluck, 1t has often been the case. that the composer defends
i.the llbretto w1th far more enthu51asm than the urlter.:A?erhaps thls 1s |
:so because composers, as artlsts worklng w1th a medlum whlch conveys no‘“

concrete or demonstratlve meanlng, reallze thelr llmltatlons and recognlze

[

.b’_
PR
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the value in opera of'a‘solld llterary foundatlon whereas wrlters who
work w1th language ‘a medlnn used every day 1n all spheres of human ‘f'
‘ endeavor have a tendency to .scorn.any. text Wthh they suspect ha? Serve
any purpose, be 1t jOurnallstlc polltlcal or mu51cal other than llter-‘
»ature 's own.' But for whatever the reason,\Stendhal emphatlcally took
uthe mu31c s 51de, argulng that the mlnd can percelve on only one level

at a- tlme and that thls berng the case, in opera the llterary level‘mnst'
: be sacrlflced in favour of ‘the mu51cal | Every moment, spent in appreclatlngf
-'llterary flnesse, Stendhal wrote, 'is Just so much tlme lost for. the

' 'apprec1atlon of the mu51c o ‘ .
- To enjoy the flnesse of verbal wit requlres cr1t1 T
penetratlon at an-intellectual level; but .critical: pehetra—"‘
tion is ‘the very faculty which’ must be jettisoned for good
“and all if we: are to allow music to:weave its. ¢lusive web- -
of dreams about our soul; the two pleasures of sense ‘and . -
intellect are distinct, and. the belief that both can be i
.enjoyed at - once, a dangerous halluc1nat10n. Nobody, save .
ﬁ Frerich literary’ cr1t1c, could stubbornly perslst.ln thle.i
_ dlu51on,-, ,:,9, N . -

1

It 1s worthwhlle p01nt1ng out here that there was 1ndeed a tnne when

Opera and the llbretto were the domaln of llterary CrlthS._ The profes-

£ oa

31onal music crltlc, after all 1s % very recent phenomenon‘ the father

- of mu31cal Journallsm was Eduar Hansllck who wrote for the Neue Frele ‘

' _Presse (Vlenna) from 186h onwards.' Thus, at the t1me when Stendhal
v_-was wrltlng, mu51c cr1t1cs were in fact llterary cr1t1cs who regarded

che muS1c in opera as. 1n51gn1f1cant and who habltually judged opera in” "

"; terms of\lte llbretto. The most notable of these llterary crltlcs was RS

i | Jullen—Louls Geoffroy (17h3—181h)-who was’ drama cr1t1c for the 1nfluenc1a1 A_fif

tperlodlcal Journal des Debats pollthues et lltteralres, of which

Chateaubrland was also once the edltor.

: In wrltlng hlS Vle de Ross1n1, therefore Stendhal was at Qne and the

L
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-seme’ tlme reactlng agalnst and partlclpatlng 1n thls crltlcal tradltlon.

As nghard Coe has remarked Stendhal desplte hlS harsh words for o

v

llterary cr1t1cs and as a lltterateur hlmself was not -g far removed
from thls llterary tradltlon as 1t mlght at flrst appear

'It is. notorlous that ‘he [Stendhal] was 1ncapable of o
‘apprec1at1ng any mu51c unltess’ it was a53001ated w1th a
verbal text: in other words, he had no notlon of the o
‘dramatic powers inherent in musical form as such; he. O
needed a literary source of: dpama (the libretto),hefore:’
he could begln to appre01ate the mu51c.11‘-« , f&;e__,

| That is to say, the very fapt” that Stendhal turned to opera, rather than
Ato,'say, the symphony, 1s an 1nd1cat10n of opera s inherently llterary fff

ﬁappeal an. 1nterest 1t owes to 1ts 11bretto.-,fﬁi“v

Lk
ol

Nevertheless, the fact remalns that no French llterary crltlc, or any
‘ other for that matter, has responded to Beaumarchals exhortatlon posons

une salne doctrlne and so after*over three hundred years 51nce the f

-:_,blrth of opera, there is - stlll no code for the guldance of y llbrettlst.-~

' o Thls has not been w1thout 1ts effect ‘on. the llbrettot Although many
. llbrettl of hlgh llterary quallty have been wrltten w1thout such a gulde,

" %he absence of ohe has undoubtedly contrlbuted to the fact that a hlgh

ey R S

‘5ipercentage of llbrettl are undenlably 11terary fallures, a sltuatlon

S
whlch has fostered the mlsconceptlon that all llbrettl are so.‘ Engllsh

_poet and llbrettlst Ronald Duncan deplorlng‘the absence of a llbrettlstic 'f‘

'hcode records that "many composers have complalned to me that establlshed

r;poets and playwrlghts wlth whom they heve trled to collaborate have falled

[T T

'fto understand thelr needs.: *"f co '.'"'u.. jfl:"i

'I know that Stravlnsky once recelved a llbretto for an *
opera which, if he had set: every -word. of it, would- have*a.__ L
made the ‘entire Ring Iogk as brief as a curtalnralser._f-;;:o;,
.. -That, I suppose, is why many composers have been drlvenj_ et
~to wrlte their own llbrett; and often have made amess . i




But ‘even more ‘serious than thls, the want of a poetlcs of the llbretto

. has prevented llterary CrlthS from g1v1ng those many llbrett1 worthy of

o .the name llterature the crltlcal Justlce that is thelr due.‘ It is a. ‘near-

U[ilmp0551b1e task for a 11terary crltlc t¥ Judge fa1rly the merlts of a’

’~411bretto 1f he has no frame of reference, no knowledge,lln other words, -

| ';.'of llbrettlstlc conventlon, by Wthh to measure the extent of the

i:ifllbrettlst’s achlevement A conventlon 1s, after.all, defined as a‘ruie

*that

'1;43 " by 1mp11C1t agreenent ‘between a wr1ter and some of -
-~ his’ readers. (or of ‘'his audience) allows him certain. freedoms -
- 1in, ‘and 1mposes certain restrlctlons upon, his treatment of
g ‘style, structure, and theme and enables these readers to .
lnterpret h1s work correctly 13

Wlthout thls taclt understandlng between a wrlter and hlS audlence, thefe.e

’ ~can be no meanlngful critlcal evaluatlon

If & cOnventlon Whlch is supposed to be: agreed upon by both artlst .

:'and audlence is- understood by only the former, then there arlses a

i mlsunderstandlng of the sort made by, for 1nstance Tolstoy 1n hlS '

' treatlse "What is. Art?" (1898) Here, Tolstoy dlsmlssed opera categorlcally -

E;}through hls unwllllngness (albelt for reasons of hlS own whlch are too
( A

‘iyejfar beyond the scope of th1s paper to be dJschSSed here) to &Ccept hls

e b

"~1half of the nmplled contract wh1ch a comprehen31on of opera and the 11bretto

'E"requlres.{rAfter attendlng the rehearsal of a new- opera in Moscow, Tolstoy

observed .

That there never were, or could be, suéh Indlans, and
that .they were not only unllke Indlans but that what - e
" they were d01ng was unlikg. anythlng on earth except other R
- operas, [italies mirie ] was' beyond all manner of ‘doubt; e o
" that people do not; converse in-such a way as rec1tat1ve, AR
~and do nat ‘place’ themselves at fixed d;stances, ina - -0 .y
quartet wav1ng thelr arms to- express their emotlons, . Lo
~'that novhere, ‘except in theaters, [1ta11cs mine] do -
people walk about in such a manner, in palrs, w1th tlnfoll -

L
i
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"we mnst accept the. natural language of the characters of thlS play as.

: constltutes poetlc falth "

43

halberds'and in slippers; that no one ever gets angry in
such a way, ‘or 1is affected in such a way, or laughs 1n A
such a way, or cries in such a way; and that no one. on .earth -
- can be moved by such. performances, all: this is beyond the jv
" possibility of doubt.l

1But watchlng an Opera or reading its libretto‘calls-for the seme
w1lllng shspen510n of dleellef" demanded by‘not only all llterary forms

.v,

g tby all the arts in general But thls is preclsely what Tolstoy,

_when he wrote that ".',:. one of the chlef condltlons of artlstlc creatmon.
- 1is the complete freedom of ‘the. artlst from every klnd of preconcelved

vdemand " 5 chose to 1gnore and from this arose his unsympathetlc attltude

O

.towards both opera and 1ts llbretto It is well»to remlnd the denun-. .
c1ators of the llbretto " wrote Ulrlch Welssteln, "that the spoken drama 2

:ltself is based on. a number of hlghly art1f1c1al conventlons nl ’tlf;”

1n:other words,,when we read,Shakespeare s Hamlet or'Raclne s Phédree'we

L.

are w1111ng to accept such 1mp0551b111t1es as the suppos1t10n that the 5

”pcustomary speech of the Danes was Engllsh blank verse or that that of the

. anc1ent Greeks was French rhymed alexandrlnes, then when readlng a 11bretto

) .

'belng song, and be prepared to accept also all the l1brettlst1c conven-.-_

,_:tlons that accrue frOm thls.c Thls, to quote Colerldge agaln,‘ls what :

Perhaps it is because of the llbretto s alllance WIth mu31c that no"t"

La Y

‘vsuch poetlcs has yet been wrltten, as a verbal structure, the libretto'

“9'demands llterary analy51s but as a text wrltten to be comblned Vlth mu31c, -

e

v1t requlres, in alllance w1th the fdrmer, con51deratlon of'mu51cal factors>c

PN

vuasnwell. Thls calls for what Morton Demmery has called "a hybrld crltlc _=h
' bred from mu31cal and l1terary experlence and tralnlng.‘la- Nothing that

';‘"the recent phenomenal opera crop of the latter part °f°thls century
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e
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t ‘&gives ground for supp051ng that mu51cal and llterary men. are regalnlng

e e - e

' that mutual respect" that characterized thelr relatlons 1n Ellzabethan
3f. England when "the mu5101an could. regpect the subtlety of pOeth effect

lf and the poet not decry the crudlty of” mu51cal effect " 9 Demmery concludes
® '-'1.4 . . .
» If I A Rlchards is the llterary crltlc Wlth a knowledge
yof“psychology, the present state of music with words calls - !
~ for a literary cr1t1e w1th a knowledge of the>SC1€nce of
7.sound 20 e S S :

. ' . uv' Z\’ . . .
wIt is 1mportant to note that Demmery stresses that thls "hybrld crltlc"

must be fundamentally a llterary one. As it has already been noted &bove,j

the reasons for thls are partly hlstor1cal 51nce "our hybrld cr1t1c can
: ?

-look to hls elders only on the llterary 51de of the fence because the ,

: muslclans do not, untll much more recently,'appear to have ‘been artlcu— C

..21 8

" late : But more 1mportant than hlstorlcal precedent, 1s the questlon '

R

Y

 of. the artlst s medlum

: Poetry, after all relies for 1ts force on belng & part
- of the world of artlculate ideas. .. . . Our hybrid .critic = .
. ‘must be trained in and able to deal wlth artlculatel‘: ’
: 1deas That really is the" core of this artlcle 22

4

‘ vBut there is yet another reasonwdﬂiour "hybrld Crltlc, mus(lbe SR

ba31cally a llterary one. The conventlons unlque to the llbretto are to

N

' ,'be sure those 1n1t1ally 1mposed by the ant1c1patlon of mu51cal accompanl— .

‘

ment but nevertheless, 1t is not to be supposed that these conventlons'l,

are any the less llterary because of thlS. The orlglnal 1mpetus for _f_, N

'llbrettlstlc conventlons may have been mu51cal but the factors they govern
) hare Verbal and hence the prov1nce of llterary analy51s Mu31c for
..1nstance demands that sentences or, at least thelr component phrases, >

,\,

‘be short. Frledrlch Durrenmatt's llbretto The Vlslt of the Old La@x

i

’(1970), prov1des a clear 1f somewhat extreme example of this c0nvent10n

Chorus.. Ce TR o S o ‘_elif"'
The foundry on Sunshlne Square has lald 1ts men off.»- '



Living all the tme on unemployment money.
And on poor rellef soup. o o
Living? - ' L
Vegetating.

© And rotting. '
The: whole’ town of Gullen 23

| N
, A Judgement of" the Sklll w1th Wthh Durrenmatt in this 1nstance has used

lanéuage both Wlthln the conflnes of the 11bretto form -and within the
context of ‘the play as a whole is properly the domaln of not the’ mus1cal
- ; R B
'v;but the llterary crltlc. . ' |
' "The wr1t1ng of a llhretto,' says llbrettlst Duncan,!'is; of course,'

, . . ol
a technlque llke any other and one whlch can be learned Edgar Istei,

author of the ohe book whlch comes closest to a gulde for the 11brettlst ’

The Art of ertlng Opera-lerettos (1922) concurs.

Between the joyful dlscovery of an operatlc subject and
its def1n1t1ve adaptation: for composition there is.a long
"road to- travel and this road leads, first of. all, through
. the terrltory of substantial, workmanlike technlc, such as
all great dramatlsts from Shakespeere to Richard- Wagner have
‘possessed... , .. Technic'. . . must be systematlcally '
practised in the outset in- certaln elementary concepts, .’.,} .
. Great art-works can. é‘created only by the rec1procal action .
- . of knowledge- and - imagination, never by imagination or’
‘knowledge alone. - And hardly any other branch of art is "
so dependent on this reciprocal action, as the musical
 drama. .., .'victory can be won only by a work whose.raw N
--materlal has been.shapéd by the hand. of a master who has :
L all technlcal devices at comménd.. a5. " :

_But what are these "technlcal dev1ces whlch a 11brettlst must have

at hls command7 Qne dlssentlng v01ce llbrettlst Chrlstopher Hassall

\\\ (Tr01lus and, Cre531da, l95h), has suggested there are none. “Taking the"
opp031te stand from hlS compatrlot Duncan, Hassall wrltes

‘The maln-trouble in e 11brett1st s’ life is not S0, much
- that there is no text-book on his craft but that there .
- never: can ‘be ‘one. . ‘Surely the $ no such thlng as' a good
librétto - in the abstract though 8’ partlcular text on aI
 particular theme dev1sed for a particular musician may.
-prove 1tself in the- eVent to have been a good one. - vAllu_ : ‘
,the values in this art are dlsconcertlngly relatlve There o



. are no pr1nc1ples Ve As a. llbrettlst he will be always

" breaking new ground and - feeling the lack of experience.
“If there are any first principles at all they are the
elementary rules that govern the meking of any dramatic
Awork .26 i . S

v _While there s, no doug ‘E,Hassall's observation that'there'is

no-one way of writing aj fif this Vere.so,we would not have -
.librettistic_suc{ L 9 rxas Metastasio's and Stein"s'and the

'dlstlnctlon of belng called an arﬁ}k
neVertheless,'Haef> | i ] gtaken when he asserts that in thls art, there

are'nolprinciples baland ;.se governlng any’ other dramat1c work

. yLike Hassall, I§ fand Istel acknowledge that a llbretto rests,

-_‘for the;moet part,'h;g ihe same . constructlve foundatlons as the spoken
drama;"ibct:unlrke‘Heéi ‘ ltheY.go.one stEP-further and’recogniée\l
that;vih additioh~to-ti 3 there are requlrements unlque to-the llbretto
f”aloncrr'These are the'c; ﬁﬁntlons nece531tated by the alliance with’

: o .
" music" T and w1ll be dlscussed here as they 1nfluence such llterary

A'7yter, plot“construction,-characterizationv
: . ' A o A\\ k

subject has been deflned by contemporary music’

consideratlons as eubject_
'and style

The good llbrettlst

cr1t1c R G Pauly as "one 1n*wh1eh the essentlal 1nner and ohter actlon '

N,
. oy

1nvolves the klndS of emotlona1531tuatlons that can be' well and conylnc1ngly
.expressed though mu51c 2?1 Composer Douglas Moore agrees, the dlfflculty,

- -he says, w1th wr1t1ng a lﬂnetto is. flndlng a subject that can. accomModate »:
"t he 1nev1table dlstortlon that comes from 51ng1ng rather than speaklng R
" 9 S o ' e ' T o

“y.

' r_the llnes.

- If then the good subJect for a llbretto 1s one whlch lends 1tse1f

to mu31cal treatment preclsely what 51tuat10ns are capable of supportlng B

be_-the dlstortlon of wthh Mobre speaks:‘7 Salnt-Evremond (1613-1703), wrltlngi;¢

TR
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v

’jg7

within.a century_of.opere‘s birthg-was oneWOf,the'firSt to write épeci—:

1

' fically on thisjtopicQ He was a staunch defender of the"literary‘over :

the - mu51cal in opera bellev1ng that the 1deal is "de lalsser l'autorie

o)
' te pr1nc1pale au %?éte pour; la dlrectlon de la Plece..

‘iIl faut que la. Mu51que soit faite pour les Ver;, blen plus
que les Vers pour La: Musique. C'est au Mu51c1en a suivre

l'ordre du Poete, .-f{g30 _ . 0 ~Li

. But, nonetheless, he prov1ded a rather narrow deflnltlon of" those 51tuat10ns

to Whlch a 1ibrettist canm avall hlmself
. / +

',. . 2il'ya des choses qui. doivent etre chantees, i1 y én
a qui peuvent 1'dtre sans choquer la Blenseance ni . la Ral—:

"¢ gon. Les Voeux les Prleres, les. Sacrlflces, et générale-

ment tout ce qu1 regarde le service des Dleux, s'est chanté-
'~ dans toutes les’ Natlons et dans tous" les Tems: 1es Passions
tendres et douloureuses s'expriment naturellement par une

espece de "hant: 1'eéxpression d'un Amour  que 1l'on sent naitre, -

1 nnwﬁolutitn d'une Ame combattué de dlvers mouvements, sont,

des matieres propres pour les Stances, et les Stances le

" sont. assez pour le- Chant “ Personne n'ignore qu' on ‘avoit.

lntrodult des Chgeurs sur le théatre des Grecs, et il faut

‘avoller qu'ils pourroient &tre 1ntrodu1ts avec autant de raison

‘'sur les nbtres.. Voila quel -est le partage du Chant ‘& mon ,

av1sf Tout ce qui est de la conversation et de la- conference, )

tout ce qui regarde les ‘intrigues et les affalres, ce qui appar- ..
. tient au conseil et & l’actlon, est propre aux Comédiens qui- :
»rgcitent, et rldlcule dans la bouche des Nu31c1ens qui le .
: égantent 31 .- . C . S T
'Slnce Salnt-Evremond most wrlters on the llbretto have taken thls

same, llne malntalnlng w1th h1m that only that whlch can be sung wlthout

-‘offendlng proprlety and reason is open to a llbrettlst : To most thxs-
~\; v
"vhas meant Only one thlng throughout the hlstory of Opera, 1t has been

'j:generally belleved that the best l1brettlst1c subjects are those based ‘hq

upon the anc1ent myths or those deallng w1th the world of fantasy?or '

,’\_

0

'hlstorlcal legend.w Thus, the conventlon regandlng a lxrretto s su‘bJect

has tradltlonally been very strlct 'jJT . 3 SR

One of the earllest and clearest explanatlons of the ratlonale '

",'\_ : ‘:;  E‘h .



‘, on & plot outllne by Frederlch the Great hlmself

O

behind this convention can'be foundvin Franceg%o Algarotti's- ggio sAPra

”l'opera in musica (175K). Bellev1ng that "the flrst thlng to be carefully

' con51dered is the nature of the subject . { of the libretto, whlch is
: more-important than is commonly assumed "3 Algarottr>out11nes the dlf—
‘flcultles ‘posed” by the ch01ce of varlous subjects and then concludeé

The poet ‘can conquer these dlfflCultleS only by ch0051ng /’
the subject of his llbretto w1th the greatest care. And in
order to carry out ‘his 1ntentlon, namely to move the heart,
dellght the eye, and charm the ear, w1thout offendlng reason,
he should take his plot from events remote in time, or at

p{»least in place that furnish occasion for marvelous. happenlngs
~ while at the same time belng extremely simple and well-known.
‘The remoteness. of the action will make the musical settirg
less 1mprobable The marvelousness will permit-the poet
4o introduce ballets, choruses, and all sorts of other
embellishments. The 51mp11c1ty and notorlety, flnally,
will save him the trouble of having to give lengthy
"introductions concernlng the characters and c1rcumstances
Thus he is free to concentrate on the pa551ons, wvhich are the
malnsprlng and soul of drama. 33

In thlS context Algarottf 51ngles out for pralse the llbrettl of Metasta31o
. and the opera Montezuma (1755) w1th mu51c by Carl Helnrlch Graun (for

' whom Algarott1 also wrote several llbrettl), and wlth a llbretto based

o~

- chtums akin to- these by Salnt—Evremond and Algarottl can be found v

at every perlod in the course of llbrettlsflc hlstory and thls fact

L}

alone goes a 1ong way towards explalnlng the llbretto s general proc11v1ty

for cla551cal subjects and for adaptlons based on famlllar llterary works ,

.
e

‘ and storles 'In’ "The Poet and the Composer" (1816) for examphp, E. T Aﬁ.i .1,

Hoffmann too, perpetuated/thls llbrettlstlc conventlon by malntallnlng -
e ] .

that'the‘;dramatlc falry tales" of Itallan @laywrlght Carlo Gozz1 -

(1720—1786) meet "all the cond1t10ns I have set for the- librettlst. dAnga;Jy
R nd

it 1s 1ncomprehens1ble to me why thls r1ch treasure of éﬁeratlc subjects,f *

has not been used more frequently. 3Pi’; ‘_'f.l L ﬂ't“‘i ' f‘Qw |



=

-Schatten (l,lQ)

g

Only the fhspired. poet is capable of wrltlng a truly Romaptlc
orera. For he alone can infuse life }nto the strange apparl—
tions from the spiryt realm, .:. . It is, in one word, the 7
magic power of poetlc truth whlch yhe poet who depicts the
marvelédus must have at his dlsvosal « .+« +» In opera, my

‘dear friend, the intervention of gupernatura;)powers must

be made v1slble.3q ' ‘ : :

'Hoffmann s recommendation of Gozzi's fag}esvnotfonly reitefetes

~the librettistic eonveﬁtion_Of.fhe past but it also anticipates a-

ma jor develgpment‘%h the future, for this;eentﬁry in particular has
witnessed a veritable revi?al_of Gozzi's plays, significantly in the form

of operd librettis Notable here.are Turandot (1917) by Busoni (and

.Turandot 192h by Pucc1n1, xluseppe Adaml and Renato Simoni),

: Prokoflev s Love for Three Olanges (1919) and Hanszerner}Henze s .

Konlg lesch (1956) on a text by.Hean'von'Cramef. Hofmannsthal - @

1nc1dentally, also used names and 1nc1dents from G0221 s Turandotte

“'(1862) in hls«own fantastlc and allegorlcal fairy tale, Die Frau ohne

. S
J). . e
. o X ¢

Hoffmahn's recommendation is, hdwever, paradoxical 'for while he

recognlzed the potentlal of Gozz1 s fantastlc tales as llbrettl, he

"'n ver recognlzed the potentlal of his own. Instead of comp051ng-mus;c

-

bito_hls own llbrettl, Hoffmann adapted others' as, for exéhple' Goethe's

‘Scherz, Llst und Rache in 1801 or relled on soméone else's opera-text

© His most sﬁ\ﬁfssful mu51cal work the opera Ugglne (1816),_a settlng of

v
a story both wrltten and adapted by F de La Motte—Fquue, falls 1nto

o

the latter category. It throwseall of Hoffmann 8 dperatlc.workvlnto an.

_;roq}c l1ght for thlS story of the love between ‘a water nymph and a.

LI
°

was hlmself the mast r. | D f"a SRR, ”:" : -’e.. SR PP

Al@hgggh‘Hoffmannknever thought'pp(w?ite an opera based on his own . -

: mortal was a romantlc falry-tale of preclsely the type of whlch Hoffmannf‘
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»

'

marvelous tales, a cause for great regret among students of llterature,____
’ opera ‘and the llbrettdw%llke, others‘have not been guilty of the same

over31ght. EXCellent llbrettl, 1nclud1ng Barbler [ llbretto for

Offenbach s Les Contes d'Hoffmann (1880) BuSOnl s D1e Brautwahl (1912)'

ard Hindemith's and~Ferd1nend Lion's Cardillac_(l926) from'Hoffmann's'

" short story, Das Fraulein von Scuderi (1818), have been based on
, ‘ Y _ ul rl . b
i

Hoffmann's work. While théy, for the'most'part,fbexong to the tyentiethet
century trend towerds theh"literarizationﬁ of the librettou they parti~

: c1pate prlmarlly 1n the tradttlonal llbrettlstlc conventlon by reafflrmlng -
the llbretto s contlnulng affinity tor fantastlc subjects._

ThlS pos1tlon has contlnued to flnd supporters rlght up untll the fﬂh

' -
present.day lerettlst Erlc Croz1er wrltlng 1n the Journal Composer

- in 1966, states that opera 1s’a heroic medlum 36 to whlch a dramatlst

hturns when he seeks to*express the more endurlng truths that are

penshrlned in myth and hlstorlcal event and the struggles of legendary R

n3T -

_flgures Although as Cr021er p01nts out most 11brett1 wrltten 1n

English since l9h5 adhere;to_this conyentiOn of portraying'the historical
“or fanciful or mythological; this is certainly notftrue for5dli*twentieth;
centuryvlibretti[ On the contrary, thls century has seen some darlngly

<

1nnovat1ve departures from the dlctates of llbrettlstlc conventlon. _
"‘Two 11brett1 are outstandlng in thls context Clemens Krauss llbretto
CaEEICClO (l9h2l for Rlchard Strauss and Menottl s The Consul (1950)
Capr1cc1o in partleu}ar 1s of spec1al 1nterest to %tudents of ’
pmu51co—literary relatlons in general for 1t 1s & drametlzat1on.of the

age—old argument Wthh has much occupled us here—— 1n opera, whlchRFhould
. 4§¢ :

take prlorlty, the words or the mus1c? The llbretto leaves the qéistlon s

.unresolved :in the end the countess who represents opera cannot choose

\
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between her two- sultors one a poet the other a mu51c1an But the llvely
AR

play of 1deas and personalltles makes Caprlcc1o one of the most enter—:

talnlng and toplcal llbrettl of our century and as - such; 1t marks‘a
r‘maJor breakthrough in the hlstory of llbretto—wrltlng by categor1cally
N

refutlng Salnt Evremond's staftement that "tout ce qul est de la conver~ .

,4sat10n ‘et de 1a conference is bound to fall when the subJect of a -
llbretto.a‘ - ' - o ) o

| .Similarly, Menottl s The Consul Just as emphatlcally breaks w1th
‘(llbrettlstlc conventlon and dlsproves Salnt-Evremohd's the31s. Already
vestabllshed as one of. the most popular operas wrltten 51nce the Second
- World War The Consul. takes place in an unspec1f1ed European country and
s the story of the frustratlons and ultlmately, the tragedy that :-

A}

_destroys those caught at the mercy of an unrelentlng and 1mpersoaal

‘;-off1c1al bureaucracy. Thus, the llbretto is prlmarlly concerned w1th

Magda Sorel's frultless Viﬁll in. the offlce of the Consul where she .’
flllS out endless reams of formsiwhlle waltlng 1n vain for the>Pne, .
A”all—lmportant document That thls world of.. questronnalres\ regulatlons,'
'red-tape and bureaucrats can be made 1nto a’ mov1ng and 1mpa551oned

'though somewhat melodramatlc play, proves Salnt-Evremond's notlon that

'all that is 1ntr1gue and bu31ness traneactlons sounds r1d1culous 1n the .
: o
RERY

,mouth of slngers to be equally fallaclous. ‘ ;-h | “”T.‘;"fl .’\€°

A
From the standp01nt of subJect matter then the 11brett1 of Krauss and

N -Menottl, and others llke them, are actually far more 1nnovat1ve than those

?

of, for 1nstance, Gertrude Steln, whose llbrett1 preserved the mythlcal char- <l

) acter of llbrettlstlc conventlon. However, her 1nnovatlons lay not 1n her ’

- ch01ce of subject matter but in her orlglnal approached towards constructlon,,»'

’characterlzatlon and style three areas whlch have, hnfbrtunately, recelved

-



Strauss contlnued

_ Hofmannsthal

52
/ . . . 13 .
uery‘littlevof the attentién accorded to the former.‘
ertlng to Hugo von Hofmannsthal in 1908, Rlchard Strauss pald

hlm this compllment

You are the born librettist—- the'greatest compllnent to’
- my mlnd, since I consider it much more difficult to write R
‘8. good operatlc text than -a fine play 38 : '

- Turning in- the same letter to a dlscu551on of Hofmannsthal's proposal k

_that hls Casanova comedy (Chrlstlnas Helmrelse) be made 1nto a llbretto,i.

o.

A I regard the subject matter as too meagre and too
thin for a spoken play. It 1s the born operatlc text 39

‘\There is no 1ncon51stency between these two apparently contradlctory ,

statements ‘ At flrst glance, 1t mlght seem 1nconce1vable that the

"thinper" text could be the more dlfflcult to write but th1s 1s, in fact

-~

"7the case for Strauss has here hit. upon one of the most exactlng demands.’

K

g _
‘-of the llbretto form, that 1s, brev1ty and conc131on.‘_

Brev1ty, 1t can be sald, 1is ‘one of those "dlstortlons that comes‘

R Y

from s1ng1ng of whlch Moore spoke earller and 1s due to the fact that

the pace of 51ng1ng, and. of mu31c generally, 1s SO very much slower than-

<

that ~of the spoken language. Lacklng language E ablllty to express Lo

prec;ji,meanlng, mus1c takes a con51derably longer tlme to express the R

/ e

same emotlon that 1n language eould be conveyed w1th a few jud1c1ously—

chosen words, mu51c w1ll as Istel cautlons; prolong any prollxlty to

: at least three tlmes 1ts orlglnal 1ength.ho As a result,»a 11bretto _ :

2

_ must be correspondlngly shorter than an ordlnary drama of roughly the.

B ]

:same»duratlon.' It is terrlfylng how short the llbretto for Trlstan‘

4

1s, for 1nstance, and how long 1t takes to perform, observed

by The poet Ferdlnand 1n E T A, Hoffmann s "The Poet and



the Composer"‘voiced a similar'complaint: "'. ot
- T : |

Your remarks remind me of a difficulty-with which you
face the llbrettlst It is thé incredible brev1ty you
prescribe, . ., For everythlng must be ‘settled in a
few lines whlch in addltlon, have to submit to ‘the |

~ ruthless treatment you 1nf11ct upon them h2 :

vIn wrltlng a llbretto, then, the llbrettlst must present his story: 1n
1ts most concentrated form the art of om1551on becomes. one of the corner-
fstones of the 11brettist's craft. "Brev1ty,' wrltes Chrlstopher Hassall

1s the soul of operatlc w1t."h3~ It requlres conslderable llterary sklll

to. wrlte 50 that when the llbretto 1is studled

A;';'. as- a play apart from the mu51c the words of an.operatlc’_
scene should not.give.the impression ’of. & complete but absurdly
short scene so much as & very ong one. compressed to 1ts base

essentlals -

Thls is by no means an 1deal w1th1n the grasp of all wrlters and certalnlyh-.

\

not W1th1n ‘the range of those 1gnorant of the demands of Ahls form
Agalnlln hlS correspondence wlth Strauss, Hofmannsthal outﬂlnes in greeter
detall some of the dlfflcultles and challenges that the consc1ent10us B
fllbrettlst must be prepared to face

My chlef dlfflculty is thls‘ in almlng at compre581on A

‘I must not go too far, or. else T shall 1mpOVerlsh the - |
‘subject; the characters would lose their ®harm . . . .
they would look styllzed and the whole thing' yould become

,’tr1v1ally operatic. So I must all the time strike the
_exact ‘balance between too ‘much and too little. - IrI
~were to allow: myself- to think-of this llbretto béing

+ get to music in: Wqﬂper s ponderous and- turgld andante,.

T could not do’ it at all, for the opera would last seven

3.hours-— 1t is the recoliectlon aof Rosenkavaller whlch ,
_keeps me’ 301ng. The libretto will not, I hope, be very.
-much longer, and & little longer-— glven such abundance
of materlal, so varied an actlon colourful 1n every

- sense, and . profound o :

g :It is no wonder then, that Strauss belleved it more d1ff1cult to be,p

0 o

a good llbrettlst than a good playwrlght Nor is. 1t surpr1s1ng that the

‘ number of master llbrettlsts 1s, comparatlvely speak1ng, so. much Smaller,'-
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a.51tuat10n whlch throws those achlevements of‘the 11brett1sts Wﬁo

.have succeeded 1nto rellef ‘and makes thelr accompllshments only so
'much the greater '.j“'> | o o o - | >
Agaln unllke the ordlnary spoken play, the llbretté is usual;y
-eplsodlc in constructlon.. Such eplstes as choruses, .dance. numbers,’
;spectacular stage effects (proce551ons and the llke), and 1nstrumental
:. or vocal 1nterludes, Whlch would be dlstractlng and out of place 1n the
;spoken drama, are perfectly at home w1th1n the framework of the llbretto;t
' Although 1t can be an. ;ntegral part of the development of ‘the actlon,' r
N even the reflectlve and lyrlcal aria, whlch in the 11bretto 1s equlvalent
‘to the sollloquy of the ordlnary play, often has the same effect of |
' 1nterrupt1ng the dramatlc pace. " Because of thlS, the llbrettlst must
-dev1se other counterbai;;clng technlques Whlch Vlll serve to malntaln,

'durlng these relatlvely statlc moments, the flow necessary to good

theatre. Here, the most effectlve weapon 1n the llbrettlst's arsenal '

L- .
o

" is the JudlClous manlpulatlon of stage movement

For thls reason, the scenes 05 the conventional llbretto are short
%

N '_and as. 1n the dramas of the early French classlcal perlod they change i;

,.each tlme a character enters or leaves the stage.‘ﬂﬁn examplerof a
*modern llbretto constructed very clearly 1n preclseiy th1s way 1s W K. e-‘l

'Auden's and e Kallman s Elegy for Young Lovers.f Act I for 1nstance;3

';mcon51sts of eleven scenes, Act II of thlrteen, and Act III of nlne, ";:L
1'.the lensth-Of these scenes varylng from twelve llnes to several pages._-_}
icA llbrettlst 1s well adv1sed to he very SPeCIflc, as Auden has been,
about the °°mln85 and 8°1n88 of hls varlous Characters on,and off the t:' ¥
v?stage, for such movements do much to glve 1mpetus to the act1on, to o

dove-tall one eplsode smoothly and neatly 1nto the next, and to offgetj:. ,ﬂLf
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the mu51c S above—mentloned tendency to slow down the pace of the plot
But at’ the same tlme, the llbrettlst must be careful to malntaln a
flrm control over such stage movements and be certaln that they do 1n fact
serve to create dramatlc contlnulty rather than obscure 1t It must be :
kept firmly 1n m1nd that in a llbretto, phys*cal movement must always
be expressave~of the dramatlc meanlng. To achleve thls, the llbrettlst o
must'pay partlcularlylclose attentlon to- the V1sual element of hls drama-
"Let h1m v1sua11ze hls work, "'wrotes Istel "that 1s, let h1m contlnually a
bear in mlnd‘that whatever he creates has not only to be heard but
B above all to be seen. b6 Thls attentlon to the clarlty of stag° mOVement -
‘. is of greater 1mportance to the llbrettlst than to the Ordlnary dramatlst-}b'
.Because, ‘as Stendhal has observed, there 1s 50. much happenlng 51multa-
y neously'ln opera-—- m 13; after all an amalgam of the v1sual mu31cal‘and o
. ( i
‘{ llterary arts—~? 1t is 1mperat1ve to the audlence s understandlng of the
work that all the actlon should be as clear to the/eye as. 1t 1s, 1deally, 2
: to the ear. "Then flrst and most v1tal requlrement of the mu51cal drama..;' 
tls,f contlnues Istel "that 1tvbear the test of mght."*_rr } R
In th1s respect there 1s con51derable truth 1n llbrettlst Harold
Chlld's suggestlon that "the plot of an opera llbretto should lean: towards_k
the plot of a- ballet and be such that the ma1n actlon hay be at leaat

roughly guessed through the eye."h§< It is. 1nterest1nglto note here that

/- \ .
several llbrettlsts and erra composers have been apprentlced for opera
2

“in ballet.‘ Hofmannsthal for 1nstance, wrote a large npmber of dance
llbrettl throughout hls career' the flrst work he submltted torStrauss

kg g
was, in fact a ballet llbretto Der Trlumph der Zelt.19' He also wrotels

ballet llbrettl f?r Dlaghelev thus sharlng & polnt 1n common w1th the f;it'

Subject of our next chapter Igor Strav1nsky5 who, as 1t 1s Well known,f'A
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wrote many famous ballets'before.turningito-opera and The Rake's Progress, -

2

" Many llbrettlsts have sought to minimize this nece551ty for palns—

@&

:taklng attentlon to v1sual detall demanded by the llbretto form by
.resortlng to the re—telllng of already famlllar storles and here then,‘
is yet a further explanatlon for the l1bretto s afféflty for adaptlons
But even here, the best llbrettlsts have Stlll ‘used stage movement tob‘

. 4 : :
glve a complete visual dlagram of - the dramatlc 31tuat10n both the
. phy51ca1 actlon and the changlng psychologlcal relatlonships among the |

w50

charactgrs The correspondence between Hofmannsthal and StrauSS“:

conta1ns many 1llum1nat1ng dlscu551ons about such telllng uses of stage 2

dlrectlon:and Verdl,, i hls letters to. hls llbrettlsts, was fond of

d.instructiné,them,'eyen with'the ald.of d;agrams, onri

a.matfic poss ib_ili.,._' .
tles of such matters

Verd1 s one llbrettlst who needed no such 1nstruct10n was Arrlgo '

} )

T o
“f~'Boito. *Agaln in Otello we sée how'B01to concelved,hls scenes visually;f

taklng 1nto account what would be seen as well as’ what would be heard
In the followiﬂg excerpt from earlj 1nﬂthe drama, he counterp01nts 8
51ng the words as’ an 1ron1c commentary

» 'pantomlme w1th Iago s recltatlve,

:'_on the actlon ”aklng place S1lently and 1nnOCently beyond the glass doors

Desdemo a and Emllla are seen o enter the garden._ Iago goes
toward " the colonnade beyond whmch Ca531o has taken hlS
P051tron. . : S

.IAGO (C&iilng gently to Cassxo) . o o
: Take care,’ Ca551o. to’ her. thls is. the moment. ERE
'“/_ Now haste thee, Desdemona comes.,.y AR

| . CaSSIO goes to Desdemona, bows to her and 301ns her

He greets her, does accost her Now must I fetch chello.
D1v1n1t1es of hell I call upon your succour..h, -
5 L

hf.Ca351o and Desdemona are seen passrng backwards and forwardsf'
»,ln the garden. L » . _ o i
- v _ N
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They are talking in whispers.. Now

" To hlm has she inclined her gentle v1sage

= -smile upon her, do! an excellent courtesy;
Thls smile shall lure Othello to -his ruin.
To- work' and in thls web: I will enslave him. ‘--" ®

~

.p He goes rapldly towards the door, but suddenly stops

He comes. Good luck' I have h1m
He leans motlonless agalnst a column looking intently towards .
- the garden where C8351o and Desdemona are standlng together 51

“A good llbrettlst then, must be as much a .man of‘the theatre as a R

.‘poet for stage practlce has had a con31derable 1mpact on the conventlons

' of 11brettlst1cAconstructlon, Here,ithe vagarles of 51ngers have been
'dec1s1ve, too one. reason wh& eptentlon to clardtonf physlcal movement
- ~has become so major a. con51derat10n is’ that often in performance the
textsuffers losses due to poor or faulty enunc1at10n.. Hoffmenn s composer;

Ahad some words to say on thls subject as. well ¥
'It is obv10us that the é;brettlst has to follow the
approprlate dramatlc rules concernlng the arrangement and -
economy of the whole, - But ‘he must be: ‘doubly careful to '

- arrange the scenes’ in such a way that the actlon unfolds' .
‘clearly and dlstlnctly before the eyes of the audience.

" - For ‘even while barely able to comprehend the text, the -
spectator must be in a position to reconstruct the dction
from what happens on stage, . No other dramatlc poem is- 5o
much . in need of luc1dlty, ‘since . . . the music itself.

~ tends to dlstract the listener's. attentlon, so that it

 must be constantly directed toward the point of" the »

'greatest dramatlc effect 'and concentratlon 52 T };(‘

ﬁ:It is vorthwhlle notlng that the most enthu31astdc supporters of
the 11terary half of opera have made the demand for clear dlction on the o
part of 31ngers and 1mportant part of thelr platforms. Beaumarchals is-
B no exceptlon
f'.Deux maximes - fort courtes ont compose, dans nos repetltlons, o
me- doctrlne pour ce theatre.j A nos acteurs plelns de bonne S N
_ 'volonte Je n'ai prOpose qu'un precepte‘ PRONONCEZ BIEN.. Au DT
v }'premler orchestre du monde, Jtai dit seulement ces deux. mots.’_" L } -
APAISEZ-VOUS. . Me351eurs, on entend tout au spectacle oﬁ.-

'l on parle,’ et l'on n' entendralt rlen -au spectacle oﬁ

o .' "h'.zn_ R L s
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1'on chante! Oubllez-vous qu' 1c1 chanter n est que ggrler
- plus forty plus harmonieusement? Oui donc vous assourdit
. 1'oreille? est-ce 1' empatement des voix ou le trop grand
brult de 1'orchestre? Prononcez bien, apalsez—vous, sont
pour 1' orchestre et les acteurs le premier remede a ce '
' mal. 53 : .

41' Rlchard Strauss, too, is a maJor flgure here. His respect for the llbretto
has already been amply demonstrated but ‘nowhere is it more flrmly expressed
than in hlS preface to Intermezzo (192h) ‘an opera based on an 1n01dent
_ 1n Strauss’ own llfe and to whlch the composer hlmself wrote the words.
'In thls preface, Strauss announced his programme of operatlc reform, 1} K
- declarlng that 1t wes hlS alm to oqmpose in such a way as would guarantee
that every subtle turn 1n the llbretto be clearly understood
.. . 'the llstener must be able to follow the natural
flow of the conversatlon w1thout 1nterrupt10n and must be
able to follow clearly all the subtle variations in the
development of the characters as portrayed in the opera,
if he fails to do so, the performance will have the effect
- of intolerable tedlum since the llstener, ‘inadequately
~understanding the text, will not be able to. comprehend the
- plot in all its. deta1ls, nor will the musically tralned ear
find sufflclent compensatlon in symphonlc orgles., -
' No pralse pleases me more than Wwhen after I have conducted
"Elektrs somebody says to me: "Tonlght I understood every
word"™: if this is not. the case. you may be safely assume-that
" the orchestral score was not played 1n the manner exactly '
prescrlbed by me. Sh
‘,Strauss preface 1s symptomatlc of the llterary trends 1n the opera and
, llbrettl of our century Indeed as a manlfesto to the artlstlc 1ntegr1ty
.of the llbretto,‘lt is the modern equlvalent of Beaumardhals' own. e
The process of: characterlzatlon is ba31cally no dlfferent 1n a llbretto ‘
-than 1n any other good drama here, as 1n all llterary productlons the L
fextent to Whlch a flctlonal character is- v1v1d and conv1nc1ng depends upon

: the talent, sen31t1v1ty and llterary skill of the 1nd1V1dual 11brett18t

.If the characters of a partlcular llbretto are stereotyped and flat then
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it is, the fault of the wrlter and not ghe result of any llmltatlon
3 \ s f
\

'1nherent 1n the form 1tself

Nevertheless, there are some con51deratlons pecullar to the. llbretto
whlch must be mentloned Because of the dual nece351ty for Hrev1ty and
clarlty, qualltles that are never to be equa ed w1th nalvety or 51mple—-

mlndedness, the same condensatlon of materlal requlred in the constructlon

of the llbrettlstlc plot applles to the characterlzatlon as well Thls

is not to say that character is to be revealed in any spec1al way (although

4

'SOme Wlll argue that charactet should be clearly establlshed from the

very outset and dellneated throughout w1th broader strokes than is usual

1n drama), but. that the number of characters 31ng1ng major roles should

¢
\

_be. kept to a mlnlmum. ‘“Chlef rule,' wrltes Istel as few characters
. EE

as apy way p0351ble, and llmltatlon of the persons taklng an actlve part
to the lowest flgure "55 Thls is to say that when wrltlng an adaptlon,‘
for 1nstance, ellmlnate all those secondary characters who contrlbute the
least to the work as a whole.t-' | | | |

The‘asplrlng llbrettlst .is warned however, not to be over-zealous
ﬁéré.f Barbler and Carre, 1n adaptlng Goethe s Faust fbr Gounod

- T .

ellmlnated S0 much they destroyed the entlre purport of the orlg1nal.
301to, on the. other hand, 1n seeklng to av01d Scylla fell prey to
Charybdls, hlS llbretto Meflstofele, 1nto whlch he trled to force both o
parts of Goethe s poem, 1nclud1ng the Helena eplsode, can\be read as a

o

testament to the need for Jud1c1ous cuts and, as such 1s an’ equally

z_1nstruct1ve example of how not- to wrlte a llbretto.n~<"A>

In v1ew of what B01to later wrote, it should be explalned that he -
was only twenty-srx when he wrote Meflstofele and apparently the maturehfl-

‘sense: of dmcrunlnation whlch made hls Otello so- Successful was not yet
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fully developed Mef1stofele ‘was wrltten w1th great attentlon to’ the

purely verbal texture but it contalns too many characters and scenes e

that are dompletely superfluous to our understand1ng of the work and :
.whlch would therefore, have been better omltted B01to expended so

.much tlme on these extraneous 1nc1dents, such as the pass1ng of the N

fJ» Elector and- hls entouragé across the stage in Act I and Meflstofele s

L.

~f11rtat10n wlth Marta in’ Act II that he was obliged to force the entlre’7.

r~ .

Second Part of uoethe 's poem 1nto one short last act and epllogue.}ii‘

'B01to began the llbretto well w1th the "Prologue 1n Heaven" but 1n fyi g =

vtrylng to. 1nclude everythlng, he ended 1t not hav1ng done enough._i L

Although the number of major characters ‘in a. lfbretto should be

‘o ‘.

small (but large enough to allow the composer to set each cheracter to .

:"a dlfferent vocal range thereby g1v1ng the mu51c varlety of tone—colour) s

A

ynevertheless the cast of " extras maklng up the chorus can be potentlallyi}”

| . very large 1ndeed An example of how both these conventlons can be,,;g;f

S

.taken to an: extreme and used for great dramatlc 1mpact 1s Mussorgsky'

t

g Borls Godunov (1870) Here, there 1s only one major character 1n the; '

b_conventlonal sense of the term, the tsar Borls hlmself But in counter-~

p01nt to hlm stands not one s1ngle flgure but all the people of Ru551a,
W 2

:”a part played here by the opera chorus So 31gn1f1cant, 1n fact, 1s the

P

:-gole played by "the People" in Godunov that the chorus becomes a maJor vj:

v ! .
dramatlc character 1n 1ts own rlght Indeed Mussorgsky 8 elevatlon of

i
Ix

/ i SR
B ﬁﬁ%n 1t was one of his most revolut1onary 1nnovatlons.y—'
; :

outstandlng advantages over ordlnary spoken drama., Perhaps because of
:-f,l

the chorus from a mere commentator on the actlon to an actual partlczpantb o

The exlstence of a- chorus in opera 1s, actually, one of the llbretto s

e
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the.llbretto 1s the one llterary form whlch has retalned rlght up untll
the present day, the ancient Greek conventlon of the ¢horus. ' ThlS
' ,places at the llbrettlst's dlsposal ‘one addltlonal character, a collec—
tlve role whereln many performers can by playlng and 51ng1ng as a unlt
’ be used to personlfy one larger, collectlve" body Before Mussorgsky,
the-chorus was usually used as.a part of the overQall,spectacle,'adding lb
little'more thén'local colour to"the plot°-after Mussorgsky, its presence:"
‘was recognlzed as that whlch mad% the llbretto of all llterary forms,

" the one best sulted to portray the most graphlcally ang the ‘most succ1ndtly
fthe confrontat1on between .an 1nd1v1dual and any of the colleot1Ve forcesv‘
{ofvsoc1ety as~a‘whole - It was . Mussorgsky s harne531ng of the llbretto s.
.unlque ablllty to portray, as in Godunov the People or even the sp1r1t

of an. entlre nation as .an actual character on stage that lent Borls

| ',Godunov S0 much ofxlts dramatlc power . In other words, it was hls u.e ' .

of the chorus as. e dramatlc charactertthat allowed hlm, as a llbrettlst f

i to explore such 1ssues as klngshlp_and the relatlonshlp between the rulery

and the ruled in such a remarkably conc1se et penetratlng way. It 1sf1‘:.
g ersky, on the ba51s of

, ) B
thls l1bretto, has - called Mussorgsky "the greatest Russlan traglc poet .

’\

: no wonder then, that llterary hlstor1an D.

of the perlod "56 | ' i ‘
Perhaps 1t is “the llbretto s capac1ty to portray "the People" andf
vother 'collectlve forces that accounts, at least 1n part for why, 1“1."
frecent t1mes, opera has become such an: 1mportant art-form in such countrles
;Cas the Sov1et Unlon and Chlna where unllke in the ﬁest the opera-text

1s esteemedlls 8 legltlmate subject for serlous crltlcal dlscusslon and -

‘fstudy Polltlcal con51derat10ns do, it is true, play a: large role here ii}'

.,Tbut, as has already been noted elsewhere, the llbretto has had a. long

\



‘history of”involvement fn‘political affairs;‘thevlivret d thése
. , \ LrEas B A

Atradition is, after all,*a very long one. In addition to the examples

of thls 1n Western lltera ure 1ven above cmhers of 1nterest can be
t 8

_brlefly-mentloned‘here. John Gay s The Beggar S Opera (1728) whlch

o

.later served as the source of 1nsp1rat10n of Brecht 'S rPhreepenny bpera,
satlrlzed'both the pOliticians of the-day-(the(Prime.Mlnister Walpole
iségatirised in theifiguresvoflbothtfeachum and'Macheath);and famous
'oPera.sinéers. 'Vérdi,jof-course‘.was for'a long‘timé asséciatedthth

_the Rlsorglmento (his very neme became a slogan "Viva Verdi" meant

A w‘"VlVa Vlttorlo Emanuele Re d'Itallhf ), and hls llbrettl read as polltlcalb

3

tﬁgestures demandlng llberty The performance of Scrlbe s and Auber s La

“ Muette de'Port1c1 (1828), the story of the revolt of the people of Naples

'iagalnst the Spanlsh was: in 1830 the event that sparked the Belglan

| revolutlon against the Dutch George Bernard Shaw.s The Perfect
i*Wagnerlte (1899 1s a SOCl&llSt 1nterpretat10n”of Wagner 's _3Eg_cycle
' and in our’ century, the 11brett1 of Bertolt Brecht are searlng 1ndlctments
“of- capltallsm wrltten from the Marx1st p01nt-of—V1ew. ZOpera.ls,one of
the.mOSt soc1alﬁ-- Sov1et composer Yur1 Shaporln has called 1t ‘the most

: 'democrz»ltlc---’57 of art forms, ‘the study of its llbretto as what Khrt
Honolkavhas termed "eln Polltlkum "58 partlcularly in our century, would
3be a fasclnatlng study ln 1ts own‘rlght - ;,_' ',-s" ;V wd .
| The pr1nc1ple of 51multane1ty noted above in relatlon both to the

., v1sual element 1n llbretto-wrltlng and to. the chorus Operates to the

. vllbretto 's advantage on yet another level. I refer here to the posslbll-:‘

1t1es for dramatlc and verbal irony made avallable by the llbrettlstlc
'conventlon_of ensembleewrltrng, a’form of llterary counterpornt which .
.}allows several characters: to speak‘at’once and all be understood.



. 1nev1table slnce counterp01nt being ba51cally an aural (or, in sﬁ%e cases,

poem "Oon Hearlng Four Bands\flay_at Once in s Publlc Square. )59

i,llbretto unllke any other llterary_genre, is capable of". true verbal

* imposed certain llmltat;ons on the libretto, here lends it some of its

63 .

Althouph there have been severai attemptS‘to,appiy the musical techeb

,nlque of counterp01nt to literature Aldous Huiley s novel P01nt Counter

Point (1928) veing the most conspicuous example here all of these exper;—

ments have been, to.a greater or a 1esser degree, unsuccessful This is

t

Qa v1sual) technlque, is 1ncompat1ble w1th the 51lent and solltary process

of readlng Counterpolnt can be deflned as the 31multaneous presentatibn

'Of_th or more>1nd1v1duai1zed but related'melodic lines and hence, the

*‘verbal_equivalent of hearing two or more musical.themes would be,pstrictly‘

4 v

speaklng, readlng tw0 or more passages at once. But , clearly, thls 1s

an phy31cai 1mpos 1b111ty (For an example of a contrapuntal experlment

Wthh asks 1ts readers to do pre 1sely thls, see Sacheverell Sltwell'

By deflnltloé then, 11t ry counterp01nt can be p0531ble 1n oniy

those verbal texts wrltten to be read aloud To carry the%musical -

A

analogy through completely, a further stlpulatlon would have to be that
2 .

»seVeral people speak at once and that each of" thelr ﬁhssages be dlfferent

though related to each other in some way\.~ The only 11terary text whlch

fulf1ls each of these three requlrements is the llbretto.

9

Slnce the late eighteenth century, it has been a standard |

2 o .
llbrettlstlc conventlon to wrlte dramatlc ensembles, sustalned passages
.. , -

in whlch several characters 51ng different words 51multaneously
s

Whereas 1t~15 1mp0851ble to read several llnes at once, it is pos31b1e e

to understand then when sung . and it 1s for this reason that the

- i

e, msic, which has, in otherorespects, )

e

ﬁfterp01nt In this 1nst

o T

-

N
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strengths.‘ Although the arrangement of an ensemble text on the. p;lnted
.page of a 11bretto is still rather awkward-— uauﬂly 1nvolv1ng the use of
-:fbrahket in the marg;n——,'1n,performance, houever, w1th muslcal

"accompaniment, seueral texts can_he understood‘asjone,jin rather~the
same uay as'seVerai subjects are understoodvin a fugue;‘ Here, then, 1n
a sense, is Walter Pater's 1deal attalned by V1rtue of 1ts all;ance with-
.a 31ngle unlfylng melodlc llne, the llbretto a verbal structure,
achieves-the condition of musdc |
It can be argued that when such an ensemble in sung, the llkel;hood
of erery word s being clearly heard is rather remote. Thls, 1t cand't
.be denled, is true but’ the accompllshed llbrettlst w1ll arrange hlS
text in such. a way that the andience will know what is helng sald w1thout
'.actually hav1ng to hear each.uord There.are ba51cally two wags of 7
' accompllshlng thls. The careful llbrettlst wlll reser;ehensemble scenes
 for perlods of reflectlon Awhereln the varlous characters can pause and
express sentlments Wthh tHe audlence is. already famllrar uath or .
‘prepared to expect Thus, the texts that make up an ensemble should be
'primarlly emotlonal never 1nfonmmxxal in content and should’con31st
,preferably of passages Whlch the.audlence has already heard eachﬂﬂharac-
ter 51ng 1nd1V1dually. In thls way, what comes to ‘the fore 1s the
‘ eramatlc 1rony and tenslon that result from the °1multaneous expre331on
’ of several contrastlng, often coﬂfllctlng, emotlons. .
| One of the most famous examples of thig unlquely llbrettlstlc v k
.technlque is- the renowned quartet in Plavezs and Verd1 s ngoletto (185L),_'

¢

~after V1ctor Hugo s Le R01 s amuse (1832) However the recognltlon

scene whlch forms the traglc cllmax of so many Greek-lnsplred llbret-,

'tlstlc plots, furnlshes the strongest opportun;ty for this sort of

e i -.



'.dramatie irony.
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;

Here, a good example is the Fourth Movement of ‘the.

Auden—Kallman libretto The‘Bassarlds where Agave ‘and- Autonoe upon

'. recove:lng from thelr Bacchanallan frenzy,

they a

* p——

Cadmus | nght and again the night.

gullty of the murder of Pentheus,

Never to be rebuilt. ,
I who ralsed these walls

-Beroe' ,lAnght and agaln the nlght
* Unaya! . . ..

-Night and agaln the. nlght

Autonoe I'didn"t vant to. do 1t
‘ - Agave made me doit,

‘..I dldn’t want to do it.
Agave made me do it

The great House has fa len,

© Am brought down to the dust;

" The master I loved is fallen,'
"The .child of my breast is dead.

She always was the stronger.

- And ‘now wve both must suffer.~

dlscover to thelr horror that

thelr klng and %ina_

1 Tiresias

-Bassarids

| Sy

When maklng a. llterary analy51s of a llbrettlstlc passage such as thls,

I»grleve for this yourg man:
But Fate, though cruel, is Just,

He who was deaf to my warning

“Can now hear nothing at all, .
;But Fate though cruel, 1s Just

We weré. far away on the lonely mountalnq

Dancing in.innocent joy

Slng1ng of Dlonysus,

Twlce—born God of the vine._. .o

~To the pure sound of the flute,;, o
61

: the llterary critic must remember that ‘all these llnes were wrltten to

be sung 51multaneously and remember also to taxe thls fact 1nto accoqnt

'..when maklng hls evaluatlon of 1t both as a selectlon in 1tse1f and 1n

s

Y-

AltS relatlon to the drama as a whole..

One of the most problematlc 1ésues in any dlscuss1on of the .

'llbretto and its conventlon is that of llbrettlstlc styllstlcs. Although

."the 31ngle most notable crlterlon for Judglng llbgettos has always been

)

R

s

3

B

-
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‘the quallty of the verse,'_'62 there are stlll many who malntaln, in effect
that a good libretto should, 1n fact be bad pOetry Modern drama cr1t1c
. EI‘lC Bentley, for 1nstance, would have us belleve that

. great poetry set to music is not -an ldeal rec1pe
for opera, in fact that there is. no great dramatlc
poetry yet wrltten that operatlc music would not ru1n.63

: Whlle the first Vlew, outllned above by P J. Smlth does have 1ts .
'llmltatlons—— prlmarlly in that the just evaluatlon of a llbrettos s

'merlt must 1nclude a con51deratlon of more factors than merely 1ts style-—

t

the second vlew 1s completely untenable for,llf the llbrettl of Beaumare ‘
. < Ca

chals, BQltO or Brecht among others, are any 1nd1catlon, it ;sfa position"

Smely refuted bv the facts No opera ever wrltten has been enhanced_by‘

-

‘hav1ng doggerel as its. verse and mu51c does not "ruin® great poetry;ﬂﬂ o

P

Schubert s Lieder, as, for 1nstance hls settlng of. Goethe s "Erlkonig,
are proof enough of. thls When speculatlng about the poss1b111t1es of

‘.a unlon between llterature ‘and mus1c, conclu51ons must be drawn on theiw

‘ ba51s of the best and not the worst thet has been done. Andtjudglng_

"by the best 1n llbrettlstlc llterature, the all;ance:wmth-music ig not .

N
X s .
: excuse for secOnd-rate wrltlng.,. :

Thls is. not to say, howeVer that the llbretto does not demand a .

o style of. ertlng pecullar to 1tself the fact that thls 1s 1ndeed the )

case becomes abundantly clear from even the most cursory comparlson of:

an ordlnary spoken work and 1ts subsequent llbrettlstlc adaptlon.A' J
Because 4ords when sung and accompanled by mu51c are harder than spoken

words for an audlence to understand and because the llbretto 1s thelr

S only source of 1nformatlon about the drama, 1t is necessary to an

understandlng of the plot that the text of a llbretto be pchected wlth

the max1mum of clarlty. It is for these reasons that the poetlcs of the

.



“llbretto demands what can be broadly termed a plaln style. "The libret--
tlSt " Hoffmann tells us, ought to strive for the utmost 81mp11c1ty RS

o

of language and must seek to express hlS meaning w1th as much force _*
and prec151on as p0551ble 6h L '.: e B fA : ‘. , :}
Thus, we .can say that the rlght ch01ce of words is equally 1mportant
';to the llbrEttlSt as. 1t 1s to the ordlnary dramatlst Not only must |
c‘the llbrettlst be’ careful to select those w@rds whlch are capable of
belng both comfortably sung and powerfully projected (how a llbrettlst
solves ﬁhese problems Wlll depend upon the acOuStlcal qualltles of the;
:languafe in whlch he wrltes), but he must be doubly sure that hls prec1se
'meanlng is’ clear, so that even should the mu51c submerge some of the a/}
: dlctlon not all will be lost Because of " all these con51derat10ns, the e
most 1mportant 1nformatlonal passages of a llbretto, as opp08ed to the
.more lyrlcal arlas, are best expressed in the most dynamlc parts‘of speech
'41n the actlon‘ words, verbs and nouns. Adjectlves and adverbs, belng o
essentlally pa551ve, should be used w1th dlscrlmlnatlon and only for the
'f‘most expr9551ve of effects, as 1n spoken play, long descrlptlve passages» .
vtend to be dramatlcally Stath and, hénce, are best left to the novel h o
iy -
*Slmllarly, flgures of Speech (1nd1v1dual concelts such as 51m11es and meta— ;“H
’jphors) should not be unduly long or baroque 1n thelr 1mpllcatlons, these,_»bn
j__too ‘must be conﬁlse and clear. ThlS 1s not . to dlsmlss, however the large~ ‘A‘;
“scale llterary technlques such as allegory ( The gggg_cyclel—er~symboilsm

.‘

-a-(Pelleas) Wthh are. emlnently well—sulted to the llbretto-form and can be
K very elaborate 1ndeed.~ _.r:' | e | |

Perhaps few twentleth—century llbrettlsts comblned all qf these
styl1stlc demands w1th greater Sklll and to greater advantage than Bertolt

Brecht whose 11brett1 are characterlzed by a powerful and expresslve '

economy of d1ct10n. The followlng stanza from the famous song'"Plrate



'-7_-all the nore glarlng upon repetltlon. ‘

\

Jenny from The Threepenny Opera forcefully 1llustrates the dramatlc ard

-evocatlve poss1b111t1es of the plain etyle powerfully used

Gentlemen today you see me washlng up the glasses
. And maklng up the beds and". cleanlng.‘ : -./
When you give me p' raps a penny, I will curtsey rather well fL’
When you see my tatty clothlng and this tatty old hotel -
P'raps you-'little guess with whom you're dealing. B
One fine afternoon there will be . :shouting fron the harbor.
'Folk will ask: what's the ‘reason for- that ‘shout? :
. They w1ll see me smlllng whlle I rinse the: glasses_
: And will say: what has ‘she: to” smile about? AN
: *And a ‘ship with eight sails and o
~ With Tifty great cannon f Ve &
Sails in to the quay. 65 f.ﬂféﬁij'

Here; Brecht s use of the refraln draws ‘our attentlon to one other tu"‘

major con51derat10n 1n the wr1t1ng of a llbretto.. When the plot callsﬁ:

t

for a moment of reflectlon (the arla), the llbrettlst must be prepared:'

"kto wrlte a text that w111 bear repetltlon should the muslc demand it.

KN

'Thls is yet another reason for careful craftmanshlp for 1f llnes sounda

: awkward the flrst tlme they are sung,‘ihen thls fault w1ll only becomelﬁ“'
66 ' ERA

oo , , e T
It should not be supposed that thls v1rtue of be1ng what Hassall e

n67

*»has called "at once dlrect and conc1se wlthout fljtness 18 a quallty

Aea51ly achleved It would be: well to remember that Strauss called the S

@

’»vllbretto one of the more demandlng of llterary forms and to remember,-'

d

"_1n addltlon that whlle a8 clear and 31mple style 1s easy to read, 1t isi

-

P deceptlvely dlfflcult to attaln. The wrltlng Of an accompllshed llbretto .

: ft 'ls perhaps one of the best lessohs in l1terary dlSClpllne and sk1ll and

"1t w1ll come hard, especzally to those who tend towards verb031ty

"Ult;mately,' wrote Canadlan 11brett1st and playwrlght Eugene Benson

e (He101se and Abelard 1973) 'the best llbretto llke the purest style,

1)

‘:1s dlstlngulshed by 1ts dlscretlon.76§ And certalnly, dlscretlon, and

1ts corollary, the power of evoklng far more than 1s actually stated
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- is a quallty of poetry at its best.n,

Before leav1ng a dlSCUSSlon of the llbrettlstlc Conventlon nece531tatedf
hy the alllance with mu51c? on. other mu51ca1 factor must be con51dered.,
» “Ina letter to Hofmannsthal Strauss p01nted out that the fundamental
'dlfferencé between rec1ted drama and poetry written for mus1c" is that.
| apart from the person about to compose 1t, no one can p0851bly Judge '
a serlous, poetlcally valuable operatlc text untll he has heard it

"'wlth the mu51c.V69 AlthOugh.the‘extentvto,which:one”examihes_a tert'in

'flgure in our Judgment of the flnlshed product of the opera as

'Gesamtkunstwerk As Strauss 1mp11ed a composer before he 31ts down

s

1'to wrlte hls mus1c, wlll usually 1nterpret the text for hlmself and
since the mus1cal commentary can, 1n performance, often strongly 1nfluence

\

K our feellngs aboutwwhat 1s happenlng on stage, 1t 1s eSSentlal for usg to
.iunderstand what the mu51c has to say._ fh other words, because of 1tsA
;unlon Wlth mus1c opera cons1sts slmultaneously of both a text and of an [“

'.'rnlnterpretatlon of it and 1t 1s the duty of our hybrid cr1t1c to understand )
.vbithem both | Sy S
‘ The mu51e1ah has uahy ways of conveylng hls 1deas.about a text.
questlons whlph we, as 1nterpreters of an 1nterpretat10n, can ask here :
lnclude “on whom does the composer lav1sh h1s most polgnant melodles?
"that specdal mu51cal effects call our attentlon to what partlcular events

or utterances9 '1n hlS settlng of the text what words does the composer

.empha3lze? A flne 1llustrat10n of mu31c s ablllty to 1nterpret a llne

*fiils to be found ;n Act II or Gluck's gphlgenle en Taurlde where Oreste -3 !'
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- aria "Le‘calme rentre danS‘mon'coeuri is accompanled by s SurprISlngly
enough a very agltated flgure in the v1011ns

Mume. de Stael re\ates in her book De: l'Allemagne how this
"~ passage Was questioned by the violinists of the Opera,
since the’ ac companiment seems to contradict the. nature of
‘the text; Gluck explained ‘that although Qreste- says he is
becoming calm, his mother! s murder still weighs on him,
and his 1nternal agltatlon is expressed by the accompanlment 70

But this passage can also be used to 1llustrate an 1mportant
‘stlpulatlon that must be borne 1n mlnd when studylng the mu51c of anAopera
'Although the muslc here appears to be addlng somethlng thCh is- not in.
‘these partlcular words themselves, 1t must be remembered that the muslc’

cannot - tell us anythlng Whlch is not con51stent W1th the text as-&a" whole

A mu31c1an can 1llum1nate a text, he cen enrlch a text but he can contra-_»' o

ddct 1t only for the purpose of drmmatlc 1rony and even thls must flrst

of all be textually Justlfled ' Gluek cannot tell us mu51cally that
dOreste is haunted by gullt unless ve can deduce thls from elther Oreste s,
l'words or hls actlons on’ stage. If we cannot do so, then e, are 1n no |
‘;way just1f1ed in assumlng or acceptlng that the agltated accompanlment
J .
.'_speclflcally s1gn1f1es "hlS 1nternal agltatlon. i Unllke language, -
| mu51c, it: must be remembered deals W1th emotlons only and not w1th
’facts To quote W H Auden, 'music can,.I belleve, exnress the equ1valent.a,‘
| 'I love' but 1t 15 1ncapable of saylng who or'wnat I love—- you, God
“'.-or the de01mal system "7 .Therefore, 1f it were not for Gluck's comment

;the llkes of Vthh composerslonly rarely prov1de,vwe would be equaﬁ!§3

: Justlfled in . 1nterpret1ng thls passage of Gluck's mu51c as a foreshadowdng» o
-of Oreste s traglc fate or, perhaps, as.an 1ron1c oommentary~on what the
:4>composer thought Oreste should be feellng at this t1me but 1s not.- |

S

'vBecause music cannot communlcate on speC1f1c terms, mu81cal cr1t1c1sm

"

B
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about what a. compoeer is trylng to.tell’us 1s hlghly subjeotlhe and 1t
is for this reason that 1nterpretatlons about mu51cal messages must
aloays be'substantlated by 1nfoxmatlon elther 1mp11c1t or exp11c1t w1th1n
| ‘the text 1tself | -
7v,In addltlon; whlle 1t 1s wlthln”the mu51c1an s power to entlchlev
text as Gluck has done, 1t must be -’ kept 1n mlnd that a 11brettlst has no
means of guaranteelng a‘sen51t1ve muslcal treetment of his words. Because';
‘of thls the lerettlstlmust never use mu51c as.an excuse for laxlty,
xa llbretto must always be, es far ae p0531ble, a dramatlcally completer
. ahd conv1n01ng work in 1ts own rlght." As HOfmannsthal sald a llbrettlst
must wrlte, flrst of* ell, not for the composer but for hlmself 72
. Nevertheless, ‘it h; most often the case that a llbrettlst w1ll erte .

Wlth 8 sPec1f1c composer 1n mlnd and 1f thls is so.and 1f they are worklng;
~in close. collaboratlon and have confldence in one enother; then the
E lxbrettlst w1ll often leave certaln thlngs 1n hls text unstatgd 1n
"order that hls mu51c1an‘m1ght do so- 1nstead _ Speaklng of hlslopera
‘-Whlte Wlngs, Douglas Moore mentlons the dlscovery he and - hls llbrettlst
Phlllp Barry made when adaptlné the play 1nto the llbrettO" - |
| Orie thlng that Barry and I dlscoverEd to Jour. Surprlse was

that so much’ dlalogue could be omltted w1thout harm’ to

the play " Music, although slowing up the pace, can- L

figzlge many short cnts in characterlzatlon ‘and descrip- V:}~

' It 1s the Job of the cr1t1c to determlne what and where these omlsslons_i

are and 1f they are justzfled 1n the terms of the Gesamtkunstwerk. Often

= the Operatlc result w1ll be dramatlcally wnole where nelther words nor ‘
mu51c alone were.-" ’, e

,:All;the,same, theeiihhetto§”as a. verbal structure, iendé:itee;f to



the same 11terary analyses as any -other . llterary uork, such as an

B __pllcatlon de texte type study; an examlnatlon of . the llbretto in"

'relatlon to the author s non—operatlc wbrks,‘and an examlnatlon of the
jllbretto both 1n relation to ‘the over;all llterary movements of the tlme'
F‘and in relatlon to the 11brettlst1c tradltlon 1tSelf In addltlon to o
these conventlonal approaches the llbretto can’ often throw other ~
_llterary phenomena 1nto an 1nterest1ng new llght When a llbretto
: 51s en adaptlon, for 1nstance, 1t is and excellent 1nd1catlon of the way.
- a l&ter age saw an: earller work; as P.J Smlth notes in relatlon to :
Shakespeare s Othello and 301to s Otello, an age w1ll adapt a work as

' Yh

1t sees 1t In thls way, the llbretto can be used as an 1nvaluable

: _source—book for 11terary hlstorlans, Barbler and Carre s EEEE£ for
:Vexample, throws no new llght on the Goethe but in that it places Mangue-
rite. 1n the great French tradltlon of traglc her01nes (Phedre, Manon o
‘c- Lescaut and, later, Madame Bovary), 1t is an eloquent testlmonlal to how -
-Goethe s Poem ‘was recelved and understood in- France,ti ' |
But even . though the 11bretto &8s an adaptlon can tell us much about

.;1terary trends in general and much about the unlque requlrements of.

.the llbretto form the llterary study of the llbretto must g0, beyond
'e'thls purely derlvatlve stage to whlch 1s has for g0. long been 11m1ted

vandgmust embark upon the enaly51s of the 11bretto as a 11terary work in

’1ts own rlght Here, one must concur W1th Sov1et composer Dlmltrl B

R

"Shostakov1ch when he wrltes'

: But how often, 1n practlce, do we stlll e compare the
_ ;resemblance of &an -operatic. character wlth his llterary L
-Qprototype. Comparlsons of this kind are not w1thout value . -
and ‘are sometlmes necessary, but they should not be the
.maln crlterlon 75

- fvThe lib_':getto meri‘ts" being edcamlned ’in %&ﬁon to its own'.uniQue? con-

\ -

e TR e
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.g_,?’-'ventions. The llbrettlstlc conventlons outlined above in. relatlon to
Sy B

] .
subject matter, plot constructlon, characterlzatlon and style are those

'“ba51c-to the'libretto—form regardless of the v1clss1tudes of the day,

’

"and those to which all llbrettl conform bto one degree or another
"vHowever, 1t must be kept in mlnd that certaln conventlons have not remalned'
constant throughout ‘the ages but have undergone that -same process of
; metamorph051s characterlstlc of all artlstlc conventlons in general The
': nconvent1ons governlng Metasta51o s ogera serla, for 1nstance. demaneed
three acts, .six characters (no more than three .of whlch were on stage at
once), and, ‘as in the French clas51cal theatre of the tlme, forbade'
‘\.the representatlon of v1olence on stage.’ These llbrettlstlc conVentlons, -
 .wh1ch vere obv1ously o} closely related to the general dramatlc and |
‘llterary tendencles of the tlme, are operable today in only those works'

-

i whlch strlve to be dellberately anachronlstlc.' Yet, Metasta31o s llbrettl

cannot be properly understood or even appreclated W1thout our taklng them

1nto account ThlS same conslderatlon of conventlon must now be accorded

to all llbrett1 and in all Studles of the llbretto as llterature
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CHAPTER, THREE .
o . o o T _
A-lgor Stravinsky, W.H. Auden and The Rake's Progress

5
.

Few llbrettlsts wrltlng in this century have followed the dlctates :3 ;‘

ffof llbrettlstlc conventlon as dellberately and - as falthfully as W H.

Auden dld in wrltlng The Rake s Pr_gress (1951) But even 4s a near
. i

"prototype of most of the conventlons of llbretto-wrltlng Outllned above,

¢ . . .

The Rake is no mere exerc1se but 1s, on the contrary, one of the most

beautlfully wrltten and technlcally accompllshed llbrettl of our t1me

Indeed as a- v1rtuos1c tour de force both as a vehlcle for mu31c and

as a maJor contrlbutlon to Engllsh dramatlc poetry, The Rake 8 Pr;gress‘

has been acclalmed 1n mu51cal and llterary c1rcles allke. Igor

_Strav1nsky, who orlglnally suggested the 1dea, called 1t "surely one of

the most beautiful of llbrettl

" He IAuden] was inspired, and he 1nsp1red me. In fact I wonder
whether any poet since the Ellzabethans has made a composer
such a beautlful glft of words for'mus1c . . ;2

therary cr1t1c John G Blalr, in hlS studv of Auden 8 pqetry, concludes

_that not onIy is The Rake's Progress a flne operatlc poem, it can also

-.be seen as an epltome of . Auden s mature poetlc mode. And Joa@, K“@man':
+ig- understandably elated that the Engllsh langusge has at last, 1n hls
vlew, produced a llbretto 1ndlsputably capable of holdlng 1ts own among

- the acknowledged llbretﬁlstlc masterpleces 1n French Germén and Ital1an.>;

"The flrst stunnlng th1ng about the Rake," Kerman wrltes, is

’{ . ' the extraordlnary experlence of hearlng flrst class
Engllsh verse and finé music. worklng together from the :

W



,»stage. It 1s falntest pralse to observe that no other opera
has bBeen wrltten ‘in Engllsh with apything. like the same
effect. i I cannot ‘help vonderlng whethér there ever
has been an qp ra w1th 80, elegant soundlng a llbretto

‘.»All thls ig hlgh pralse 1ndeed “As the work of one of England g

~
-

greatest poets 51nce T S Ellot The Rake s Progress serves well as an.

Aﬂfeloquent testlmonlal to the v1tallty and artlstlc potentlal of the llbretto p
as'a llterary form, even at 1ts most conventlonal " F .

As Was mentloned in the prev1ous chapter the study of the‘llbretto |
reqolres that mus1cal con51derat1ons be taken 1nto account Thls 1s:

"certalnly true in the case of The Rake s Progress but not exactly in the o

a

. ‘manner that one would ordlnarlly expect . The: Rake undoubtedly bears the

‘(

: "stamp of the composer, %gor Strav1nsky, for whom 1t was wrltten but here

11t was not Strav1nsky the mu31c1an 80" much as Strav1nsky~the lltterateur '

{r

- : . &

‘whose 1nfluence was dec151ve R ,U‘f~ 4 - ;', _i . j" ‘
A”,‘%hat ‘this should e’ the case is an- exceptlon 1n the hlstory of llbretto-

hwrltlng but then-Strav1nsky was, partlcularly 1n h&s ralatlons W1th llterature,

an exceptlonal man, Although, as we have already noted many composers'

4throughout llbrettlstlc h1story, notably Gluckﬁ Berlloz, Wagner, Debussy

and R Strauss have had strong llterary 1ncllnatlons and sympathles, few

have dlsplayed Stravlnsky s ambltlon to be recollected not only as a

ma31c1an but as a writer as well Many studles of. Strav1nsky -as a wrltef

. have appeared5 and’ 1n several of them the v1rtuos1ty w1th whlch he handled

the Engllsh 1anguage has even been compa;ed to that of his fellow Ru851an

- ex1le Vladlmlr Nebokov: -

| i',What‘marks them [Strav1nsky and’ Nabokov] out as speclal 1s-

'that,gach has .endeavoured. to ‘transcend’ the ba91c aim of com-
~mun atlon, comlng to.. lo§k upon thelr adopted language much "

as- ‘,gymnast might look pon a nev and - challengang piece of
-apparatus. - In Stravins ‘case, it is incredible thét
Engllsh seems to- have been hlS fourth modern language.<

I

REV2N
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' Laurence,Davies, in 'his study of Stravinsky's prose, has singled out as

distinctive dualities of‘StravinSRy?s style "his dlsbellevlng tone, the -

Y

' w1cked power of deplctlon « « , his w1lllngness to be 51de—tracked by

'-some qulte hlzarre plece of 1ntelllgence and quotes the follow1ng sketch

'wifrom Strav1nsky s Conversatlons of the stage—de31gner Leon Bakst as’ a

.typlcal example of Strav1nsky s. "deadpanv manner.

'No one could descrlbe him as conc1sely as Cocteau has dane

_1n his caricature. We were friends’ from our first meetlng
in St Petersburg, in 1900 though our conversatlon was
largely Bakst's accounts of his exploits in the conquest
of women , and my " 1ncredu11ty 'Now Lev . . . you couldn t
have done all that.'  Bakst: wore elegant hats, canes,

_ spats, etec., but I think these Were meant to detract from.
his Venetian comedy-mask nose. Like other dandles, Bakst
was sensitive - and’ ‘privately- mysterious. ‘Roerich told

" mé that 'Bakst' was a Jewish word meaning 'little umbrella’

- Roerich said he discovered this one day in Minsk, when  heg

. was caught in a thunder-shower and heard people sendlng o
~their chlldren home for 'Baksts', which then turned out: "to
be what he said they were. T

In addltlon to belng an accompllshed wrlter in hls own rlght Strav1nsky "

.

was flred by a life- long enthu51asm for llterary mggters and llterary

_1llum1nat1.v Dav1es relates ‘how Strav1nsky, hav1ng 1nher1ted hls father 5
love for books had read 1nten51vely rn ‘the . cla531cs of Ru851an, Enéllsh
1and French llterature whlle stlll 1n hls ’teens and how,_ln later years, . ,
.hls bookshelves were devoted to the works of f S. ijgllot,.w H. Auden, o

“"Dylan Thomas, Andre Glde, Paul Valery, Jean Cocteau an%QFhomas Mann, all
of whom vere numbered at one tlme or another, among Strav1nsky s close .

personal frlends.8 Stravlnéky s erudltion 1n the flelds of art mu51c, '

N

llterature and phllosophy and hls anecdotes about his frlendshlps w1th

.v1rtually every 1mportant thlnker wrltervand artlst of thls century '

make hls books fa01nat1ng readlng, even as1de from thelr styllstlc merlts{”*
-'l.@
But 1t is not Strav1nsky as a wrlter Eer se that concerns us here

”

-_but rather the fact that hls own con91derable llterary talents ‘made h1m Lo

N,

’
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'practlce.

(f

’
v

unusuallv résponsive to the~literary talents in others. In point of fact,

with the sole exceptlon of his flrst opera Le R0551gnol ( lh), whlch

n

_he adapted W1th Stefan Mltusov from, ih keeplng with hlS preference for

llbrettJ. of - hlgh llterary quallty, a falry-tale by Hans Chrlstlar? Andersen, "

lStraV1nsky did not wrlte the llbrettl to any of hlS operas In splte of

hlS llterary ability, Strav1nsky was. nevertheless a cla351c case of

the composer who, as Hoffmann wrote, had an 1mag1natlon llvely enough to '

- give bthh to: good operatlc plots but who lacked "t he mechanlcal Sklll

Jneeded in every art and . presupp031ng coustant endeavor and contlnuous .

.9' Rea11z1ng hls llmltat1ons but recogn1z1ng the best when he o

i
i ¢

tsaw it, Strav1nsky was extremely particular about the llterary quality -

of the texts he set and it was for these reasons’ that he was. throughout

o

hlS career a551duous in comm1351on1ng ‘on h1s own.behalf only the very.

best that the avallable llterary talent could prov1de.”

o -

As a result few twentleth—century composers, w1th the notable

exceptlons‘of Rlchard Strauss and Benjamln Brltten, can’ boast a more

. )

1llustr10us roster of llterary collaborators than Strav1nsky rHis'

-~

’ 11brett1sts have 1ncluded the French Swiss eruer Charles Ferdipand Ramuz

(1878 1947) who wrote llbrettl for Strav1nsky s next two operas after ‘

© Le Rosmgnol Renard (1916) and L' Hlstou‘e du soldat (1918) ' Inc1dentally,,‘ .

the latter Wthh, as Ramuz sald was wrltten because he wanted "to

"’r

‘demonstrate that the theater can. be concelved in much broader terms than :

“is usually the case, w10 ‘was the flrst eplc opera and was thus a forerunner

i

of Bertolt Brecht s later work in thls area.11 Strav1nsky s next opera,

Mavra (1922), was, dat his own suggest1on, ‘based on Pushkin's short stOry

'"The thtle House at Kolomna and adapted by a young Ru351an poet named

‘.Y_Borls Kochno of whose llterary talents Strav1nsky later appreclatlvely

. =
’ L
\1
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-wrote.lg ,Litcrary considerations'undoubtedly were»foremOSt in Stravinsky's.r
. ~\ B
}mlnd when he asked. Jean Cocteau to, w%hte the llbretto for h1$ next

. theatrlcal project Oedlpus Rex (1927) o ’§

I thought that I could not do better for my libretto than

“to’ appeal to my old friend, Jean Cocteau, « « +- I had Just
& seen his Antlgone, and. had been much struck by the manner

in which he had handled the ancient myth and presented

it in modern guise, Cocteau's stagecraft is excellent.

He has a sense of values and an eye and feeling for detail |

which always become of primary importance with him. This .~

applies alike to the movements of the[actors, the setting,

the costumes, and, indeed, all the actessories. ‘In the’

preceding year, too, I had again hdad ‘an. opportunlty of :

appreciating these qualltles of Cocteau in La Machine

‘Infermale, . . .13 v ‘ . )

Strav1nsky s 31xth opera before The Rake was Persephone (l93h),’set to an

,early play by Andre Glde at G1de s own request otrav1nsky later expressed
A § .o

[~

dlssatlsfactlon with Glde s text and recommended that before the opera \

be performed agaln Auden, whom Strav1nsky admlred ‘the most of all his

:_ llbrettlsts, should rewrlte the words That Strav1nsky had very deflnlte

'1 1deas about llterary matters can be seen from the follow1ng passage |
| My f1rst recommendatlon for. a Persephone rev1val would be \\‘ii'

to commission Auden to fit the music ‘with new words, ‘as |

/' Werfel dld La forza del destlno. The rhymes are leaden- -
eared.: o |

Persephone confuse
_‘se refuse

“+ . . . And the text borders, at tlmes, on unconsc1ous comedy
"fvre de muit . . . encore mal reveillée," for example,
sounds like the descrlptlon of a hang—over 1

~ Following The Ragﬁ,-arrangements were_made to write'music to'a'libretto :
by bplan Thomas;: Unfortunately, however, this work whlch was to be on.
the subject of the reblrth of ‘the world after a nuclear oi oosmlc holocaust
"was forestalled by the poet s untlmely death in 1953 Slmllarly, an
operatlc collaboratlon between Strav1nsky and hls close friend- T S Ellot

t

never progressed.beyond the planning stage.
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Throughout his career, then, Stravinsky sought and received the work

Y

'of;some of the mostceleiyatednames ir . By doing so,.

: Stravinshv'ultimately di the iibretto an invaluable serv'ce, for as-one ';
: of the prlme movers in the creatlon of the twentleth @entu - owards ;
S

fthe llterarlzatlon of the llbretto, he was undoubtedly one of thls
century S major forces in encouraglng first-rate wrlters to regard‘?ﬁe
llbretto as & serlous art- ﬁorm once more

There can be no doubt that thls was preclsely the effect étrav1nsky
‘f had on W, H Auden, for 1t was only at Strav1nsky s 1nstlgat10n that Auden,

dlscouraged after the failure of hlS first llbretto Paul Bunxan (l9hl)

a work which We w1ll dlscuss in greater detall later, returned w1th The

/i\\Fw\_Rahé to the 11bretto—form -In the llght of the success of The Rake and"

. of Auden s subsequent llbrettl, which were themselves the result'of hlS o

renewed confldence both in hlmself as a llbrettlst ‘and 1n the llbretto f

T
s

as a form, one cannot help but thlnk that Strav1nsky E: de0151on to

, N
-apprdach Auden w1th that partlcular project at that partlcular tlme ranks

P2
as one of his greatest serv1ces to the llbrettlstlc cause. .

Thus, in keeplng wlth Strav1nsky 8 general tendency to ask someone7h
else to glve llterary form to hlS own 1deas, The : Rake was 1n1t1&lly the '

result of Slnsky s own 1maglnatlon.' A.lthough, in the end The Ra.ke

.

'.was, as w1th all the maJor llbrettl Wthh Strav1nsky comm1391oned, d
: uitlmetely the product of Auden s, of the llbrettlst 8, own dlstlnctlve,
,<gen1us, nevertheless, The Rake does bear some - traces of the ideas and }_lf&
theorles whlch Strav1nsky held at the t;m% of. 1ts conceptlon.‘ Before :

' dlscus51ng Auden s contrlbutlon, then, rt is flrst necessary to co%sxderﬁ7
F,StraVJnsky S5 for h1s 1ntent10ns were, in fact, the foundatlon upon

_whlch‘Auden's Rake wss eventually burlt.ls
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The Rake's Progress'was the work which culminated'Stravinsky's

neoclasslcal perlod (other works here 1nclude Pu101ne11a (1919) based

;

on themes by Pergolesl Le Baiser de la fee (1928) based: on another

falry-tale by Hans Chrlstlan Andersen and mu51cally a trlbute to

Strav1nsky s beloved Gllnka and, Tchalkovsky, and the two operas on cla531cal

- subjects, Oed;pus Rex and Persephone),'and es such reflects to a con51derable
_ extent his own: preoccupatlon with the questlons of tradltlon and conventlon.A
The operas Whlch StraV1nsky had composed prlor to. The Rake had actually

been what we can call "leEd med1a pleces, works which comb1ned elements

T . )
Anot only from opera, but from ballet, oratorlo and the spoken theatre as_
- well, It was now Strav1nsky s 1dea to wrlte a full fledged opera in \k“'
R

the most conventlonal sense of the term by wh1ch he 1ntended to- prove the '
! : 2

o contlnulng valldlty of the cla581cal tradltlon to modern mus1c.-

'_ his. essay "Tradltlon and the Ind1v1dual Talent" (1920) that "the hlstorlcsl

(ST

For Stravlnsky, a sense of tradltlon was. the 31ngle most 1mportant

..6

‘ factor in assurlng "the - contlnulty of creatlon - and 1n thls respecﬁ
he has much 1n common w1th the theorles of T S Ellot So remlnlscent, _5
in fact, are many of Strav1nsky s pronouncements on thls subject that

he can very well be called Ellot's mu51cal counterpart. In the followzngv

passage from the Poetlcs of Mu51c, dellvered at Harvard Unlvers1ty 1n T

1939 as & series of lectures when he occupled the Charles Ellot Norton :

chalr of poetlcs, Strav1nsky clearly echoes Ellot's famous~statement 1n

Py

)
K
sense 1nvolves a perceptlon, not only of the\pastness of the past but

1, AT

%f'f.

of 1ts presence 1

. The artlst 1mposes a culture upon hlmself and ends by
imposing it upon others, - That is how tradltlon becomes _
established, . .~ A real ‘tradition .is not the relic of
a past that is 1rretr1evably gone; it is a 11v1ng force . o
that enimates and .informs the: present, . . . Far from S e
implying the repetition<of what . has been, tradition ., = .

presupposes the reallty of what endures. It appears’as.lﬂ

)
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.anzheirloom, a heritage that one receives on condltlon
of making it bear fruit before passing it on to one. s’
descendants,18 < : : : .

Accompanying his belief in Eliot's "historical sense," went
‘ Stravinsky's belief in the artistic "necessity for orderﬂandedlscipline"lg;
~and hence in"the necessfty of conventions as, well, Believing that

-~

LI only very bad - art 1s not art1f1c1al 420 Strav1nsky wrote

"The need for restrlctlon "for dellberately submlttrng to a - -
- style, has its source ‘in the very depths of our nature,
- and is found not only in matters of art, but in every .
_consolous manifestation of human’ act1v1ty It is the
“need for order without whlch nothing can e achleved
and upon the dlsappearance of-which everythlng disin-
'tegrates. Now 81l order demands restraint, ~But -one :
“ would be wrong to regard that . as any impediment to llberty._
- On the- contrary, the - style, the restraint, contrlbute to .
rits detelopment ‘and only prevent liberty from degeneratlng
into license. At the same time, in borrowing a form -
..already established. and consecrated, the creative artist -
is not in the least restrlctlng the manifestation of his
personality, On the. contrarv, it is more d@tached, ‘and
".stands out better when it moves w1th1n the deflnlte llmlts
of ‘a conVentlon 21 ‘ : s

' It can be mentloned here that Strav1nsky's bellef 1n the nece551ty

of tradltlon and conyentlon accounts for hlS llfe-long opp051tlon to the .'

Wagnerlan mu51c drama "T. belleve 'muslc drama' and 'opera to be two
T

»n.veryfVVery dlfferent thlngs,' wrote Strav1nsky on the subject of The Rake. N

n22

"My llfe work is & devotlon to the latter. It is- one of the strlklng

paradoxes of Strav1nsky S career that desp1te hls own llterary acumen, >ﬁ ,
\

l

Y constant concern for 11tera.ry values and mterest in the theatre, ths.t e
h

was’ nonetheless en exponent of pure mus1c and belleved that Wagner, by
N .‘l
"turnlng,mu31c 1nto an object of phllosophlcal Speculat1on,' had caused

.v-mu51crto betray her artlstlc self‘--sufflclency.2'3 Yet thls was not

a, ¢
K3

Strav1nsky s major obﬂectlon.‘ Ironlc as 1t agaln may seem, espec1ally
'con51der1ng how Strav1nsky hlmself began hlS cﬁreer ‘as_one of the most

1 1nnoVati?% and 1conoclast1c members of the mu51cal avant:garde, Strav1nsky

e
KPP L
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-objected to Wagner prlmarlly because he had broken w1th the cla881cal

: tradltlon. He had been, in Stravinsky's view, "the typlcal revolutlonary"2h
'who, 1n rejectlng the conventlonal arias and rec1tat1ves of the cla881cal

: ernoper for the 1mprov1sat10n and endless melody of the

' durchkomponlerte had brought chaos. to art and had v1olated the artlstlc

-'nece531ty for order and dlscmpllne "--

The projected work then would deflnltely be an oper -Sbravineky'ekzd"f
_ problem now was to flnd a subject that would lend’ltself ;Z hle avowad R
.;neoclgii}gab programme. In addltldn, ever s1nce mov1ng to the Unlted d;

States, Strav1nsky had the 1dea of compoelng an opera to an Engllsh -._'- ;;
'dllbretto but had hltherto lacked the congenlal subjeqt for thls project ‘e - |
as well. In 19h7, however, he. unexpectedly found the: subject that -
‘Vlfulfllled all hlS expectatlons.v-Seelng‘Engllsh artlst'W1lllam HOgarth;s »i
serles of prdnts A.Rake s Progrees 1mmediatelyﬁbuggested to H!m g |

A -
: serles of operatlc scenes" ? and he reallzed that here at last was the"‘
-Engllsh subject for Whléh he had been searchlng. The splrlt of theSe ‘?
'elghteenth-century engrav1ngs whlch had been created at roughly the |
.npsame tlme as Mozart had 11ved w0uld be perfectly\su1ted to a c1a381eal ﬂ
: opera of modest Mozartlan proportlons :26 It was pre01sely Vlth the

jldea of a conventlonal opera based on "A Rake 8 Progress“ that\ Aii')“fid.;{ff

' Strav1nsky, largely at the recommendatlon of hls frlend and nelghbour p o
‘Aldous Huxley, approached W. H\ A.uden.27 "pefwfe_fl" ;,":"_:s!5i;

Before mov1ng on to a- conslderatlon of Auden and The Rake,.lb

?_would be well to p01nt out that The Rake was not the flrst libretto to

"-'be 1nsp1red by a work from the v1sual arts. Con51der1ng how great 1s thebd?i:“
'1mportance of the v1sual 1n opera, thrs phenomenon 1s not at all surprlslng;;

B By far the most famous llbretto in th1s regard is Berhoz 8 Bgnvenuto

C
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' :dEEliiQi (1838) which washbased-on‘Cellihi's-AutobiqgraEhy and which o

‘__deplcts in one scene the castlng of Ce111n1 5 - famous statue of Perseus

. Other major 11brett1 based on works of art 1nc}ude Joseph GregOr s

i‘Frledenstag (1938) for Rlchard Strauss and based on. Velasquez s palntlng

and Calderon s drama La Rendlclon de Breda' Mathls der Maler (1938)

! .9,

. - by Hlndemlth after the llfe of German palnter Matthlas Grunewald

’ff‘;been COmposed

'nﬂ]'1dea of the opera2 (there is. actually no such flgure 1n the completed

EE ; 1s yet & further 1nd1cat10n of hls keen artlstlc sens1b111ty in flelds othergll

N

h(ISOO 1530) and his altar-plece at Colmar, and Glan Carlo Menott1 s o

l

o 't'Amahl and “the nght Vls:Ltors (1951) after ‘the pamtms "The Adora‘clon "

”of the Magl" by Hieronymus Bosch zescas (1916) by the composer Granados

'i. belqngs here, too and ls a curlous work in. 11brettlst1c hlstory for

.

| __another aeason as well belng one of those rare cases where the llbretto,_

uhere the work of Fernando Perlquet was wrltten after the mus1c had already

/" . .
RN : DU Y

= tgi‘ Although»Strav1nsky later told Auden that 1t ves the flgure of 8 _efﬁ'

¥

"g_bllnd beggar playlng a one-strlnged flddle whlch orzglnally\gave hlm the 1147

= ﬂjllbretto), one ean ea91ly see why Hogarth' "A Rake S Progress appeaied
'oHSO strongly to the 1mag1nat10n of both Strav1nsky and Auden.l As afﬁi
'xwarnlng of ‘the dangers and ultlmate consequences of the llcentlous llfe,f S

'"A Rake s Progress was a dldactlc and moral work and was thus rem1nlscent

':of the moral tohe of Strav1nsky s Renard and HlstOlre du soldat and to ;L

.;

.an even greater extent, of the satlrlc tone of Auden s Paul Bunxan. But

<

o .more 51gn1f1cant1y, "A Rake s Progress con51sted of elght engrav1ngs T.'",ff;:f;{

1ehron1cllng the journey of a YOung profllgate fr0m 1ndulsence 1n v1ce ffl, s

x_,-»

to eventual madness in Bedlam &nd\was therefore a naﬁratrve 1n'p1ctures.’g.'?"'“'”
. . ) -

"1Indeed the fact that Strav1nsky saw them as a serles of operat1c scenes




.;h'°f another. Although thls 1s an 1ssue far too complex to be more. than

v"!_

- 8h.

than music. for it vas, prec1sely as & series of theatrlcal scenes. that
Hogarth had 1ntended hls plctorl&l cycles ("a Rake s Progress ‘and‘”A

Harlot's Progress ) to be judged'

oA most 51gn1f1cant aspect of . the comp031tlon of Hogarth s
. early cycles is their relationship with the stage. "It is .
'ﬂ’typlcal of his mentality and procedure that,in thelr general
’v.arrangement and in the movements of his figures, heé learned
. more from the. stage than from the ever-recurrent motives
. of. Dutch genre. palntlngs. He-appreciated every kind of -
stage effect - the tableaux-vivants of the pantomimes as
well s the ordinary drama, its characters and technlques._h
. He expressly compared the scenes of- his cycles with
‘dumb shows. MMy plcture is my. Stage, and ‘men and women my
!,players, who by means: of.certeln actions and gestures are o
© to exhibit & dumb show.' On the other hand, 'so great was L.
the success of- h1s series that they 1n.turn gave suggestlons ‘
'to the theatre 29 . R

Although the Brothel and the Bedla.m scenes were the only ones from the

'Hogarth to fand thelr way 1nto the completed llbretto, there can be

little doubt that of all the suggestions "A Rake s Progress" has glven f'»‘

:ito the theatre, the Auden-Strav1nsky ver51on has been by far the most .
outstandlng., Thls 1s not w1thout 1ts 1rony, however, for in the orlglnal
; "A Rake's Progress,' opera, too, was the butt of Hogarth's sat1re.3q_ 7
The borrowlng of themes and motl from the v1sual arts for the f
Ipurpose of adaptlng them to mu51c and llterature ralses the deeper
ph1losoph1cal qnestlons of not only the 1nter~relat10nsh1ps between
-tthe arts but also of the tendency, prevalent 1n aesthetlcs 91nce the

. ‘ 9
notorlous ut pletura poe51s of Horace, to descrlbe one art in the terms

Just touched upon here, it must at, least be mentloned for 1t has already
H_made two unacknowledged appearances 1n these Pages. at:{-:h. .

In Gluck's plea for a con51deratlon of 11terary values 1n oper‘l

: llkened the relatlonshlp between llterature and mu81c 1n opera to the

t_relatlonshlp between colour and llne 1n £ palntlng, an analogy, 1t w111

i
-

N

‘



provxdxed not only the subJ ectwmatter for Auden s new llbrettlstic

1
'~ be remembered Wlth Whlch Berlloz later took exceptlon Gluck's famous

observatlon wrltten in 1767, part1c1pated in the prevalllng neocla551cal

a

tendency towards equatlng poetry w1th palntlng, a tendency whlch had
been the commonly held belief ‘ever sxnce Horace.‘ . ,'
But 1t 1s 1nterest1ng to note- that in 1766 but one year earller

Le551ng s Laokoon had appeared the book whlch more than any other, p01nted-

out - the fallacles in the "ut plctura poe51s" uay of thlnklng.' FOllOWlng
' Laokoon the trend gradually began turnlng towards llkenlng literature
-to nus1c and 1t is inm thls stream of thought that Walter Pater '3 "all
"f:art constantly 8sp1reslt0wards the conditlon of muslc"3l and'also Paul -
Verlalne 's "de la mu51que avant‘toute chose"32 belong. Pronouncements'
: B

‘jsuch as these contrlbuted 51gn1flcantly to. the cllmate that produced the S

SO
‘great twentleth—century experlments 1n the mu31callzatlon of flctlon,_

to borrow Huxley s phrza.s;e,3:\3 by such emlnent authors as. Romaln ROIland ‘
(Jean-Chrlstophe, 190h—1912) Marcel Proust (A la Recherche du temps R 'fi‘h
A.vEerdu, 1913 1928) Aldous Huxley (Pomt Counter Point, 1928)

: EllOt (The Four Quartets l9h3), and Thomas Mann (Doktor Fhustus, l9hT) /

' Thls trend towa?ds the 'musicallzatlon of flctlon and the trend towards
.:tthe "llterarlzatlon of the llbretto are opp051te 51des of the same sl
| coinj to thlnk of llterature in relatlonibo muslc is one of the most
AdlstlngUIShlng features of modernlsm 1n twentleth-century letters.3§ |
| To return to W. H Auden we have seen how Stravlnsky 1nfluenced Auden e
:'Aand hls llbretto 1n ba31cally three ways._ It was,. fzrst of all, Strav1nsky sz -
| comm4551on that was largely respon31b1e for ﬁuden s return, after a _t'

‘;;31x-year absence to the llbrettlstlc fold It was also §trav1nsky who

o

endeavor, but more 1mportantly, also the approech to be taken 1n the el

i . )



et

,',‘ - ' : . - . ' o ot
e o ST 86
.

writing of‘it, a circumstancevwhichﬁwas to have far-reaching effects“_‘

on Auden's librettistic'wdrk'beyond The Rakehasfwell.

-

;Au.enlwas'very receptive to all of Stravinsky'suOPeratic ideae‘and

: intentions Although in hlS later llbrettl, Della, or & Masque of N;ght

(1953), Elegy for‘Young Lowers (1960) The Bassarlds (1966) and ‘the

’ 1Y
VjMoralltles (1967) he would act more on his own 1n1t1at1ve Auden at

:.-the tlme of The Rake assumed a’ Da Ponte-llke attltude towards hls R

' Auden called the ‘chance to work with hlm "the greatest honour of - my llfe" o

" of the problems 1nvolved in- trylng %0 adapt the central characte?yof a - 'l};5AT«
. e
plctorlal cycle to, the central character in avmu31co-11terary work Auden s o

- ;1ght they shed not Only on. the nece 31zy,

: fshlps between the arts‘;.';

relatlonshlp wlth-hlsvcomposer. ertlng in hlS flrst letter to. Strav1nsky,

and sa1d he believed. 1t to be "the 11brettlst s job to satlsfy the

3 a,

.compoSer, not the other way round.\35 ‘In fact, 1t was to thls end that

Lthe 1n1t1al plot outllne of The. Rake was drawn up by both Strav1n8ky and

L

) Auden in consultatlon 3':d4< - J"f ' jf: ‘ L.F . E'*‘_{f¥\
It must be p01nted out however, that desp&te Auden 2} humble attltude, .
" he dld make many suggestlons even . at thls prellmlnar& stage, the 1deas
- for Mother Goose and the Ugly Duchess, for 1nstance, were. h1s own and

_hwere ;n accordance with those aspects of hlS llbrettlstlc theory whlch

;surprlslngly, Auden also showed a much greater awareness than Stn§v1nsky

LN

comments on these dlfflcultles are worth quotlng here for the addltlonal f

g{.

_.f

e
RN

In hls engraV1ng, Hogarth is- not 1ntefested 1n the Rake SR

.as a. person;.- hlS main. concern is to make’ & .geries of" p1c— o

‘ tures satirizing various aspects of llfe in elghteenth-@v
. century London.'vThe only functlon of the ‘Rake 1s to glv%

g N :

-8 Iﬂterary m1nd in the wrltlns -

‘ he had developed even hefore h1s meetlng w1th Strav1nsky And, not ' 15‘._'f

£3

"of a llbretto but also on the abd?l entxoneﬁ 1ssﬁg of the 1nter-relat10n-d'*:
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‘.the series a certain unlty by appearlng in them all v
Further, the nature of the v1sual ‘arts is such that they

- canriot portray inner conflict. Hogarth's Rake is & purely
passive figure whose role is to Succumb to whatever: v

: tanptatlon lust, boredom money, etc,, he is led 1nto_-

. nextu ThlS fllled us w1th dlsmay for, as T have said,

' pa851ve characters cannot “sing. - So far as a story was -
'concerned all we had - to start with was: the basic premlse
-of a young man’ who inherits a fortune, is corrupted by

it and ends in penury and madness .37

'Auden had some reservatlons about the subject—matter but as to wrltlng
hlS llbretto in the most conventlonal classlcal manner Auden submltted

' to thls 1dea humbly, saylng that is sulted h1m very well’ s1nce for a-

I

beglnner, it is technlcally ea31er to wrlte a libretto for- such conventlons .

than a music drama of wagnerlan tjpe "38 For an explanatlon of why Auden

B

was .so w1111ng to subordlnate hunself to Strav1nsxy 1n thls matter and o

of why he called hlmself g beglnner when 'a beglnner" he certalnly '
Qs DI

was not we must turn to Auden s" flrst llbretto, Paul Bunxan
Auden wrote Paul Bunyan in 19&1 for a young Engllsh composer named

Benjamln Brlttén. Even before Paul Bunyan, Auden had con51derable experlence

~. .

as a wrlter of . texts for mu51c, he and Brltten had collaborated on. varlous

we
‘

. mu81co-11terary projects since 1936 and in the course of thelr partnershlp

had produced such works as the "Symphonlc Cycle for Soprano and Orchestra,,

The Huntlng Fathers (1936) and the Hymn to St. Cec111a (l9h2) But Paul
!

zan was both Auden s and Brltten s flrst foray 1nto the operatlc fleld

and although both later 1n the1r respectlve careers, went on to create |

11brettlst1c and 0perat1c works of outstaﬁdlng merlt thelr Paul Bunyan

7{ was on ‘both sldes an unmltlgated fallure. So dlsapp01nted were they

by thlS that after _BEXEE.S 1n1t1al one—week run at Columbla Unlver51ty,. ~
BT Auden and Brltten wlthdrew both llbretto\and score and gave them to the :;~
'ifl Unlver51ty s llbrary w1th 1nstruct10ns that they never be publlshed or |

. performed or allowed to c1rculate.3? l

g
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*r%uden cr1t1c John G. Blalr has said that the fallure of Paul Bunyan
throws little l1ght on- Auden 5 more mature work in opera hO He 1s, g
however§ greatly mlstaken 1n thls for an exam1nat1on of Auden s operatlc
debut reveals a great deal about Auden S llbrettlstlc theorles, or,.
rather his lack of then, prlor to The Rake and thereby goes a long way
towards explﬁlnlng the 1mpact of Auden 5 later and very dec1slve
partnershlp w1th Strav1nsky -

Foreshadow1ng Auden s.later conv1ctlon that the best subJects for

a llbretto ‘are those that deal with "the secondary worlds" of legend and

'umyth b1 Auden s flrst llbretto was an attempt to dramatlze the Amerlcan

'legend of the myth;cal glant Paul Bunyan,. Apcordlng to Auden, hls

‘llbreitsrwas 1ntended to present '1n a compressed falry-story form the

- devel eht of the contlnent from a v1rgln forest before the blrth of- Paul

Bunyan to Settlement andtcultlvatlon when Paul Bunyan Says goodbye

because he- is no: longer ‘mneeded. " 2 As far as Auden s dec131on to use

.‘thls partlcular legend was. concerned the fault lay not w1th Auden s
o f

“1ntentrbn Wthh as we can recognlze, was already cons1stent w1th
.llbrettlstlc convention, but w1th his- failure, when maklng hls ch01ce,.f

to take theatrlcal and mu51cal cons1derat10ns 1nto account., Auden found

"he had con51derable dlfflculty 1n puttlng thls partlcular legend on

‘ stage. Bunyan s s1ze and general mythlcal characterlstlcs prevent hlsff‘

. phyﬁlcal appearance on the stage, Auden wrote, and so«he was forced to"
ld”represent hlm by only an off;staée speaklng v01ce. Slmllarly, Bunyan 5

Rffamous glant blue ox, Babe, could hardly appear on- stage either. Other'

problems whlch presented themselves were the unposs1bllity of" deplctlng-""'

“Bunyan s herorc eXp101ts dlrectly and the nec6831ty of 1nvent1ng female'

' characters 1n a legend in whlch there orlglnally were none 1n order to

L i

Y
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secure variety of musical tore-colour.
_Auden_evidently neyer~forgot this'lesson'about the necessity of .
S o
con51der;ng the eventual mu51cal settlng before plannlng and wrltlng the r///;/

text. This, . for 1nstance,vhad been the way in which" Strav1nsky had
tj1n51sted they plan thelr initial plot—llne together.hu Auden s . fallure'

f to do so when plannlng Paul Bunyan probably contrlbuted g?%nlfloantly to
;Auden s taklng an extremely exaggerated v1ew of thls matter 1n later years

les statement that 'the verses whlch the llbrettlst wrltes are not:
addressed to the publlc but are really a prlvate letter to the composer"l‘ls '

constltutes one of the most over-stated wversions of the romantlc bellef

'1n the supremacy -of the mu51cal s1de of an operatlc partnershlp. Even.

v

'Strav1nsky later complalned about Auden s often exaggerated ZEal in

° et

subordlnatlng hlmself to the mus1c.- Speaklng of thelr collaboratlon -on.

%

" the Elegy for J.F.K. (l96h Strav1nsky wrote ," Co Z"f . R
I prov1ded h1m [Auden] with a few hazy hlnts, nothlng 1mpor--'
tant but’ perhaps somethlng to help him’start., I told,hlm

- that T was thinking of & choral rather than a solo piece, =~ A
.tot confine him to. the s1mplest language. But: Auden ‘is almost
too skillful. He not only anticipates the uses of music but
is so ready’ to subordinate himself to it-that he has to be .
c1rcumvented t6 be’ kept far enough upstage.h 1N

Here &galn, then, is the 1ron1c s1tuat10n of the" composet exh1b1t1ng a p.
"greater c0ncern for the text than h1s often too-tlmld llbrettlst
But aslde from the troubles with the subJect-matter, Paul Bun an 's :

» 'major falllng ‘seems to: have been an 1ncon51stency of approach Accordlng f~“

‘t

"'to Danlel G Hoffmann, who. actually saw several pﬂ%brmances of the opera,_"

Allden ""',’-
.« . . seems never to have declded, .. exactly what sort -_h. SERECULp
of a play he had set out to write. T#¥ is- ‘by turns an eplc,‘v . R
a romance, and a’ satlre; consequently, the total effect 1s

confus1ng.§7 o s o S

‘;Not only d1d Auden try to portray the story of Paul Bunyan but he trled to o



: comblne thlS w1th a satire on the ev1ls and hypocrlsy of contemporary
" ‘
Amerlcan soclety. The song "The Glamour Boys - and Glrls Have Grlevances

0

" a satlre on fmerica s 1d0117at10n of Hollywood mov1e ‘stars,_ is’

Too,
typlcal of thls Brechtlan veln

You ve no.idea how dull 1t is. ) A
Just being perfect nullities =~ : o
' The 1dols of & democratic nation,
. The heroes of the multitude
. “lv Thelr dreams of female pulchrltude,
Ho N We're very, very tlred of admiratlon hB o
But thls satlre is mlsplaced and serves onl;e%o contradlct the eplc elements %?

T

| oft the story.v Bunyan is a Promethean flgure who is banlshed*from the: ¥
'c1v111zat10n he hlmself create&, yet "1n Auden's play, that ‘life 153 e

, compounded of such hypocrlsy, tlnsel and shallownéss that Paul Bunyah'
‘ v h9 R
"‘gkgfex1le to é’fresher Wleerness 1s only to be env1ed "
S A1 told, Hoffman notes no less than‘six different»and often
- contradiCtory'sﬁyleS‘in Paul'Bunyan.‘ The flnal "lltany wh1ch concludes

the drama is symptomatlc of this over—all lack of dramatlc dlréctlon e

' The lltany shows that his- 1ntent10ns were perhaps not - - ; o
sufficiently clear to hlmself, since the tone of this ™ = .- LS

. short excerpt changes%ﬂnwst ldine by line. Like.the . o ;

‘rest of the script,. it is'serioud, satlrlcal “and - - oo

3jpo1gnant by turns. .In a work of only forty typewrittén - '-”. <
pages the" effect is sd7self—contrad1cto§y that no con- ’ -
81stent dlrectlon gives the llbretto dramatlc force,’0 .

Robert Al Slmon, who revlewed performances of Paul Bunyan for The New :
Yorker, concurs w1th Hoffman s conclu51ons and s&ys Auden compounded these
——

already fatal errors by u51ng)"sucf unconventlonal theatrlcal dev1ces as

L wlld geese, a Western Unlon messenger ‘on a blcycle, a moon that

blue and a duet on the relatlve merlts of soup and beans.
contrlbuted to, the fact that "1n the theater S Paul Bunyan dldn't

Jell. "51

: t

A

Looklng at Paul Bunyan 1n retrospect, 1t appears that although Auden

5}X p.t. ) :}fiﬂﬁv,‘fb

-

~y
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by 1941 had already developed certain ideas about libretto-writing which

g . . ‘ ' . . t - )
were to remain constant ‘throughout his career as a 11brett1st, nevertheless,

’ Y
in Paul Bunvan his llbrettlstlc technique was def1c1ent in prec1sely

those very areas to wath Strav1nsky would later unw1tt1ngly provide the

solutions, that Jds, in the areas of ch01ce of subject-matter and form .

Prlor to Bunyan Auden had already written several successful

plays—- The Dance of Death 51933), The Dog Beneath-the Skin (1935) and

The Ascent of F—G.(1936) the latter two with Chrlstopher Isherwood——

K

but clearly this experlence did not help hlm here, In wrltlng Paul Bunxan,
'Auden clearly had no idea of whaf 1t was to write a llbretto and so had *
endeavored to concoct one out of a mlscellaneous conglomeratlon of
1ncompat1ble‘dramat1c technlques and unconventlonal theatrlcal devices;

In fact, Auden later admitted ' as much to cr1t1c Monroe K. Suears,

saying that at the time of Paul Bunza “he "knew llttle or nothlng about
opera_sé After Bun Xan\%/lnevt}ghle and immlllatlng defeat Audent must
surely have reallzed that wrltlng a llbretto was a matter very dlfferent
from wrltlng a pkW'and that it requlred a technlque with which. he was

‘$
not as yet conversant . ThlS, 1nc1dentally, probably accounts H*

‘érge
part.for why‘Auden in the articles he wrote on llbretto wrltlng after
The Rake, devoted a conslderable proportlon of hls tlme to a dlscu851on

of the dlfferences between wrltlng a llbretto and wrltlng an ordlnary

spoken play It is no wonder then, that Auden was 'S0 w1111ng to accept

Strav1nsky S leECtlon in the ch01ce of’ subject—matter and form and .so

o] w

N )
ready to submlt to hls programme for a llbretto based upon the ea31ly-

P

acce351b&/m\bnventlons of the cla551cal opera.

1

There cdn be no doubt howvever, that Auden would never’ have o] readlly

" accepted Strav1nsky s 1dea for a llbretto based upon the hlghly artlflclal



conventions. of classical opera with its arias and recitativeg if his own
thebries of art had nottalready.predisposed him in this direction. And
sure enough, in his long poem New Year Letter January 1, 1940," we see

that Auden had 1ndeed already expressed a belief in art as artifice
J S '

hlgth compatlble w1th Strav1nsky S own:

. Art in intention is mlme31s'
f : But, realised, the resemblance ceases,
Art is not llfe and cannot be :
A m1dw1fe to-society. .
For art is a fait ameompli..
What they should 0, or how or when
Life order -comes to living men
- It cannot say, for it presents
Already lived exoerlence ’ : _
Through a convention that’ creates ' e

Autonomous completed .states.
\m

. e ¢ o . . “

The unique serves to typlfy,
. Becomes, though still partlcular,
An algebralc formuls,
/ An abstract model of events .
Derived from dead experlments,.. .03
7 oo
Perhaps it was thelr 51mllar 1deas on the na%ure of art to Wthh Strav1nsky

: i
'referred ‘when - he sald that "as soon as we began to work together I dlscovered

LS

that we sharéa\the same. views ; . . on the nature of the Beautlful and

,the Good. ol

iNevertneless, it was st111 Auden's contact with Strav1nsky that
crystalllzed hls ideas- about what conventlon meant when applled to the.
‘llbretto form in partlcular It is 51gn1flcant in this context to note
that all of Auden S artlcles .on hlS theory of opera, appeared after The Rake

#

and relterated the lessons he hgd learnt from his experlence with Strav1nsky.
In %@dltlon, contrary to the over-all twentleth—Century tnend 1nplibretto-n
writing but conszstent\alth Strav1nsky s 1deas, all of.Aﬁden's libretti-"
cla551fy as operas. as opposed to mu31c dramas." con .

Thus; as the,worktwhich poth culminated’StravinSKy's operatic_career‘ﬁ

.

.
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ool ?

and initiated Auden's 'anew, The Rake's Progress was the vehlcle whereby
: : 1

the one man passed hlS 1deas, theories and 1nsp1ratlons on to another,

.with the mos t frultful and unexpected of results._ That Auden should have

been so well prepared both by his own aesthetlc 1nc11nat10ns and by, in

-~

gpartlcul r, hls own ‘previous llbrettlstlc experlence to be not only
receptive to Strav1nsky s ideas but also s0 well Sulted to take t hem to

SO rewardlng a conclus1on was certalnly one of the most fortultous
? . - . . ¢ '
14

colnc1dences in the history_of the libretto. =~ -

o

Although a few llterary crltlcs have*already recognized that The

Rake s Progress occunles a leplt;mate place in Auden s llterary canon,

it is stlll the prevalllng tendency to speak of a libretto as if it belongs

< B
[

to the composer who, more often ‘than not has- done no more than set lt

»

to musie. And thlS is deflnltely not a mlstake that w1ll be repeated
" here, in splte of the fact that we have had to admlt that 1n thls case
Stravlnsky had a. cons1derable 1nfluence over The Rake even before it was’

:wrltten., By 1nduc1ng Auden to wrlte the llbretto to 8 N ernoper composed

of set arlas, recltatlves and ensemble numbers, Strav1nsky d1d tap Auden's -

[438
‘talent for letlng short lyr;cal p1eces and dld 1ntroduce hlm to a set .

of eonventlons whlch turned out to ‘be most congenlal to hlS poetlc and

s

dramatlc glfts " And it 1s also true that as a result The Rake 1s, 12“'
strlklng contrast to Paul Bunzan what Joseph Kerman has suc01nctly '
descrlbed as "dlrect, economlcal well—shaped and undeflected by secondary

HSS

'materlal But even though Strav1nsky made the 1n1t1al suggestlons,

the respon51b111ty for the actual wr1t1ng was - Auden s alone and 1nev1tably
The Rake became the vehlcle for many 1deas and themes whlch Strav1nsky

could never have foreseen. The 1n1t1al plot llne Wthh Strav1nsky -and

fAuden formulated together 1s, 1t is true, substantlally the same as that

N

[y
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of the completed llbretto but’ even the most cursory glance at ~the two

i

51de¢by 31de reveals how much Auden succeeded in maklng out of so little.

And as far as Auden S statement to the effect that "a libretto is addressed

only to the composer is concerned, it must be sald that in actual ,

practlcq}Auden was too much to an artlst not to address hls libreétto. to

"issues. far w1der than thls, as we shall presently see,

Before turnlng to The Rake 1tself, 1t should be noted that even the

manner in Whth Auden went about wrltlng his llbretto was con31stent
LN

with llbrettlst ‘c6n;ent10n. That is to say, he asked hls frlend ‘the
. w .
Amerlcan poet @ﬁi;ter Kallman to be his co- llbrettlst ThlS curious ;

.

phenomenon of co-authorlng a llbretto was partlcularly endemlc in the
nlneteenth century, the above—mentloned team of Jules Batoler and
M;chel Carre (Faust) was typlcal of thlS trend as was the famous'duo Of'k

Lulgl Illica and Glus,gppe Glacosa (_aL Boheme, Madame But ¢ nrfly, Tosca)

" Often this practlce would go to ridiculous lengths and in its most

extreme form amounted to collectlve llbretto—wrltxng. ,Flve llbrettists;-

o Domenlco Ollva Marco Praga, Glullo,Rlcardl, Illlca and Glacosa--, plus

Pucc1n1 wrote the llbretto Manon Lescaut (1893) and composer Virgil - |
Thomson ma;ntalns that tWelVe had a hand in wrltlng Loulse (l900)“for “-I,-'
Charpentler'56 Even ounicaprlcc1o (l9h2) seems to have been the result-
of a collectlve,‘Clemens Krauss recelves .the credlt “but. contrlbutlons
to it were aIso made by Rlchard Strauss, Joseph Gregor Stefan Zwelg,

Hans Swarowsky and Rudolf Hartmann.ST'

v The Rake's Progress is, fortunately 'far from belng $0 extreme %

pCase. Although Auden s secretary Alan AnSen has attrlbuted almost half

o,
of the flnlshed product to Kallman,583 1t was Auden who exerclsed the

_controlllng v151on and S0 The Rake can be Justlflably con51dered



95°

to be prlmarlly the result of Auden S efforts Certalnly, there can be

no doubt which of the two poets played the. domlnant role, jﬁdglng on the

basis: of - Vallman s own publications-- Storm at Castelfranco (1956) s e

-~

Absent and Present (1963) and The Qense of Occa51on (1971) -5 one cannot_

4

help but concur with eritic Spears that 'Fallman s poetry is much llke

Auden 's -and sometlmes bears the mark of obv1ous derlvatlon thls 1s
' o to be expected .. L’g;if _
C . e : i : : S

After The Rake, Auden and Kallman collaborated on several projects,'

1nclud1ng the- ertlng of three more’ llbrettl, the edltlng of the Ellzabethan :
.

R4
5 Book (1957) and the translatlon of Don Glovannl, The Maglc Flute -

-and Brecht s ballet cantata Dle 51eben Todsunden. In the artlcle

"Translatlng Opera Librettl," Auden later called all of these oollaboratlons

the work’ of a corporate personallty" .and dlscouraged arrogant and
'

, stupld rev1ewers" from. trylng to dlsentangle ‘who wrote what 60 In view

= of thlS,>Crlth Blalr has made. the follow1ng comment

A To separate thelr 1nd1v1dual contrlbuthns is’ ultlmately
~ impossible because their joint efforts have produced a
cohesive work of art 'as end product. . . . the author- _
- ship of particular passages is essentlally irrelevant. e
- The Auden-Kallman Rake's Progress as its stands is, . /... . =
both poetic and dramatic, .Analysis can show how .its plan and
~and many devices of its executlon are exemplary of Auden 's
work- as a whole.6 '

Thls attltude 1s the one underlylng the present btudybas well

Opera wrotevAuden, is pure artlflce .and is for thlsireason "the
1deal medlum for a traglc myth 62 Thls deflnltlon, expressed w1th1n a 415-
year of The Rake s debut and composed of two 1deas, the one acqulred | |
from Strav1nsky the sgcond retalned 31nce Paul Bunxan was the controlllng ‘

_ thought behlnd Aua!n s wr1t1ng of The Rake s Progress. Notlng that

£
Hogarth s narratlve of the unrepentant rake lacked "mythlcal resonance



Auden sought to make the hero of his operatlc 'Progfess” ”antembodiment

of Evpryman and hls llbretto 'a mixture of falry#story and medreval

: morallty play "63 In ord/m to accompllsh thls, Auden took Hogarth ]

‘15 aCCompanled by his MeDhlstopheles, so. Auden s, Tom Rakewell is

story in’ lms bare outllnes and 1mposed upon 1t the story and the ‘theme

’_/ -l . "‘
of F&ust a legend khlGh gas we have already seen, ‘had been the malnstay

of many 11brettlstlc plots and Whlch had the advantage of all the mythlcal

x,

mbdleVal aﬂd moral overtones ‘for which Auden was seeklng Thus, as Faust '

@

accompanled by hls servant Nlck Shadow It 1s 1nterest1ng to note

L]

'that the nale "Shadow 'max have been suggested by the ertlngs of Carl

: Jung ln whose works Auden was readlng W1dely at th1s tlme T o 3 S

“ _ ,
I have Called the 1nferlor and less commendable part of a

. Person the shadow, We have met with this figure in lit-
'erature, for 1nstance Faust. and h1s shadow'Mephlstopheles 6k .

\.. _
_ But these psychologlcal issues aside, ‘the story of Faust was already

s0. famlllar, esoeclally to- opera—goers, that it had become almost a
N
COnventlon in 1tself and so hegv)_as on several other occas1ons

i
/

dthroughout thls 11bretto, Auden dellberate%y departed from what would

~

“ordln&rlly pe expected ?hus, in The Ra?e Tom, unllke Faust does not

s

Iknow from the beglnnlng who Shadow really is. When ‘Tom asks him what

f

' W&ges W111 sult him, Shadow eva51vely replles that he w1ll let hlS -

£

master know hls fee 1n 2 year and. day‘v From thls, 1t is qulte obv1ous

L

. what SOrt of bargaln poor Tom has unw1ttingly made, 1nformatlon which is

4‘ !

‘Conflfmed when at the end of thls flrst scene Shadow turns to the

- . \

-audlenCe and, 1n an a31de remlnlscent of the elghteenth-century melo-

:dramas, Says, The PROGRFSS OF A RAKE beglns 65 . Thus,“Auden s use’ of

the Faust theme served two. purposes. It gave The Rake an - 1mmé/;ate and
Coal

conslstent sense of dramatlc dlrectlon, somethlng wh;ch his earlier

-
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llbretto had lacked and, at the same time, " allowed Auden to make departures -

from the f&mlllar thereby ach1ev1ng both humour and. dramatlc 1rony

The scene whlch most effectlvely makes. use of the contrast between

-

‘l‘the audlence S knowledge of theftruth and Tom s gulllble 1nnocence is the

thlrd scene of Act II where Shadoﬁ fools Tom w1th the 'bread machlne

E »Thlé‘fantastlc ”baroque mechanlsm whlch is actually the- llbrettlstlc

’

equlvalent of many of the dev1ces used in the modern theatre of the \

. ’ [
absurd 66 supposedly produces bread from broken chlna 'In an elaborate

‘pantomlme enacted whlle Tom 1s sleeplng, Shadow demonstrates the dev1ce

u'to the- audlence, sth1ng them that it is clearly the crudest of fakes

The denOnstratlon over Tom now awakens and, seelng the- machlne as the

[ W

Jembodlment of-the very thlng about whlch he has been dreamlng, launches

" (p. 21)

77;1nto hls lmpass1oned expreSSIOn of h1s hope to repent for hls raklsh )

. past by using the machlne as a means of feedlng the starv1ng multltudes

a ~

and of creatlng a paradlse on earth
_-Thanks to thls excellent devlce
Man shall re—enter Paradise.
_ From which He once was .driven.
- : Secure from need the cause of crlme,.
- The world shall for the second time,
' Be similar to Heaven.‘ (p. 21)

' Meanwhlle,‘Shadow, in.another sardonic asxde to the audlence observes’"

Cty

that 'there S no fantastlc lle/You cannot make men SWallow 1f you try' e

e

L

The 1rony, the humour and even the mocklng reference to ‘the Phllemon

dand Bauc1s eplsode of ‘the Second Part of Goethe(s Faust are 1mmed1ately

'apparent But what is even more 1mportant than these is the sklllful

e
5 %

way in Whlch Auden-has managed to turn what he has called the llbretto

]
,afflnlty for artlflce 1nto & Vehlcle for satlre. That Tom should be

P . N

v

<.
Mo

v

s

ETR

f‘fooled 1nto bellev1ng he can aid: Sufferlng humanlty w1th the help of so ,"'
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transparently false.a machlne is surely a. S&tlrlc comment on the imprac-

v

tlcal1ty of utoplan v151ons in general N

Thls 1nterpretatlon is con51stent with the endlng of the play
~which demonstrates the 1mp0351b111ty of ever ach1ev1ng one's paradlse
.on earth As in GOLthe s ver51on of the Faust theme Auden's Tom 1s

'saved from hell bv the "Eternal Femlnlne and 1s.assured of'salvation:_,
lelde, little boat o o LY N

Glide, gllde, gllde. : o
Toward the Islands-of the Blest (p 29)

But. although Annels Tove "can plunder Hell of 1ts prey," (p. 18)<she' E
- can save Tom from nelther 1nsan1ty nor death and so, 1n ‘the end even she4
must leave hlm. "In thls earthhrc1ty we/Shall not meet agaln love yet/
vNever thlnk that I forget" (p 30) ‘ Thus, the!end of Tom's' progress"lh
1s” to dle alone and 1nsane but wlth however, the splrltual reallzatlon
-:of the futlllty and vanlty of hls hopes for the authly consummatlon of
any of hls de31res. As 1n Klng Lear 1t 1s not until he 1s mad that B '
Tom reallzes the madness of hls former worldly 11fe |
| _iIn a foollsh dream, in a gloomy labyrlnth
I hunted shadows, dlsdalnlng thy true-love;
Forgive thy. servant who repents his ‘madness,
Forglvé Adonis-and he shall faithful prove., (p. 29)
It should be p01nted out here that Auden's llbretto 1s not the only one
10 suggest madness as the conddtlon of modern man. Alban Berg s Wozzeck
nbalthough in many ways ‘8- far mote bltter play than Auden s, also comes:_f‘

4

‘to the same concluslon,»' 7%' S o : : o

Thus, Auden's llbretto partlclpates to a certaln extent in tpe

_modern trend of the antl-utopla. Thls, however, cannot be taken too

f'b “
far for Auden s satlre on man' 5. bllnd falth in the power of machlnery
'and technology to work mlracles is," unllke the full-fledged satlre on

’P,



_1gnores Tom 5 noble 1mpuls S and p01nts Out that dreams are all very

'Cltlzens They mill around Tomts exproprlated goods reJ0101ng that

man and his machlnes in Karel Capek s R.U.R. of Huxley s Brave New World

llmlted to r1d1cu11ng orne nan's. gulllble trust in a very 51lly and . ¥
artlflclal contraptlon All the same, Tom"s mlsplaced falth 1n :

the bread machlne does. 1ead, as .we see in, the auctlon scene whlch follows,

- .to not only hlS own" downfall but to the ru1n of many other innocent

-

people be51des, Auden s work is not so. remote from the 1arger lrterary

" trends of our .age of anxlety" as 1t mlght at flrst appear.

But the satlre 1n thls scene 1s most dlrectly almed at the unscrupulous’

, practlces of blg bu51ness' nd mass advertlslng. Shadow contemptuoualy

: well but one must flrst of all manufacture and sell one s merchandhse

before one - can make & fortune: -~ - - L e

;Eo, you' Who know. your proper 1nterest L T
Here is your golden chance. Invest.. Invest o ' :
“Come, take.your shares 1mmed1ately, my friends, = . o = <

“And pralse the folly ‘that pays d1v1dends. ' ‘ e

’ ,Forglve me, master for. 1ntrud1ng upon your transoorts, but .
" your dream 1s'stlll a long way from’ fulfillment. Here is
the machlne, it is_ true. But it must be. manufactured in
great’ quantities. T must be advertlzed, it must be sold.
We shall need money and adv1ce. We shall need partners,
'merchants of. problty and reputatlon in the- Clty (p 23)

'Thls same tone is contlnued 1n the auctlon scene whlch follows.' Here,

we See Auden maklng very effectlve use of the llbrettlstlc conventlon of

"the chorus Wthh in thls scene represents the Crowd of Respectable -

0

"a thOusand lose that a thousand may galn, '(p 2&) hoplng to flnd some

' trlnket whlch "may be . salvatlon" (p. 25) and gulllbly respondlng to '

Sellem the auctloneer who gllbly dlsposes of such useless 1t§ms as a

o stuffed auk and a mounted fish as if they were objects of the greatest’

-i e

'value. The Crowd is shown to be susceptlble not only to Sellem K] hardjr.
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Sell;_but'also to rumour, gossip and suggestion generally:
When Anne asks for news of Tom, ‘the ‘Crowd responds w1th some

S _wild rumors and indicates its- 1nd1fference to the real Tom )
. by dlsm1551ng hlm wlth ‘a few labels "He s a EthOdlSt'" "He's a Paplst'"C8

-

n' Thus, the Brechtlan veiln whlch we noted in Auden 5. Paul Bunxan has found

‘1ts way 1nto thls llbrettp as well( S Lo j '.b

p

: .‘\<\\\ Just as Auden had satlrlzed Hollywood m0v1e stars ~in Paul Bunxan

-

- 80 he satlrlzes the theatre here too ThlS is done prlmarlly through
- : .
' :the figUre of<Baba the Turk. When she flrst makes her appearance on

\ 1
G’stage, all her movements and gestures are 1n‘"the practlced marner of a
great art:ste” (p 20) and so awesome 1s her presence that adorlng

K.

"crowds of fans flock to see»her and brave warrlors who ﬁfVer fllnched

(p. lY) But at home, she is revealed to be the perfect carlcature of the
commonplace and the tr1v1al, as here, in her chatterlng breakfast talk *_ (

B about her many admlrers and the many glfts they have glven her: ,'”' ~
jAs I was saylng, both hrothers wore mustaches,’ -
-But Sir- John was taller they gave me the musical glasses.,
That was “in Vienna, .no, 1t must have been Milan - .
Because. of the donkeys. Vlenna was the Chinese fan .

i e s e s e s s s o .‘.'. ¢ % e e s e .0 e 4 &

The. snuff boxes came from Paris, and the flumlnous _gravels
-From a cardinal who ,admired me vastly in Rome. = - ' L
You'! rg. ot eating, my love. Count Moldau gave me the gnome\é&*/
- And - Prince Obolowsky.the little statues of the Twelve Apostl
~ Which T.like best of A1 my treasures except my. fossils.
- Which reminds me’ I must tell Brldget never to toﬁch the murmies.
I'11 dust them myself e , S
. - My love, what s the matter,, ) f'_ “
"_mw(hntymutﬂk? (p 20) . - o ‘

;As herman’has noted? 't is hard to know what is more dreadful her

'céaseless chatter, her tantrum or her saccharlne llttle love song.ﬁ69
Yet, as in all parodles of Show Bus1ness, Baba has the 1nev1table )

_eheart of gold, 1t is she who in. the end convinces Anne to remain true to

-«

Tom and who leaves the stage w1th the. greatest dlgnlty, although even
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.. her last majestlc line- is tlnged W1th a note of £Oncolt and m@rcenary

“greed 'The next tlme Vou see Baba you shall pay" (p. 26) |

But Baba fulfllls several 1mportant functlons in The Rake, not the

- least of them belng the task of p01ntung out 1n the Epllogue that all men

say or do is theater (p 30) ' Contrary to-Colln Maqon S statement

‘ that Baba is- the main-weakness of the llbretto, 79 she . 1s, in fact

.‘one af 1ts manlsﬁengths‘ Not only is she 1nterest1np in her. oun rlght

ﬁbut she functlons dramatlcally in effectlvely hlnderlng the reunlon of

'lTom and Anne" too soon in the action and is one of the main sour&gSPOf \

the llbretto s humour 71‘ But euen more 31gn1f1cant than‘thls, 1s the

role she plays in Auden s satlre on the "false" ex1stent1allsm of Sa?trek-
‘ As opposed to what he called the fashlonahly modern atheistic

ex1stent1a11sm of wrlters such as Glde, Camus and Sartz:,e,'-(2 iAuden’was

an exponent of the Chrlstlan ex1stent1allsm of, in particular;lthe‘Danish

.vph110sopher S¢ren Klerkegaard whose 1nfluence had, in fact, "been fundamental

and pervas1ve in Auden s thought 51nce l9hO "73 The "absurdltles" of

"The Rake S. Progress,‘ such as the'bread machine, the bearded-lady and
“‘wthe game of cards in a graveyard are not qulte as far-fetched as thev
mlght at flrst appear when we reallze that Auden hat ised them in order

to expose what he sees as ‘the fundamental dlfferences between these tuo
;‘branches of exlstentlallst thought the athelstlc‘gng the Chrlstlan

:‘ Tom.s dec1s1on to marry Baba the. Turklls based upon no more than pure

w1llfulness and thus is an example of what Auden understood to be the

"false or athelstlc absurd In a letter to Strav1nsky, he called it an

acte gratult" of the sort descrlbed by Sartre.7h Not surprlslngly, it
is the dev1l who 1nc1tes Tom in the dlrectlon of thls false ex1stent1allsm.'

-‘”Telllng h1m that he must abandon the dlctates of both Nature and his®
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conscience, Shadow suggestsﬂto Tom that he must nQw learn how to act

"freely . 5
.+ . . Come, msster[/:;serve the host of mankind. How are they?

Wretched, Why? Because they are:not.free, Why/? Because S

" the glddy miltitude are driven by the unpredlctable,Must of

their pleasures and the sober few are bound by the 1nflex1ble
Ought of their duty, between which slaverles there is nothing
to choose. . "Would you be happyV Then learn to act freely.

* Would you act freely? Then learn to ignore those twin tyrantsA -

But

bto bec e notorlous for hls w1llfulness,

. thls

Wr

of appetlte and conscience. Therefore T counsel you master--
take Baba the Turk to wife. . (p 18)°

[N
l .

because Tom . has based hlS dec151on to marry solely on the valn de31re‘

Baba's beard serves to v1sually empha31ze the absurdlty and falseness of

s it of "free act." - _ o i

In opp051tiongto this, Auden later presents an example of the: "true"

’ absurd, of, in other words, a Klerkegaardlan "leep of pure falth

ng in hls Introductlon to The LlVlng Thoughts of Klerkegaard, a

which \uden edlted in l,/? but one year after The Rake 'S’ flrst

”ormance, Auden explalned what . he understood by the Klerkegaardlan

rvleap:rv IR . I . ; R . ~{)
Pascal's wager and Klerkegaard s '"leap" are neither of
them quite adequate descriptions,. for the. one suggests
prudent calculatlon and the other perverse. arbitrariness.
Both, ‘however, have some value-the first calls men's -
attentlon to the fact that in all oth® spheres of life they e

:

are ‘constantly actlng on faith and quite w1111ngly, the

second reminds them that they cannot live without faith

~in- somethlng, and that when the faith which they. have 'vi' e
:breaks down, . when the ground crumbles under their feet,

they have to leap even into uncertalnty air they are to av01d

. certain destructlon 75

" on a

The latter: part of this quotatlon descrlbes preclsely the 51tuat10n
hv

:1n the graveyard scepe of Act III where the fate of Tom's soul is staked

game of cards. Hav1ng correctly guessed the. devll s flrst tﬁg

cards, Tom now has only one ehance left 1n whlch to save hlS soul 'But

hlS marrlage is doomed to failure.

v
L
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Shadow, a sly satan to the end, decides to trick Tom by putting the first

. : . , ' : “~. 4
4 - : . r

cardiguessed'bagk into'the vatk: . -
. . ) ’ ¥, v
-» The simpler the trick, the simpler the déceit;
That there is no return, I've taug?t hum web%
.+ And repetltlon palls him: . '
. The Queen of Hearts agaln hall be for him the Queen of Hell (p. 28)

.

But at this p01nt ‘Tom hears Anne s v01ce singing off—stage ‘and’ 1nsp1red\
by her love he returns to the one card he knows has already been pulled
[ R
, | .
and in total deflance of the laws ‘of reason “and commonsense, erles,‘

'Renew my llfe of Queen of Hearts, agaln” (p 28). - o .

Thls de0151on, no matter how 1rratlonal or "absurd -1t may appear,,

<H ..

praves to be Tonm' s salvatlon As .an act of pure falth taken ”to avdld
certa;n destruction;n ityis;fe genulne 1erkegaard1an 1eap 1nto

uncertainty.” » Thus, Tom'shlast/y{Lh, as’ opposed to his %arllerAacte
gratuit, is a dramatlc presentatdon of the "true" absurdiof Christian
ex1stent1allsm as Auden understood it. ‘ | o

Y e DY

Unllke in Paul Runxan then, 1n The Rake's Progress Auden has managed

to 1ntegrate the llbrettoﬁa.afflnlty for artlflce .and fantastlc dev1ces j‘.xm‘

_not only into his plot but into e fundamental satlrlc and phllosophlcal

(O

]

message of the llbretto as well hat Auden has achleved so much w1th -

such economy and all w1th1n the bounds of the conVentlons of the

\Numaernoper is certalnly bne of h1s most remarkable accompllshments.

Desplte the fact that Tom has beencsaved from the ravages of hell
thevdevll w111~have his reVenge.{ Taklng Tom s Klentegaardlan renun01atlon

of reason to 1ts most extreme, the dev1l curses Tom w1th 1nsan1ty.' Thus,,;

: 1n thls llbretto, as in Thomas Mann's. modern versron of” the Faust story, ,gﬁ;»,

4Tom, though»saved, dles mad. 4 B - C Co

‘,Although this is'the end”of'Tomﬁsistory,'it iswnot thefend of the

R S
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lidretto for Auden has appended an epilogue. Here, in a clear demonstr

o

tion of affinity with suel libretti of the livret A.ihdse tradition as

Da Fonte's Don Giovanni and Brecht's Threepenny Opera, all the piayers

come forward and announce the "momel" of the tale:
" This proverb has proved: true
Since Eve went out with Adam:
For idle hands W
And hearts and minds
The Devil finds
A work ‘to do,
A work, dear Sir, fair Madam
For you and you. (p. 30)

Many CrltlcS have expressed dlssatlsfactlon wlth this scene’ saylng,
as, for lnstance, Kerman does that "it is vain for the‘Epilogue to
nervously mock\moraliZing."T6 It 'is not’ morallzlng, however, which
Auden mocks here but theatr1cal conventlons in general. « By having the
entlre,cast,— "the men w1thout‘the1r w1gs, Baba without her beard" .
(p. 30)-~, come forward and explain what they ‘have been d01ng, Auden
is shatterlng all artistia 1llu31ons and 1is remlndlng us that all ve -
have seen and heard is, as Baba says, only theatre. In other words,

eAuden is relteratlng in, theatrlcal termwﬁhls 1dea that opera and
 indeed,’ all art, is not reallty but merely "pure artlflCe To quote
agaln frOm the "New Year Letter

Art 1n intention is mimesis

But, reallsed the resemblanee ceases;
Art is not llfe .« .

" Such an endlng is entlrely approprlate to a llbretto which has been ruled

~'so much by convention and 1s, in fact, one of the play s flnest ironies.
Hav1ng demonstrated how Auden used the artlflce of "OnVentlon for .

the purposes of satlre and as a means of dlscu551ng various phllosophlcal,'

ellglous and aesthetlc lssues, 1t must now be brlefly noted how Auden

,used conventlon on the purely verbal level
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In the same artiele from which the above—mentloned deflnltlon wa°
taken, Auden callg the ensemble 'the crowying . glory of opera. ”77 In
The Rake, he has written verses hthh certalnly do J¥stice to the dram-

atic pOSolbllltleS of such ensemble scenes., At the end of €ach ensemble -

LN

part, for instance, Auden will often use the same word but with a

slightly different meaning. Thus, inithe trio sung after Anne discovers
, _ R
Tom has married Baba all three parts lead, each by a different path,

to the same word forever. Even more 1ngenlouo is the way Auden has

s

used rhyme.to create irony The follow1ng quartet from Act I is

I

eSpec1ally striking in this respect

Rakewell
: . Be thanked, and as my Fortune and. my gulde,
Remaln conflrm deny

Shadow
- Be thanked, for ‘masterless should I abide
Too long, I soon would dle.

@

~ Anne ' S %‘.
: Be thanked 0 God for hlm, and may a brlde
Soon to hlS vows reply..

Truelove
' Be thanked, 0 God and curb in hlm all prlde,
That Anne may never sigh. (p. 12)

*

Inr keeplng w1th 11brettlst1c conventlon, Auden has kept- h1s lines -

short and- hlS lmagery conc1se ‘and clear yet dynamlc and evocatlve Thls o

v

is partlcularly true of the ballads sung by the whores and roaring boys

in the brothel scene where the Iyrlcs have the plthy quallty remlnlscent

{ .
of the folk—song at 1ts best. The song Lanterloo, my lady" 1s the one

which Strav1nsky 31ngled out for spec1al pralse:

The sun ‘is bright, the grass 1s green:
' Lanterloo, lanterloo.- :
The King is courting his young Queen.
Lanterloo, my lady : :

They go a-walking What do they see? -
. An almarac in a walnut tree. -

9
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They o a-riding. Whom do they meet ?
' Three‘scarecrows and a pair of feet,

What w1ll she do. when they sit at a table?
‘Eat as much ag she 1s able.

What w1ll he. do when ythey lie in bed?
Lanterloo,. lanterloo.

Draw his sword and chop off her head.
Lanterloo, my lady. - (p. 16)

ThlS ballad liké tone 1s deceptlve however; this song; though

s,
w

dellberately surreal, is not so ”absurd” as it might at flrst appear
With admlrable economy of. means., Auden ‘has been careful throughout J
The Rake to wrlte nothlng that does not 1n some way reféﬁ to the whole.
Thls song, for 1nstance, can be.read .as a»summary of the entlre play,
the Klng here 15, ‘of course, Shadow who 15 courtlng Tom for hlS soul
(In that 1t is an.outllne of what is to come, it i3<a1so*a-warning to
i;Tom, a warning, needless'toisay, vwhich he does not heed) The almanacbr
is a reference to what has Just tahen place, as an allu51on to'time (it
'also has certaln cabballstlc assoc1at10ns), it recalls Shadow g turnlng
back of the brothel’s clock The 1mage of’ the scarecrow evokes the c1rcus
freak Baba the Turk and the palr of feet Tom 'S eventual reaction to her'
vlncessant chatter . The 1dea of belng able to eat .as much as one 1s able ﬁ
'is, of course, a reference to Tom s bread machlne and the very last
stanza foreshadows his eventual end hls loss of reason and death

Thus, Auden ] verse, llFe all. good poetry, 1s only seemlngly 51mp1e
and conceals much that is of deeper 1mport , And Perhaps thls was
Auden s. greatest contrlbutlon to the llbretto form for, as we can see -
from the vay in which he sklllfully 1ntegrated the varlous elements of
"antl—utoplanlsm :dhrlstlan ex1stent1allsm, and Brechtlan 5001al and :
theatrlcal satlre 1nto hlS plot Auden, llke Beaumarchars, also belleVed

the llbretto capable of Supportlng the most serlous phllosophlcal '

i
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speculations. It is a fact to be- continually borne 3n hind whlle readlng

Auden s llbrettl that he belleved the llbretto to be the only '~erary

form left in Wthh the modern poet could ‘write in the "ngh o Sublime
Style _ ‘ o \
\ G opera -is the only art- form involving words which can
still employ the ngh or Bublime Style. -In days ‘gone by,
the poet could write in a High Style all by himself. ,
‘This seems to be no longé§5p0531ble The characteristic,
st?Ie -of modern poetry, or of the modern poetry I admlre, .
is'what Professor C.S. Lewis has termed Good Drab.- It is~'
& quiet intimate tone of voice, the speech of wne person’
addres31ng one person, not a large audience: whenever. a
modern. poet raises hisg voice, he seems phoney, like a man

o wearing elevator shoes. .+ . But the opera still ex1sts
‘as a viable art in’ opera people sing, and to sing means
'precisely 'to raise one's voice". A poet like myself who

" has preserved a love of the High Style, sees in opera an
opportunlty to make his contribution,’. . ., ‘provided he-
will take the trouble t understand his medium and is
lucky enough to flnd a composer in whom he has full

. confidence. 78 .

Although thlS dlscu551on of Auden s Rake has been necessarlly

“brief and bv no means an exhaustlve analy31s of the many thenes and '
‘.1ssues ralsed here nonetheless 1t is hoped that the very 1ntroductory

v.nature of this study will’ 1tself serve to suggest the wealth of the -

'unexplored materlal that has yet to be 1nvest1gated In other words, to
f

thpse who "take the trouble to understand the medlum," both thls llbretto e

and the llbretto 1n general w1ll prove themselves to be rlchly worthjthe
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