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Abstract 

 

Building on abundant research that points to the inherent musicality of Virginia Woolf’s 

writing style, this dissertation explores how her texts adapt to actual music. With the 

groundbreaking 1975 cycle From the Diary of Virginia Woolf by Dominick Argento, 

common techniques emerge, which prove the force Woolf’s voice exerts over the musical 

settings of her words. Four tropes are identified in Argento’s cycle, which recur in 

adaptations of Woolf’s novels by Geoffrey Bush, in his song, “Cuisine Provençale;” Ned 

Rorem, in his song, “The Waves;” Daron Hagen in his diptych for soprano, cello, and 

piano, Rapture and Regret; Libby Larsen in her opera, Mrs. Dalloway; and Morton 

Subotnick in his monodrama, Jacob’s Room. The last three works also point to a common 

practice in adapting Woolf’s text, not only in music, but also in drama, dance, and film—

that of forming a collage by setting excerpts from her own novels, diaries, and letters 

alongside each other, or by juxtaposing her writing with that of other authors. The 

research analyzes a sampling of bel canto-style and avant-garde repertoire which uses the 

modernist icon’s words as source text, and reveals how the strong and unique voice of 

Virginia Woolf joins with that of the composer to steer the process of adaptation.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

Until the last quarter of the twentieth century, the words of Virginia Woolf were 

not considered a likely source for musical adaptation. A perusal of the 1976 catalog of 

Musical Settings of Late Victorian and Modern British Literature reveals a host of texts 

by other twentieth-century British authors and poets adapted to opera and song through 

the mid-twentieth century, but Woolf’s name is absent from the list.1 Why does the work 

of such an iconic author not appear in the canon of song and opera until 1975, a full four 

decades after the publication of her last major novel? There are several possible reasons.  

One is that convention has dictated that poetry be adapted to music through the 

medium of song, whereas novels or fiction be adapted to opera. However, with the 

groundbreaking musical innovations introduced by Claude Debussy in the late nineteenth 

century, the door was opened to new ideas for collaboration between music and literature, 

making way for different perspectives on text setting. Composers began experimenting 

with different ways to set poetic text, such as Igor Stravinsky’s 1916 L’histoire du soldat, 

where the text is spoken by three actors rather than sung. In the same way, other 

literarily-inclined composers began collaborating with poets and writers to challenge 

conventions by seeking out new types of text for musical adaptation. A prime example of 

such collaboration is that of Gertrude Stein and Virgil Thomson and their 1928 opera, 

Four Saints in Three Acts. The work employs Stein’s characteristically repetitive and 

disordered syntax that prioritizes the sound of words over their arrangement into a 

narrative, thus upending the linguistic conventions of the traditional opera libretto. 

                                                
1 Bryan N.S. Gooch and David S. Thatcher, Musical Settings of Late Victorian and Modern British 
Literature: A Catalogue (New York: Garland, 1976). 
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Sometimes the musico-literary modernist innovation extended to the point of writers 

composing their own music. James Joyce, a skilled singer himself, set his own collection 

of poetry, Chamber Music. And Ezra Pound, often considered the father of modernist 

poetry, taught himself basic music composition in order to create his own style of music. 

He further collaborated with composer George Antheil to set the text of a 15th century 

poet to an avant-garde style of opera. Pound’s goal was to “make it new,” a phrase he 

borrowed from Confucian philosophy.2 He experimented with new ways to set text and 

capture rhythms, incorporating devices and influences from medieval and renaissance 

poetry and music as well.  

These challenges to convention by both musicians and writers in the first decades 

of the twentieth century inspired the next generation of composers to move beyond 

lyrical verse and traditional narratives for art song and opera, respectively. Composers in 

the 1940s began experimenting with texts that had not traditionally been set to music.3 

One of the earliest significant explorations of prose as a source for song text was by 

Samuel Barber in the late 1940s, with his settings of James Joyce in the song 

“Nuvoletta,” incorporating a prose source text from the novel Finnegan’s Wake, and the 

final song of the cycle Despite and Still, which sets a passage from Ulysses. Barber also 

used prose text for an extended vocal work with orchestra, Knoxville: Summer of 1915, 

featuring a prose poem by James Agee later published as a preamble to his novel A Death 

in the Family. Coinciding with this continued experimentation in the late 1940s and early 

                                                
2 Michael North, “The Making of ‘Make It New,’” Guernica, August 15, 2013, 
https://www.guernicamag.com/the-making-of-making-it-new/, accessed September 30, 2018. 
3 See Sarah Terry, “Modernist Literary and Musical Collaboration” (PhD diss., University of Washington, 
2011), for a discussion of the influence of musical settings of modernist writings in shaping the twentieth-
century perception of modernist literature. 
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1950s, a more formal conversation on the relationship between text and music evolved 

into an new field of musico-literary studies crystallized by the writings of Calvin Brown.4 

And by the 1970s, American composers responded against the structural formalities of 

modernism and allowed the worlds of art music and popular music to intermingle, further 

pushing the boundaries for what could be used as source text in song and opera. 

The second possible reason for the four-decade delay in exploring her text for 

musical adaptation is that opera and song composition continued to be dominated 

throughout the twentieth century, as it had been in previous centuries, by men. Male 

composers have historically gravitated to the texts of male authors—a pattern that has 

marginalized the works of female authors in general as “ladies’ literature,” and without 

reflection, has deemed them unworthy of attention. These attitudes toward women 

prevailed until the social and cultural upheaval of the 1960s, out of which second-wave 

feminism was born, a movement which extended the efforts of first-wave feminists, like 

Virginia Woolf. Whereas, the first wave had focused on foundational issues like women’s 

suffrage and property rights, the second generation of feminists expanded to areas that 

affected all women, such as freedoms surrounding the workplace, personal finances, 

reproductive rights, and sexuality. The second wave began in the 1960s and continued 

into the 1980s.  

It was during this period, specifically the 1970s, that the works of Virginia Woolf 

first began to be explored by composers. The decade also marked the emergence of 

Woolfian studies as a fashionable area of research. Since Woolf was a prominent voice of 

first-wave feminism in the 1920s, second-wave feminists naturally identified with her 

                                                
4 See Calvin Brown, Music and Literature: A Comparison of the Arts, 2nd ed. (Hanover: University Press of 
New England, 1987).  
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ideologies; however, they sought to further develop and re-contextualize them for a new 

era. It was in this cultural atmosphere that the first international symposium on Virginia 

Woolf and the Bloomsbury Group occurred in France in 1974.5 

The fact that it took four decades for Woolf’s writing to become a source for 

musical adaptation is ironic considering the recognized genius of her work and her place 

in history as a feminist icon. She wrote extensively on the privilege afforded to male 

artists that was not available to women in her extended essay A Room of One’s Own. Her 

definitive ideas on the social, economic, and psychoanalytic forces that formidably 

interacted so as to invisibly preclude the artistic production of women are foundational to 

first-wave feminism and are a touchstone for the second and third generations of 

feminists to follow. As we shall see in Chapter 4, on Libby Larsen, Woolf’s essay 

provided resonance for the composer’s struggle to find her place in a field that remains 

dominated by men. Woolf would undoubtedly find the continuation of this gender 

imbalance in musical composition unsurprising, as she was intimately acquainted with 

sexism in her own field, and also in that of music, through her friendship with suffragist 

and composer Ethel Smyth. In fact, Woolf wrote in 1929 of the journey that female 

composers and painters encounter as being more difficult than that of female authors: 

  

                                                
5 See Mary Ann Caws and Nicola Luckhurst, eds., The Reception of Virginia Woolf in Europe, The Athlone 
Critical Traditions Series: The Reception of British Authors in Europe, ed. Elinor Shaffer (London: 
Continuum, 2002), xvii. 
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There would always have been that assertion—you cannot do this, you are 
incapable of doing that—to protest against, to overcome. Probably for a 
novelist this germ is no longer of much effect; for there have been women 
novelists of merit. But for painters it must still have some sting in it; and 
for musicians, I imagine, is even now active and poisonous in the extreme. 
The woman composer stands where the actress stood in the time of 
Shakespeare.6 
 
 

Historically, the work of women in all fields has had more to overcome in its very 

creation and taken far longer to emerge as canonical than that of men, therefore making 

gender a central issue when considering how few settings exist of such a celebrated writer 

as Woolf, and how long it has taken for her works to become a source for musical 

adaptation.7 

Finally, the obscurity of narrative in Woolf’s works is a probable factor for the 

delayed emergence of musical settings of her text. Though many of her novels have a 

plot, they are difficult to adapt as traditional, narrative-driven opera libretti because of the 

prominence of stream-of-consciousness and the elusive shifts in point of view between 

the characters. Woolf’s pervasive interspersing of interior thoughts amongst exterior 

dialogue forces the composer to find innovative ways to build on the conventions of the 

operatic aside in communicating this modernist literary device. These obstacles will be 

addressed in the treatment of Libby Larsen and Bonnie Grice’s adaptation of Mrs. 

Dalloway for the stage in Chapter 2.  

                                                
6 Virginia Woolf, A Room of One’s Own (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1929), 56. 
7 One might argue that the works of female writers such as Emily Dickinson were set to music as early as 
1950; however, Dickinson’s writing falls squarely in the realm of lyric poetry, a much more likely source 
for adaptation to song. In addition, the span of years between Dickinson’s death and the setting of her 
poetry to music was almost 65 years, even longer than that between Woolf’s death and the first musical 
setting of her work. 
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Despite these conditions, the lacuna of Woolf’s words in the song and opera 

canon before 1975 is surprising considering that Woolf’s writing style is so inherently 

musical. Scholar Brad Bucknell poses this very question in his essay on a musical 

adaptation of Woolf: “What kind of writing is this that beckons to music? If it is not 

poetry, if the language does not ‘ask’ somehow to have its various rhythms and sonorities 

set to music, if, indeed, the language is that of prose, then how can it properly call to 

music?”8 Alex Aronson, another scholar of the musico-literary genre, suggests that music 

was the door through which modernist writers found a way to portray the inward 

experience of human consciousness, where nineteenth-century literature had been found 

lacking: 

 

[N]ovelists in search of linguistic correspondences for human experiences 
inaccessible to logical analysis, were increasingly attracted to that 
borderland of the mind where concepts, values, and attitudes, acquired, as 
it were, musical features, where a sequence of thoughts was shown to be 
related to some imaginary modality of sounds and an emotion could be 
rendered through consonance or dissonance or in a minor or major key. 
Underlying this search was the assumption that the semantics of human 
speech correspond in some intangible way to the semantics of musical 
composition, that it might, after all, be possible to translate the meaning of 
a melody into linguistic terms. As far as psychic processes were concerned 
it seemed almost self-evident that especially through music could 
significances be revealed which lay below the threshold of consciousness.9 
 

 

                                                
8 Brad Bucknell, “The Sound of Silence in Two of Jacob’s Rooms,” Modernism/modernity 15, no. 4 
(November 2008): 761-781. 
9 Alex Aronson, Music and the Novel: a Study in Twentieth-Century Fiction (Totowa, New Jersey: 
Rowman and Littlefield, 1980), 21. 
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Certainly, Woolf herself was aware of the inherent musicality in her modernist 

sensibilities, as we read in an oft-quoted letter: “Its [sic] odd, for I’m not regularly 

musical, but I always think of my books as music before I write them.”10  

The literary academy has produced an array of studies addressing musicality in 

the writings of Woolf, most notably Emma Sutton’s Virginia Woolf and Classical Music. 

Sutton asserts that music is pervasive in Woolf’s writings, from literal references to 

music throughout her corpus, to musicality in her syntax, to intentional design in 

patterning works after musical forms, as evidenced in the fugue-like structure of Mrs. 

Dalloway.11 However, until Dominick Argento’s song cycle From the Diary of Virginia 

Woolf in 1975, there had been no efforts to harness the musicality in her writing to create 

actual music. 

 

The Iconic Woolf 

Virginia Woolf is a household name, but how much does the average person 

really know about her? Perhaps the mention of her name makes one think of the rocks in 

her pocket that assisted in her suicide in the River Ouse, or Edward Albee’s play, Who’s 

Afraid of Virginia Woolf? (which is not directly about her at all), or perhaps one thinks of 

Nicole Kidman’s prosthetic nose in the 2002 film The Hours. But beyond the title of her 

best-known novel, Mrs. Dalloway, is the average person able to recall anything else that 

                                                
10 Virginia Woolf, The Letters of Virginia Woolf: Volume 6, 1936-1941 (New York: Harcourt Brace 
Jovanovich, 1980), 426. 
11 Emma Sutton, Virginia Woolf and Classical Music: Politics, Aesthetics, Form (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, 2013). See also Vanessa Manhire, “‘Not Regularly Musical’: Music in the Work of 
Virginia Woolf,” (PhD diss., Rutgers University, 2010); Gyllian Phillips, “‘The Rhythm of the Visible 
World’: Music, Text and Performance in Selected Writings of Edith Sitwell, Gertrude Stein and Virginia 
Woolf,” (PhD diss., University of Western Ontario, 1996); and Emily E. Vines, “Virginia Woolf and 
Music: Understanding ‘The Waves’ as a Musical Composition” (master’s thesis, Southeast Missouri State 
University, 2014). 
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she wrote? Woolf’s work, like that of so many famous authors or composers with 

interesting biographies, has become overshadowed by the sensationalism of her life 

events and culture’s tendency to make an icon out of the artist instead of the art. So, to 

combat this tendency, let us review the highlights of her career in order to establish 

context for exploring the musical settings of her work. 

Virginia Woolf was born in 1882. She was the daughter of Julia Jackson 

Duckworth and Sir Leslie Stephen. Her mother was a model for pre-Raphaelite painters, 

and her father was a famous Victorian biographer whose first wife was the daughter of 

British novelist William Thackeray, the author of Vanity Fair. Consequently, Virginia’s 

upbringing was steeped in interaction with her father’s colleagues, who included the likes 

of Henry James and Thomas Hardy—some of the greatest writers of the time. Woolf was 

dramatically affected by the death of her mother in 1895 and her father in 1904, with both 

events causing severe nervous breakdowns consistent with Virginia’s life-long battle with 

mental illness. Her parents were the inspiration for the characters Mr. and Mrs. Ramsay 

in her 1927 novel, To the Lighthouse. She mourned their deaths together with several 

siblings, including her full sister, Vanessa Bell, who was to become a famous post-

impressionist and abstract painter. Together with Vanessa and other young intellectuals, 

Virginia became part of the Bloomsbury Group, an informal literary and art society 

patterned after the Platonic ideals of intrinsic worth championed by contemporary British 

philosophers G. E. Moore and Bertrand Russell. The politically liberal Bloomsbury 

Group, named for the area of London in which the members lived and held their 

meetings, valued love and aesthetics as the highest ideals of humanity and emphasized 

the experience of the individual and the pursuit of pleasure over all else. 
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Virginia married writer Leonard Woolf in 1912, and together they founded the 

Hogarth Press, which would publish all of her novels, as well as the work of T. S. Eliot 

and others. Despite her devotion to Leonard, Virginia simultaneously maintained a sexual 

relationship with author Vita Sackville-West in the late 1920s that dissolved in 1935, 

after which the two remained friends. Sackville-West serves as the inspiration for 

Woolf’s 1928 mock-biography Orlando, in which the title character lives through four 

centuries and mystically transforms from male into female. 

Woolf produced a total of nine novels, several biographical and autobiographical 

works, many short stories and essays, and a steady stream of music and literary criticism. 

In particular, she is considered as one of the foremost creators of the modernist literary 

style, along with Pound, Joyce, Stein, and Eliot. These authors pursued the primary goal 

of conscious divergence from the traditions and conventions of the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries in their art, in both form and expression. In Woolf’s writings, her 

break was particularly in response to the conventions of the Victorian period. A quote 

from Woolf’s essay “Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown” is often cited as dating the inception 

of the modernist era in its deadpan tone: “[I]n or about December, 1910, human character 

changed.”12 She is known for her use of stream-of-consciousness style and interiority, in 

which the reader inhabits the thoughts of the character as they progress in the ever-

changing way that consciousness naturally happens. Her novels tend to focus more on the 

psychology of the character, rather than a recounting of plot points, though she combines 

that psychological approach with a more traditional narrative style in such novels as 

Orlando. Readers often find her work to be challenging because of its constantly shifting 

                                                
12 Virginia Woolf, “Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown,” in The Virginia Woolf Reader, ed. Mitchell A. Leaska 
(New York: Harcourt, Inc., 1984), 194. 
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points of view, her tendency to weave, even mid-sentence, back and forth through 

chronological time, and the poetic compression of her prose syntax. Robert Richardson 

describes this well in his article on point of view in Woolf’s most experimental novel, 

The Waves: 

 

Disentangling [the shifts] is difficult not because the analysis of any given 
character is difficult, but because within a single monologue by any given 
character the distance, psychic and physical, from the physical and social 
world…keeps changing. Frequently during the monologues one seems to see 
through more than one set of eyes simultaneously as one character sees through 
the eyes of another. The effect is rather like looking through a door which opens 
onto another door which opens onto yet another.13 
 

 

Take for instance this passage from The Waves, which will be studied further in Chapter 

3 on Daron Hagen’s setting Rapture and Regret. Woolf expresses the experience of the 

character Jinny in metaphorical language that simultaneously describes a man asking her 

to dance early in the evening, her sexual encounter with him which follows, and her 

ecstasy over being accepted into the social circle of this party: 

 

Now with a little jerk, like a limpet broken from a rock, I am broken off: I fall 
with him; I am carried off. We yield to this slow flood. We go in and out of this 
hesitating music. Rocks break the current of the dance; it jars, it shivers. In and 
out, we are swept now into this large figure; it holds us together; we cannot step 
outside its sinuous, its hesitating, its abrupt, its perfectly encircling walls. Our 
bodies, his hard, mine flowing, are pressed together within its body; it holds us 
together; and then lengthening out, in smooth, in sinuous folds, rolls us between 
it, on and on. My blood runs on but my body stands still. The room reels past my 
eyes. It stops.14 
 

                                                
13 Robert O. Richardson, “Point of View in Virginia Woolf’s The Waves,” Texas Studies in Literature and 
Language 14, no. 4 (Winter 1973): 693-694. 
14 Virginia Woolf, The Waves (New York: Harcourt Brace & Company, 1931), 103. 
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It is perhaps this fluid and elusive style of writing that is most responsible for composers’ 

initial disregard for the works of Woolf as source text for opera and song. This 

indifference continued until the seal was broken by Argento’s song cycle, which marked 

a more general awakening among composers to the text of this iconic and imposing 

author as a rich source for both song and opera. 

 

Dominick Argento’s Song Cycle—From the Diary of Virginia Woolf 

 Having established the context surrounding Woolf’s oeuvre, we will now look to 

the first widely-known musical adaptation of her text, Dominick Argento’s From the 

Diary of Virginia Woolf. Since extensive previous research exists on the work, this study 

will approach Argento’s cycle as a precedent for other works which followed.15 The 

composers whose works are addressed in the following chapters probably would have 

been familiar with Argento’s groundbreaking composition before writing their Woolf 

adaptations. After all, the work was awarded the Pulitzer Prize for Music in 1975. 

Consequently, as I will show, Argento’s piece has established a palette of tropes 

influenced by Woolf’s authorial voice, from which the five composers considered in this 

study also drew. 

                                                
15 See Jeannette Marie Fontaine, “Robert Schumann’s ‘Frauenliebe und -leben’ and Dominick Argento’s 
‘From the Diary of Virginia Woolf’: A Comparative Analysis,” (DMA diss., University of Alabama, 2012); 
Eric Weston Garton, “Dominick Argento’s From the Diary of Virginia Woolf: Elements of Tonality in 
Twelve Tone Composition” (master’s thesis, Duquesne University, 1986); Ann K. Gebuhr, “Structure and 
Coherence in The Diary,” Indiana Theory Review 1, no. 2 (Winter 1978): 12-21; Patricia Oreskovic, “A 
Tutorial Paper on Composer Dominick Argento and Specifically His Song cycle ‘From the Diary of 
Virginia Woolf’” (master’s thesis, State University of New York, Buffalo, 1976); Melinda Ruth Smashey, 
“The Relationship of the Piano Accompaniments to the Texts and Vocal Lines in Dominick Argento’s 
From the Diary of Virginia Woolf,” (DMA diss., University of Missouri, 1997); Noelle Woods, 
“Reflections of a Life: Biographical Perspectives of Virginia Woolf Illuminated by the Music and Drama of 
Dominick Argento’s Song Cycle, From the Diary of Virginia Woolf,” (DMA diss., Ohio State University, 
1996); and Holly Wrensch, “Giving Voice to Virginia Woolf: Finding the Musical Coalescence of 
Dominick Argento’s From the Diary of Virginia Woolf,” (DMA diss., University of Kansas, 2005). 
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The cycle contains a hallmark of Argento’s composition in its use of prose texts 

rather than poetry. After the Woolf cycle, Argento would go on to write several other 

works for voice using prose, particularly epistolary prose found in his Letters from 

Composers, based on letters from Chopin, Puccini, and others, and Casa Guidi, drawing 

on letters of Elizabeth Barrett Browning. In addition, he set prose in his cycles The 

Andree Expedition, excerpting journals of explorers; Miss Manners on Music, drawing on 

the text of an advice column; and in his one monodrama, A Water Bird Talk, which uses a 

Chekhov play and an Audubon nature book as source material. In a 2007 interview, Mr. 

Argento explains his preference for prose over poetry: 

 

Almost everything I’ve done lately has been in prose. Most poetry has its own 
rhythm, and you have to fight against it, which is bad. You can nudge a bit here 
and there to get emphases across, but you can’t really stray away from it. You 
can’t impose on it your own feeling, whereas with prose, because there’s no real 
rhythmic thrust to the whole thing, you can slow down or emphasize a word that 
would not be emphasized in reading it.16 
 

 

 Though no composer had set Woolf before, Argento’s interest in her is not 

surprising, considering his grasp of great literature. However, it was the voice of the 

singer for whom the piece was commissioned that led the composer to Woolf. In 1974, 

the Schubert Club of St. Paul, Minnesota, requested a piece from Argento to be 

performed by a prominent singer. The first singer engaged was Beverly Sills, for whom 

Argento had envisioned composing a cycle on Shakespearean heroines. However, Ms. 

Sills had to withdraw, and so the Schubert Club turned their sights to Jessye Norman, for 

                                                
16 Jeffrey Douma, “Building a Well-Made House: An Interview with Dominick Argento,” Choral Journal 
47, no. 12 (June 2007): 32. 
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whom Argento considered the writings of Sappho. Norman too had to withdraw. When 

the Club finally secured the commitment of British mezzo-soprano Janet Baker, Argento 

set out to find a text that would complement her voice and persona.  

Since the composer had recently been reading Woolf, he decided on the author as 

a suitable source text to match Baker’s “immense sensitivity, her ability to transform 

herself in a song or role, and most of all, the consummate artistry.” He wanted to find 

something “rich yet subtle, something with a wide range of emotions yet whole and 

singular, something feminine but not the hackneyed sentiments so frequently ascribed to 

women by male authors.”17  In correspondence from 1976, Argento writes about his 

choice of the modernist author: “Woolf is…such a pure, clear writer—immaculate choice 

of words, original ideas, direct communication of thought through words with no fat, no 

padding, and above all, honesty.”18 He considered both Mrs. Dalloway and The Waves as 

source material, but while researching the novels, he stumbled on Woolf’s diary entries 

and found them to be far more thematically arresting. He settled upon eight entries across 

the span of her journals and structured them in a manner similar to that of Schumann’s 

Frauenliebe und -Leben, so as to represent a woman’s life. 

 The task of setting Woolf’s own diary entries was perhaps even more challenging 

than adapting her novels, for it was her own voice that needed capturing rather than the 

voice of characters she had created. Though the Woolf diaries have a different literary 

function than her novels, they still contain her recognizable style, rich in metaphor, with 

                                                
17 Dominick Argento, “The Composer and the Singer,” The NATS Bulletin xxxiii, no. 4 (May 1977): 24. 
18 Dominick Argento, in correspondence with Patricia Oreskovic, “A Tutorial Paper on Composer 
Dominick Argento and Specifically His Song Cycle ‘From the Diary of Virginia Woolf’” (master’s thesis, 
State University of New York, Buffalo, 1976), Letter 2. 
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sudden shifts in consciousness or focus, and fluid syntax. Thus, Argento had to create 

music in response to these literary characteristics.  

 One of the qualities shared by all of the composers represented in this study is 

their extensive knowledge of literature, and Dominick Argento’s example as the first 

well-known composer to set Woolf’s text is no exception. His deep understanding of the 

literary canon and her distinctive style were the root from which his choice of musical 

devices grew. I posit that the natural marriage of these literary and musical devices is due 

to the magnetic authorial voice of Woolf, which pulls the composer toward particular 

compositional techniques. The fact that Argento was the first composer to interpret her 

music this way created a model that has undoubtedly influenced other composers, 

perhaps unknowingly. However, the strength of Woolf’s voice alone is enough to account 

for much of the similarity of musical outcomes amongst these diverse composers, 

whether they were consciously influenced by Argento’s cycle or not. The similar 

techniques found across the five pieces considered in this document, which Argento used 

first, thus become tropes of Woolf in music. 

 To identify these tropes, I will document precedential examples from a selection 

of three songs in Argento’s cycle. These similar devices will then be referenced in the 

following chapters as the works of other Woolf composers are studied. The tropes we 

will encounter include: 1) the use of recitative to accommodate the sheer volume of 

words presented by a prose source text; 2) sudden shifts in accompanimental and vocal 

texture, representing both shifts between interiority and exteriority and shifts between the 

consciousnesses of characters in Woolf’s text; 3) the use of ostinati to represent time and 
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memory, either fleeting or standing still; and 4) the use of notes spinning out infinitely to 

represent a sense of endlessness. 

 

“Hardy’s Funeral” 

The first two tropes—the use of recitative to accommodate the volume of words, 

and the use of sudden shifts in accompanimental and vocal texture to represent the 

author’s abrupt changes from interiority to exteriority—are best exemplified by the fourth 

song of Argento’s cycle, “Hardy’s Funeral.” Let us first consider the background of the 

song, in order to contextualize the use of these tropes.  

“Hardy’s Funeral” chronicles Woolf’s experience of attending the funeral of 

British novelist and poet Thomas Hardy. The text is taken from a diary entry written 

January 17, 1927, the day after Woolf attended his funeral at Westminster Abbey, where 

he was installed in the illustrious Poet’s Corner. Hardy was of the Victorian generation of 

writers and a contemporary of Woolf’s father, but he was known to be critical of 

Victorian society and culture, so perhaps Virginia found a kinship with him in that 

regard. In an essay that Woolf wrote following Hardy’s death, she lauds his writing as 

diverging from that of his peers. She asserts that it has “none of this concentration and 

completeness” which places scenes and characters “beyond the reach of change…His 

light does not fall directly upon the human heart”19—a description that could just as 

easily be applied to her own writing. Through these sentiments, Woolf’s affinity with the 

author emerges. Knowing the humble character of Hardy first hand as she does, she finds 

                                                
19 Virginia Woolf, “The Novels of Thomas Hardy,” in The Second Common Reader (New York: Harcourt, 
Inc., 1932), 252. 



 16 

the pomp and ceremony of the Westminster funeral to be a misrepresentation of the 

author, and thus, she describes it with utter irony and contempt. 

“Hardy’s Funeral” offers significant examples of the first two aforementioned 

tropes. Argento structures the song in ternary form, beginning and ending with sections 

comprised of recitative in which there are no bar lines and no meter specified. Between 

these free recitative parts is an extended lyrical section that is metered. This song 

contains the longest text of the entire cycle, and thus points to our trope in which the 

composer uses the inherent quality of the recitative device to allow him to deliver more 

text in a shorter musical duration.  

We find the second trope in the way he uses the meterless recitative style to set 

parts of the passage that are interior and representative of Woolf’s more cynical and 

sullen thoughts about her experience the previous day. But when she suddenly shifts to 

describing the absurd pomp of the funeral scene, Argento shifts to the lyrical, metered 

style, employing a more traditional technique of word painting. In this metered section 

marked Come un corteo (like a cortege) on the text “One catches a bishop’s frown and 

twitch,” the composer employs a rhythmic Scotch snap figure in the vocal line to 

foreground the pretension of a funeral procession (see Example 1.1).20 

 

                                                
20 Dominick Argento, From the Diary of Virginia Woolf (London: Boosey & Hawkes, 1975), 14. 
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Example 1.1: Argento, From the Diary of Virginia Woolf, “IV. Hardy’s Funeral,” shift in 
accompanimental texture, pg. 14.21 
 

 

To add to the pageantry, the subsequent piano interlude mimics the swell of the Abbey 

organ. The grandeur steadily increases as Woolf sardonically describes the procession, 

climaxing with the quotation of a common nineteenth-century obituary maxim, “In sure 

                                                
21 Page numbers are used in the examples from “Hardy’s Funeral,” as opposed to measure numbers in later 
examples, because the first two full pages of the song are meter-less and unbarred. 

 
 
 
Shift in texture from  
meterless recitativo  
to metered lyrical 
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and certain hope of immortality.” The accompaniment reflects the ceremonial grandeur of 

this great Anglican assertion of faith in the face of extinction, with rolled chords spanning 

several octaves and ostentatious flourishes. The text then abandons the description of the 

scene and returns to Woolf’s inner judgment, as she pronounces the ceremony 

“melodramatic” (see Example 1.2).22 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
22 Argento, From the Diary of Virginia Woolf, 18. 
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Example 1.2: Argento, From the Diary of Virginia Woolf, “IV. Hardy’s Funeral,” shift in 
texture of accompaniment and vocal line, pg. 18. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

abrupt shift in texture of 
accompaniment & vocal line 
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This line—“perhaps melodramatic”—abruptly returns us to Woolf’s voice, after 

which Argento returns to the free, meterless style that was heard at the beginning of the 

piece, reflecting Woolf’s thoughts again. The sudden break of meter and changes in 

accompanimental texture are tools that Argento uses throughout the cycle to 

accommodate the shifts between exteriority and interiority and the changes in point of 

view so common to Woolf’s writing. This technique, along with the extensive use of 

recitative, form the first two tropes we will find in settings of Woolf’s text by other 

composers. 

 

“Parents” 

The seventh song of Argento’s cycle, “Parents,” exemplifies the same tropes as 

those in “Hardy’s Funeral” and adds a third—the use of an ostinato to represent memory 

and time. In order to understand the use of the three tropes in this song, we must consider 

the context of Woolf’s diary entry and how that would have informed Argento’s setting 

and use of these particular compositional devices. 

“Parents” is the seventh and penultimate song of Argento’s cycle, and it is the 

only journal entry used almost in its entirety, without significant excision of text by the 

composer. The passage, written on December 22, 1940, emerges from the author’s 

memory of her complicated relationship with her parents. Her affection for her father, 

Leslie Stephen, the celebrated Victorian biographer, was complex. He was a brash and 

often abusive father and husband. Though Woolf respected him, even adored him, and 

revered his place in Victorian literary and academic circles, she was not blind to his 

flaws, and she was openly critical of his traditionalism as she came into her own voice as 
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a modernist. And though her father was a strong proponent of her career as a writer, she 

forged her unique style by reacting against the Victorian ideals that her father embodied. 

Woolf’s mother, Julia Stephen, was the positive, selfless, and encouraging center of the 

family’s life together, the quintessential “Angel in the House,” a term coined by the poet 

Coventry Patmore which came into common usage in the late-Victorian period to define 

the expected role of women in the home and society. Though Julia was adored by her 

children, in Woolf’s adult writing, she acknowledged that her mother’s acquiescence 

served to uphold her father’s domineering role in the family. She later spoke against the 

“Angel” image exemplified by her mother, asserting that “killing the Angel in the House 

was part of the occupation of a woman writer.”23 

 Argento’s understanding of these familial dynamics and societal constructs is 

apparent in his setting of “Parents.” As the entry begins, Woolf seems to allow herself to 

entertain a nostalgic and romanticized portrait of her parents, who are bathed in the 

posthumous, idealized sainthood often assigned to the dead. “How beautiful they were, 

those old people…how simple, how clear, how untroubled,” she writes. Argento parallels 

this tone with a bel canto vocal line and an open-octave bass ostinato in the 

accompaniment that marks the return of a nostalgic theme with each iteration of the line 

“How beautiful they were” (see Example 1.3).24  

 

 

 

 

                                                
23 Virginia Woolf, “Professions for Women,” (lecture, National Society for Women’s Service, London, 
January 21, 1931). Accessed October 3, 2017. http://s.spachman.tripod.com/Woolf/professions.htm 
24 Argento, From the Diary of Virginia Woolf, 31. 
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Example 1.3: Argento, From the Diary of Virginia Woolf, “VII. Parents,” ostinato,  
mm. 1-2. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The music is the kind that one might imagine sitting at the spinet to play in one’s 

Victorian parlor as the family gathers round to sing together. Argento allows the singer to 

be completely drawn in by the nostalgia for the first four pages of the song, but then both 

text and music make an abrupt turn. Here Argento employs one of the tropes to mark the 

sudden shift by introducing rapid, high, repeated notes in the right hand of the 

accompaniment. The effect is like an emergency telegraph signal breaking into Woolf’s 

consciousness (see Example 1.4).25 The text that follows, which Argento sets in a 

recitative style, returns her to reality: “But if I read as a contemporary, I shall lose my 

child’s vision and so must stop.” She suddenly becomes aware of the inclination of her 

memory towards romanticism and recalls her modern consciousness. Through Argento’s 

mayday signal, she remembers her commitment to depart from the Victorian script, and 

her mandate as a writer to kill the “Angel in the House.” But on the other hand, she 

desires to indulge in her idealized memory of her parents. She realizes that in order to 

                                                
25 Argento, From the Diary of Virginia Woolf, 34-35. 

ostinato of memory and nostalgia 
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have her cake and eat it too, she must stop her introspection, so as not to puncture the 

false perfection of her memory. 

 

Example 1.4: Argento, From the Diary of Virginia Woolf, “VII. Parents,” shift in 
accompanimental texture and return to recitative, mm. 32-36. 
 

 

 

The final measures of the song reveal Argento’s interpretive license as composer. 

In Woolf’s entry, she does not repeat the thematic “How beautiful they were” at the end. 

However, Argento brings the phrase back one more time after her return to reality, only 

he breaks the phrase before completion so that the performer sings “How beautiful 

they…” and then trails off. This alteration has the effect of emphasizing Woolf’s evident 

ambivalence. The addition of the phrase renders the theme of the piece itself, which is her 

sudden shift—telegraph signal 

return to recit for interiority 
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inner conflict over completely abandoning her romanticized admiration of her parents in 

deference to her modernist sensibility, thus providing more ambiguity, more humanity, 

and ultimately, more drama for the performance of the song. Argento’s textual reframing 

and use of the ostinato trope create a bookend effect which foregrounds a sense of 

memory and nostalgia in the song. 

 

“Last Entry” 

Argento’s cycle ends with “Last Entry,” which exhibits all of the aforementioned 

tropes and offers a prime example of the fourth and final trope—the use of notes that 

infinitely spin out to represent a sense of endlessness. As with the previous two songs 

from the cycle, let us consider the background and context of the diary entry to better 

understand Argento’s use of these devices. 

The song “Last Entry,” as suggested by the title, draws on the text from Woolf’s 

final diary entry on March 8, 1941, twenty days before her death on March 28th. At this 

point, the author was in the throes of a particularly terrible bout of mental illness. Woolf 

had experienced nervous breakdowns throughout her life, and these periods of painful 

incapacity intensified as she and Leonard took refuge in their Lewes country home, 

Monk’s House, to escape the trauma of World War II and the bombing of their London 

home. It was at Monk’s House where she wrote her last entry. The text reveals the 

torment she was experiencing, including direct allusion to her mental state: 
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No: I intend no introspection. I mark Henry James’ sentence: observe 
perpetually. Observe the oncome of age. Observe greed. Observe my own 
despondency. By that means it becomes serviceable. Or so I hope. I insist 
on spending this time to the best advantage. I will go down with my 
colours flying… Occupation is essential. Occupation is essential.26 
 
 

This passage makes up the first half of Argento’s song, though he makes 

significant changes in his setting. At the beginning, he extends the first “no” by repeating 

the word and bringing its repetition back between each of the following phrases of 

Woolf’s text, so as to heighten the hints of madness that are already present in the 

original. He uses a similar strategy by repeating the word “observe” in this manner at the 

end of the section. So Argento’s setting of the text for the first half of the song, by 

comparison to the source material, reads (Argento’s added text underlined): 

 

No, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no: I intend no introspection. No, 
no, no, no, I mark Henry James’ sentence: observe perpetually. Observe 
the oncome of age. Observe greed. Observe my own despondency. By that 
means it becomes serviceable. Or so I hope. No, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, 
no, no. I insist upon spending this time to the best advantage. No, no. I 
will go down with my colours flying… Occupation is essential. 
Occupation is essential. Observe, observe, observe, observe…observe, 
observe, observe, observe, observe…27 

 
 

Argento sets the repetition of “no” in a rhythmically erratic manner, which is highlighted 

by its juxtaposition with the ostinato in the accompaniment (see Example 1.5).28  

 

                                                
26 Woolf, The Diary of Virginia Woolf: Volume Five, 1936-1941, ed. by Anne Clive Bell (New York: 
Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1984), 358. 
27 Argento, From the Diary of Virginia Woolf, 36. 
28 Argento, From the Diary of Virginia Woolf, 36. 
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Example 1.5: Argento, From the Diary of Virginia Woolf, “VIII. Last Entry,” ostinato in 
accompaniment, mm. 1-4. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

As Patricia Oreskovic observes, the text is matched by “the continuous reiteration 

of the chordal structure and the triads in the piano” based on the tone row presented in the 

first song of the cycle. These triads  

 

[frame] and [drive] home the tremendous and mounting psychological 
pressures as the writer fights off, with a kind of tenuous courage (‘I will 
go down with my colours flying…’, page 39) the introspection which 
threatens the sensitive and already overburdened mind, poised always, it 
seems, on ‘a little strip of pavement’ stretching, for her, dangerously ‘over 
an abyss’ (song II, ‘Anxiety’).29 

                                                
29 Oreskovic, 30. 



 27 

Argento uses the repeated triads to set up a desperate and anxious tone in the 

accompaniment. The rhythmic ostinato in the left hand continues uninterrupted through 

the first two pages, building the sense of anxiety. It also functions as a reminder of 

passing time, as referenced in the text “observe the oncome of age” and “I will go down 

with my colours flying.” Thus, it serves a similar function as Argento’s previous use of 

ostinato in “Parents,” only slightly varied this time from the former song’s nostalgia to 

this song’s urgency over the knowledge that she is nearing the end of her life. 

 As the rhythmic ostinato and the continuous triads come to a close in m. 27, 

Argento laces together references in the accompaniment from the previous songs in the 

cycle, particularly passages from “Hardy’s Funeral” in m. 28 and the “nostalgia” ostinato 

from “Parents” in mm. 34-35. As the singer delivers her last repetitions of the word 

“observe,” there is a measure marked G.P. (grand pause). Here, the accompanimental 

texture completely shifts, becoming much sparser, with the voice arriving at a recitative 

texture as she describes the quotidian concerns of what she will cook for dinner—

“haddock and sausage meat.” The abrupt shift in the piano texture and use of recitative-

like delivery for the voice in this section correspond to the tropes previously identified in 

the cycle, which will appear in the works of other composers considered in this study. 

 Then Argento diverges again from Woolf’s final entry by returning to the text and 

highly lyrical music he used in the first song of the cycle—“to come back after a year or 

two, and find that the collection had sorted itself, and refined itself and coalesced, as such 

deposits so mysteriously do, into a mould transparent enough to reflect the light of our 

life.”30 It is here that our fourth and final trope—a note endlessly spinning out into 

                                                
30 Argento, From the Diary of Virginia Woolf, 42. 
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infinity—appears in the last four measures of the song. The text has turned from the 

commonplace tasks of Woolf’s day to introspection, as she reflects on her life. Argento 

uses the introspection to allude to her impending death, perhaps even going so far as to 

paint that death through the use of this final sustained note marked niente with a 

decrescendo (see Example 1.6). The device suggests that the music continues on past the 

point that the listener is able to perceive it, much as Woolf’s own existence will soon 

walk itself out into the waters of the River Ouse and disappear, moving beyond our 

perceptual horizon. 

 

Example 1.6: Argento, From the Diary of Virginia Woolf, “VIII. Last Entry,” endlessly 
spinning out final note, mm. 70-74. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 “Last Entry” is a fitting end to the cycle for our purposes, because it sums up the 

four tropes that have been set forward as the precedential lens through which we will 

view the works of five composers whose settings of Woolf’s text followed Argento’s. 

These tropes will inform our study of Libby Larsen’s opera, Mrs. Dalloway; Geoffrey 

Bush’s song, “Cuisine provençale”; Ned Rorem’s song, “The Waves”; Daren Hagen’s 

final note spinning out to infinity 
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chamber work, Rapture and Regret; and Morton Subotnick’s avant-garde work, Jacob’s 

Room—all of which form a representative sampling of works setting the text of Virginia 

Woolf since the advent of the canon by Dominick Argento in 1975. 

 

Surveying the Canon of Woolf in Music Since 1975 

Using Argento’s cycle as precedent, my research focuses on four of the published 

bel canto-style musical settings of Woolf’s works for solo voice crossing the genres of 

opera, art song, and chamber music, as well as one avant-garde piece (see Table 1 for an 

extensive Catalog of Notable Compositions adapted from the works of Virginia Woolf). 

It is not the intent of this document to cover all the works in the Woolf musical canon, 

but rather to take a sampling of works by composers in various genres, through which 

recognizable similarities surface. I will argue that these similarities are a product of the 

force that Woolf’s literary voice exerts over each composer’s musical interpretation. 

Because the author’s voice is so strong, the composer arrives at certain musical devices 

common to other Woolf settings simply because these devices are dictated by Woolf’s 

unique authorial timbre.  

Though some of the works discussed in this dissertation have been the subject of 

prior research, there have been no studies which consider the canon of musical adaptation 

of Woolf as a whole. Previous scholarship on Libby Larsen’s opera Mrs. Dalloway, 

which premiered in 1993 at Lyric Opera Cleveland, is scant. Since the opera was only 

performed once and is not widely known, it is the subject of only one master’s thesis 

exploring the way gender and psychology are portrayed in the operatic adaptation.31 The 

                                                
31 See Anya B. Holland, “Blurring Boundaries: Issues of Gender, Madness, and Identity in Libby Larsen’s 
Opera ‘Mrs. Dalloway’” (master’s thesis, University of Cincinnati, 2005). 
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remaining known published musical settings of Woolf for solo voice in the bel canto 

style are Geoffrey Bush’s song “Cuisine provençale”; Ned Rorem’s song “The Waves” 

from his cycle Another Sleep; and Daron Hagen’s diptych for soprano, cello, and piano, 

Rapture and Regret. Perhaps because these are all small form compositions, none has 

received academic study extending beyond a mere mention as part of the respective 

composers’ larger bodies of work.32 Morton Subotnick’s setting of Jacob’s Room has 

been the subject of one academic article by Brad Bucknell, “The Sound of Silence in Two 

of Jacob’s Rooms.” The article observes that Woolf’s decision to create a character that is 

existentially absent in the book named for him makes for a difficult musical setting. 

Bucknell credits Subotnick for being able to fill that void by setting Woolf’s text 

alongside others, specifically those of the Holocaust, in order to give Jacob a new 

context. The article covers the work thoroughly from a literary perspective; however, 

Bucknell does not look closely at the setting from a musical standpoint, nor does he 

consider the piece alongside other musical settings of Woolf’s work. 

Despite the substantial academic research on the musicality inherent in Woolf’s 

writing and on the individual musical settings of her works, there has been no 

comparative study tracing multiple musical adaptations of her texts. In addition, no 

research has been undertaken to address the convergence of techniques by a diverse array 

of composers in interpreting Woolf’s literary voice. This document will address these 

previously unconsidered subjects. 

 

 

                                                
32 See Ray Bryan Baker, “The Songs of Geoffrey Bush” (DMA diss., Arizona State University, 1996).  
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Methodology 

Building on prior academic research, I will pull together the common threads 

identified in each composer’s setting of Woolf’s work and examine them comparatively, 

allowing them to be viewed through the lens of her literary voice. In each chapter on 

works by five composers, I will demonstrate the influence that Woolf’s distinctive 

authorial voice exerts over these musical settings of her text, all of which use the 

distinctive tropes established in Argento’s trailblazing cycle. Chapters 2 through 4 will 

study representative settings of Woolf’s text in the bel canto style from the genres of 

opera, art song, and song cycle respectively. I will provide background on each piece, 

description of how the composer arrived at the decision to set Woolf’s words, as well as 

performance history, critical reception where available, and analysis of select sections of 

the works to highlight the composer’s use of the aforementioned tropes. In addition, I will 

offer side-by-side analysis of the original source text and the text as the composer set it, 

in order to ascertain how the composer adapted the author’s words. Chapter 3, on the art 

song settings by Geoffrey Bush and Ned Rorem, will address the influence of the smaller 

art song form, how its size makes the web of her text more manageable as a musical 

composition, and how its excerption and concentration reframe and reinterpret the 

original source text. In both Chapters 4 and 5, I will examine the tendency of composers 

to use Woolf’s text to form a collage, setting passages from different novels together or 

juxtaposing them with texts of other authors. Daron Hagen’s Rapture and Regret will 

serve as a prime example of this technique, as he places Woolf’s text alongside a passage 

by Isak Dinesen. Morton Subotnick’s Jacob’s Room also uses the collage technique by 

setting passages from the novel of the same name alongside excerpts from Holocaust 
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narratives. These compositions will reveal how the composer responds to the voice of the 

multiple authors within the same piece, and how the juxtaposition of the texts puts them 

in conversation with each other, thus creating a new semiotic framework. Chapter 5 will 

also study how her text translates differently in an avant-garde setting such as 

Subotnick’s Jacob’s Room. I will investigate the attraction of an avant-garde composer to 

the works of Virginia Woolf, to further support the argument that her strong authorial 

voice not only wields great influence over the composer, but also often requires 

unconventional musical techniques in order to effectively convey its distinctive tone. 

Each of these areas of research are supported by interviews with living composers where 

possible, including Daron Hagen, Libby Larsen, and Morton Subotnick, and the full 

transcript of each interview is available in the appendices.  
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Chapter 2: Woolf in Art Song 

  

 To explore the unique ways that Woolf’s text adapts to the art song form, we will 

consider two such pieces. The first is Geoffrey Bush’s “Cuisine Provençale,” adapted 

from To the Lighthouse; and the second is Ned Rorem’s “The Waves,” adapted from the 

novel of the same name. As with the other Woolf adaptations included in this study, we 

will also identify musical tropes that align with those found in settings of her work by 

other composers—namely, the use of recitative, sudden shifts in texture, ostinati, and 

sustained notes that seem to spin out endlessly. Both pieces illustrate how the small form 

of the song is advantageous when used to set the particularly difficult syntax of modernist 

literature, because it encompasses a more manageable portion of text. Whereas an 

operatic setting of a dense literary work like Woolf’s The Waves would be quite an 

undertaking for both the composer and the listener, a single song can serve as a snapshot 

of a particular page or scene in the larger text. This affords the composer the power to 

affect the interpretation of the excerpt, because it is received by the listener outside its 

original context. 

 

Geoffrey Bush’s “Cuisine Provençale” 

Geoffrey Bush, Biography 

Geoffrey Bush is the only composer included in this study who shares the 

nationality of the novelist. He was born in London in 1920 and died there in 1998. His 

musical career began early, as a choir boy at Salisbury Cathedral. Bush attended Lancing 

College, where he was first exposed to contemporary music, including that of Prokofiev, 
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Vaughan Williams, Benjamin Britten, and John Ireland, all of whom influenced the 

development of his own compositional style. While at Lancing, the young composer 

became friends with John Ireland, who served as his mentor throughout his life. In 

addition to Bush’s output of six operas, two symphonies, numerous smaller orchestral, 

chamber and keyboard works, choral compositions, and over 100 songs, he was also a 

professor and musicologist. He taught at Oxford, London University, and King’s College, 

London, and edited five volumes for Musica Britannica, championing and preserving the 

music of British composers Sterndale Bennett, Hubert Parry, and Charles Villiers 

Stanford. 

Bush’s compositional style is described as neoclassical, favoring diatonic and 

modal harmonies, and draws influence from French and Russian traditions rather than 

German. In the introduction to Bush’s memoir, An Unsentimental Education, Christopher 

Palmer writes of the composer, “The fact is simply that he is by nature a happy person 

who does not seek complications where none exist.”33 This, coupled with his deep 

understanding of the singing voice and how it most effectively delivers text, results in a 

seamless marriage of music and text that gives his songs accessibility.  

 

“Cuisine provençale”  

Like all of the composers included in this study, Bush possessed a deep 

knowledge of literature, particularly that of his own country. He set the text of many 

British writers, including Chaucer, Ben Jonson, and Oscar Wilde. “Cuisine Provençale” 

is his only setting of Woolf’s text. The song was commissioned for a series called The 

                                                
33 Christopher Palmer, introduction to An Unsentimental Education: and Other Musical Recollections, by 
Geoffrey Bush (London: Thames Publishers, 1990), i. 
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Songmakers’ Almanac and was premiered at the opening concert of their season by 

Felicity Palmer and Graham Johnson on September 4, 1982, at Wigmore Hall. This 

particular subsection of the series was called “Good Wives or Self-Improvement: Home 

Economics, Languages, Religion and Cooking,” and the title of the concert was 

“Magazine of the Heart and Home: The Ladies’ Almanac.”34 The advertisement for the 

performance describes it as “a song evocation of the world of journals and magazines 

printed especially for women, from the seventeenth century to the present day” (see 

Figure 2.1.) Bush’s choice of Virginia Woolf’s text in this context is striking, since the 

feminist author so publicly challenged these traditional constructs for women.  

 

Figure 2.1. Advertisement for premiere of “Cuisine Provençale,” The Guardian, August 
25, 1982 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
34 Geoffrey Bush, introduction to Eight Songs for Medium Voice (London: Stainer & Bell, 1984). 
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The source text comes from the author’s fifth novel, To the Lighthouse, in which 

Woolf models the main characters, Mr. and Mrs. Ramsay, on her own parents, and 

patterns the setting on her own family’s summer home at the shore. The novel explores 

the quintessentially Victorian marriage between Mr. and Mrs. Ramsay, individuals who 

desire an intimacy and mutual understanding that is not possible for them in the social 

conventions under which they have chosen to live. Like Mrs. Dalloway, a dinner party is 

central to the novel. Woolf perhaps drew on such social scenarios because they provided 

a built-in platform for exhibiting the height of normative Victorian behaviors, thus 

highlighting the crucible in which the characters managed the psychological pressures of 

their relationships and society. 

It was in this dinner party scene that Geoffrey Bush found the content for his 

song. The action unfolds with Mrs. Ramsay’s proud presentation of her grandmother’s 

recipe for Boeuf en Daube to a tableful of party guests, followed by the recitation of a 

poem by her husband. The song resembles a scena; and of all the works discussed in this 

study, it is the least psychological in nature and the most tied to a traditional narrative 

style. The lack of stream-of-consciousness in this passage is due to the fact that Bush cut 

out large sections of the scene involving the thoughts of the dinner guests. He used only 

the text directly relevant to the relationship between Mrs. and Mr. Ramsay. The Ramsays 

are each presenting offerings to the table of dinner guests—Mrs. Ramsay a dish, and Mr. 

Ramsay a poem—but the full significance of each presentation is lost on the other. Mr. 

Ramsay’s response to his wife’s culinary display is to quote a chivalrous poem. And Mrs. 

Ramsay senses in her husband’s recitation something of significance, but she struggles to 

understand it. Here, as throughout the novel, they are ships passing in the night. The 
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tragedy of their relationship is that, though they adore and yearn for one another, each 

cannot understand the other, and thus, intimacy is unattainable. 

To make the scene more concise, Bush conflates the actions of Mr. Ramsay and 

another dinner guest in Woolf’s scene. Mr. Ramsay recites a poem, “Luriana, Lurilee,” 

which confounds Mrs. Ramsay. In the novel, after Mr. Ramsay recites the poem, one of 

the other dinner guests, Augustus Carmichael, rises and bows to Mrs. Ramsay, “as if he 

did her homage.” But in the song, Carmichael is not ever introduced, and Bush implies 

through omission that it is Mr. Ramsay who is bowing to his wife. No doubt Bush used 

this conflation to simplify the scene so that he did not have to introduce another character 

and so that it could easily fit into the short form of a song. However, by doing so, the 

composer takes liberties with the storyline and allows Mr. Ramsay’s character to show 

more regard for his wife than is implied in the novel. Bush’s change is certainly effective 

in the context of the song, because it simplifies the scene by removing characters and plot 

points not directly relevant to the dynamic between the Ramsays; however, it is not a 

completely faithful rendering of Woolf’s scene. 

In his musical interpretation, however, Bush shows great faithfulness to Woolf’s 

tone through his use of compositional devices and word painting, which reflect the 

inherent humor and irony in her words. Employing two devices used by other composers 

in this study, the song begins with a slow ostinato in a 7/4 meter that continues for five 

measures, over which the narrating voice enters in a recitative-style marked “narrante” 

(see Example 2.1). This ostinato returns throughout the piece and suggests the voice of 

the narrator. The ostinato is a common device in Bush’s songs, but the 7/4 meter is 

unusual, since his songs typically exhibit more traditional meters. The pensive, trance-
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like texture of the ostinato is also curious, as it does not match the tone of the text 

describing the maid’s entrance with the dish. The ostinato consists of the tones of a 

pentatonic scale. Thus, in addition to the mysterious tone connoted by the odd-numbered 

meter and repetition of the ostinato, the notes themselves communicate a sense of 

mystery and primitivism. From the beginning of the piece, the listener is already cued to 

feel the confusion and miscommunication that is to come between the two main 

characters, Mr. and Mrs. Ramsay. And the incongruity between the accompaniment and 

the narrante text communicates irony, foreshadowing a sense of ambiguity in the 

problematic domestic scene about to unfold.  
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Example 2.1. Bush, “Cuisine provençale,” ostinato and use of recitative, mm. 1-3. 

 

Though the pentatonic narration motive returns intermittently throughout, the 

piece is divided into two large sections. The first half is dominated by Mrs. Ramsay’s 

thoughts and remarks about the Boeuf-en-Daube dish that she is presenting to the table. 

In this section, Mrs. Ramsay’s thoughts and words are accompanied by descending rolled 

chords (see Example 2.2). Both characters exhibit a burst of vocal coloratura when 

talking about their respective passions. In Mrs. Ramsay’s section, her flourish appears on 

the word “exquisite” as the narrator is describing the hostess’ reaction to the scents that 

arise as the maid removes the cover of the terrine. A similar flourish will appear in Mr. 

Ramsay’s section as well. 

pentatonic scale 

recitative style 
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Example 2.2. Bush, “Cuisine provençale,” gestures representing Mrs. Ramsay,  
mm. 7-10. 
 

 

After Mrs. Ramsay’s presentation to the table climaxes with the phrase, “It is a 

French recipe of my grandmother’s,” Bush uses the narrator to interrupt saying, “She 

waited, her husband spoke,” with tenuti rests between the phrases and complete silence in 

the accompaniment. This silence builds the tension around whether Mrs. Ramsay will 

indeed get the reaction she desires regarding her dish. The tension is broken when the 

piano takes on the voice of Mr. Ramsay’s response in a rather comical manner. We do 

not know what he is saying, because there are no words, but the use of the piano’s bass 

range coupled with the irregular rhythm and angularity of pitch in this section connotes a 

sort of gruff, grumbling response that is humorous (see Example 2.3). The effect is 

Mrs. Ramsay’s descending rolled chords 

Burst of coloratura representing  
Mrs. Ramsay’s passion 
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reminiscent of Charles Schulz’s Peanuts animated holiday specials, in which the 

teacher’s voice is incomprehensibly portrayed. The main characters, who are grade-

school age children, hear that she is talking, but they and the television viewers only hear 

“wah-wah-wah-wah.” Similarly, Mrs. Ramsay and the audience are not able to hear and 

understand what her husband is saying to her. This bass line marks the midpoint of the 

song; thereafter, Mrs. Ramsay and her thoughts, words, and dish are upstaged by Mr. 

Ramsay’s poetry recitation. 

 

Example 2.3. Bush, “Cuisine provençale,” Mr. Ramsay’s response in accompaniment, 
mm. 18-20. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The line that follows the accompanimental figure where Mr. Ramsay speaks for 

the first time reveals to the listener that the “words” he is speaking are poetry. And at this 

Unaccompanied narration with tenuti, building tension 

Mr. Ramsay’s incomprehensible speech 
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point, we hear the flourish of vocal coloratura anchoring Mr. Ramsay’s section and 

mirroring that of Mrs. Ramsay’s earlier section. The coloratura occurs on the narrator’s 

text describing how his recitation sounded with a “rhythm and the ring of exultation.” It 

is not until m. 22 that we finally hear actual words from the poem Mr. Ramsay is reciting: 

“Come out and climb the garden path, Luriana, Lurilee.”35 This phrase is a refrain in the 

poem. With each statement of “come out and climb the garden path,” the piano plays an 

ascending rolled chord, in contrast to the descending rolled chords accompanying Mrs. 

Ramsay’s thoughts and words. And each statement of “Luriana, Lurilee” is accompanied 

by rocking fourths and major seconds in the accompaniment, connoting a dreaminess that 

supports the exotic descriptions in the poem. 

There is only one return to Mrs. Ramsay in this second half dominated by Mr. 

Ramsay. In mm. 28-30, the narrator interjects to describe her thoughts: “She did not 

know what they meant, but, like music, the words seemed to be spoken by her own 

voice.” The accompaniment for this narration returns to the pentatonic scale, but in a 

different descending formation this time. Mr. Ramsay’s recitation continues, returning to 

the ascending rolled chords, and a new fanfare, march-like motive dominated by open 

fifths is introduced under the line “to see the Kings go riding by, over lawn and daisy lea, 

with their palm leaves and cedar.” Again, Bush intimates the exoticism of the scene in the 

poem and builds the enthusiasm of Mr. Ramsay as he presents it to his wife and to the 

table. 

                                                
35 See “Luriana, Lurilee (footnote),” Virginia Woolf Web, https://archive.is/aQA1P. The poem Woolf 
selects for her character to recite is by Charles Elton, a lawyer and writer who was related by married to 
Lytton Strachey, one of the Bloomsbury intellectuals. Though the poem was eventually published in a 1945 
anthology called Another World Than This by Vita Sackville-West, Woolf’s lover and friend, Woolf 
obviously had access to the poem through her Bloomsbury connections, since To the Lighthouse was 
published in 1927. 
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The final section of the song is a restatement of the “Luriana, Lurilee” refrain, 

interjected with lines of narration describing what the characters are doing as they hear 

these last lines of the poem. In mm. 38-39, we hear a statement of “Luriana, Lurilee,” 

followed by an echo of the same phrase at a lower dynamic level with a tenuto over the 

last note. And again in mm. 42-43, the same statement and echo with the tenuto recurs, 

but at a lower pitch level. This device is akin to the trope we have identified in other 

composers’ settings of Woolf’s works, that of a final note spinning out and disappearing 

into infinity. Though the device is not used literally here, this echo effect with a tenuto on 

the last note added to the diminishing dynamic and pitch level result in a similar effect of 

disappearing into infinity. Whereas other composers tend to use this decay on the final 

note of the song, as evidenced in several of Argento’s songs and in the Rorem piece 

addressed later in this chapter, Bush uses the effect on the phrases leading up to the final 

notes. He chooses to end the piece not with the “Luriana, Lurilee,” but with a more 

whimsical, awkward continuation of Woolf’s text—“and [he] bowed to her as if he did 

her homage.” With a single plink of octave E-naturals in the bass of the piano, the listener 

and the characters are left with a sense of confusion as to what has just happened in this 

scene (see Example 2.4). 
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 Example 2.4. Bush, “Cuisine provençale,” division of last note spinning out, mm. 38-45. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ascending rolled chords, marking the 
poetry recitation theme and 
contrasting Mrs. Ramsay’s descending 
rolled chords 

Return of pentatonic scale underscoring narration, this time in 
B 

Statement 3 ending on B, softer dynamic Statement 4 ending on B, echo with tenuto 

Narrated coda 

Statement 1 ending on 
D 

Statement 2 ending on D, with 
tenuto 
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The piece has ended in a very different place than it began. What was originally to 

be a grand display of cuisine on the part of the wife has been overtaken by the husband’s 

presentation of poetry. Is Bush attempting to depict another example of Victorian gender 

constructs, in which the man’s interests dominate yet again, or is it a statement on the 

primacy of poetry? Perhaps both. Considering the context for which Bush wrote the song, 

a “Ladies’ Almanac” recital, it is an interesting choice for the composer to end the scene 

in such a way. Perhaps it was his attempt to join hands with Woolf and respond to the 

absurdity of devoting an entire recital to such an old-fashioned topic in 1982. 

In Woolf’s novel, the climax occurs when the reader is told, rather abruptly, that  

“Mr. Ramsay, stumbling along a passage one dark morning, stretched his arms 

out, but Mrs. Ramsay having died rather suddenly the night before, his arms, 

though stretched out, remained empty.”36 Geoffrey Bush has managed in the 

miniature space of a single song to capture Woolf’s central theme in the novel, the 

longing for unattainable intimacy held in Mr. Ramsey’s empty arms.  

 

Ned Rorem’s “The Waves” from Another Sleep 

Ned Rorem, Biography 

Ned Rorem is considered one of the foremost composers of American art song. 

He is recognized for his prolific catalog of over 600 songs, including classics such as 

“The Lordly Hudson” and “I am Rose,” which are programmed frequently on art song 

recitals. Rorem is known for his profound skill in setting text in a natural way, and he has 

set the words of over 250 writers. 

                                                
36 Virginia Woolf, To the Lighthouse (1955; repr., New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1927), 194. 
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The composer was born to Quaker parents in Indiana in 1923 and studied at 

Juilliard and the Curtis Institute, after which he moved to New York and worked as a 

copyist for Virgil Thomson in exchange for lessons in orchestration. In the 1950s, he 

moved to Paris and studied with Arthur Honegger. While there, he wrote the first of 

seventeen diaries and essay collections for which he developed a parallel celebrity as a 

diarist. The journals are bold exposés, in which he reveals extremely personal details 

about his life and his candid opinions of other artists and celebrities. These writings were 

particularly galvanizing for the homosexual community in the 50s and 60s, as he was one 

of the first Americans to write so openly about his experiences as a gay man.  

In 1976, Rorem won the Pulitzer Prize for his orchestral suite, Air Music, and he 

has written three operas and over 30 song cycles. Like Argento, Rorem is a literary 

composer, drawing on a broad array of poetry and prose as the source text for his vocal 

music. He maintained long-time collaborations with vocal recitalists for whose voices he 

wrote particularly, such as Phyllis Curtin and Nell Tangeman, both of whom frequently 

performed and recorded his music throughout their careers. His opinions about text 

setting, like all his opinions, are strong. In an interview with the NATS Journal, he 

asserts, “I have a certain humility when it comes to texts, and there are certain things that 

I tell students are my own prejudices. I never repeat a word and I won’t cut words. I 

usually keep the song at the speed of speech, and I’m heightening the poem rather than 

broadening it.”37 

 

 

                                                
37 Leslie Holmes, “A Conversation with Ned Rorem,” Journal of Singing 58, no. 5 (2002): 444.  
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“The Waves” from Another Sleep 

Rorem wrote his first and only setting of the words of Virginia Woolf in 2000. 

Her text is the source material for the final song of his nineteen-song cycle, Another 

Sleep, and is taken from the final paragraph of her most experimental novel, The Waves, 

written in 1931. The novel follows the consciousnesses of six characters from childhood 

to old age. The character whose thoughts end the book are those of Bernard, who in his 

final years is struggling with the tension between past and present. Critic Susan Dick 

describes this tension as comparable to waves, a metaphor which, as evidenced in its title, 

pervades the novel: “One of the strongest rhythms in the narrative is the wave-like 

movement of the characters' consciousness in time. The forward surge of the wave is the 

time present of the speakers, the undertwo [sic] beneath the surface is time.”38 She further 

defines that undertow as memory. Bernard has arrived at the end of his life and 

discovered that “all stories are untrue, that ‘neat designs of life’ are an illusion, and that 

the ‘ridiculous, flamboyant, beautiful phrases’ with which they are decorated express 

only illusions.”39  

Rorem wrote the song cycle in memory of his partner of thirty-two years, James 

Holmes, who died in 1999 after a long battle with AIDS. Holmes was an organist and 

composer and sixteen years younger than Rorem. In the composer’s diaries, which tended 

to exude a more narcissistic and flamboyant quality in his younger years, the reader finds 

a much more solemn, though still direct, persona in his writing about the loss of his 

partner. In an entry from January 1998, he writes: “JH [James Holmes] at rock bottom. 

                                                
38 Susan Dick, “I Remembered, I Forgotten: Bernard’s Final Soliloquy in ‘The Waves’,” Modern Language 
Studies 13, no. 3 (Summer 1983): 38. 
39 Dick, 41. 



 48 

Exhausted, unhungry, blood in his cough. Tomorrow he sees Dr. Louie for more tests. 

Nothing I do seems very necessary right now. Certainly not this diary.”40 And later in a 

Thanksgiving entry that same year, he laments:  

 

Jim lives in a self-contained hell, a bubble of pain that floats from room to 
room of the otherwise ‘normal’ house. A year from now, a day from now, 
will the red sofa, or the five elms out back, still exist if he’s not here to see 
them?41 
 
 

Holmes died just two months later, after which Rorem wrote a memorial cycle called 

Another Sleep, setting the Woolf text as the final song of the work. In his program notes 

for the premiere performance he writes that “the world goes on turning, and I’m supposed 

to be a composer. So I’ve sewn together a memorial for Jim, nineteen songs based on 

texts (prose and poetry) by fourteen authors.” He identifies the theme as loss, but with an 

overarching “anger, and finally renewal, albeit renewal through defiance of death.”42 

The cycle was commissioned by the Chamber Music Society of Lincoln Center 

and premiered by baritone Kurt Ollmann and pianist Scott Dunn on May 5, 2002, at Alice 

Tully Hall in New York.43 It was performed between two Mozart wind octet pieces, 

which New York Times reviewer Anne Midgette described as “inhabit[ing] a very 

different world from Mr. Rorem’s.”44 Whereas Rorem’s cycle is a heart-wrenching 

requiem on the brokenness and grief experienced following a death, firmly situated in the 

                                                
40 Ned Rorem, Lies: A Diary, 1986-1999 (Washington, D.C.: Counterpoint, 2000), 368. 
41 Rorem, Lies, 384. 
42 Ned Rorem, Facing the Night: A Diary (1999-2005) and Musical Writings (Emeryville, CA: Shoemaker 
& Hoard, 2006), 221 
43 Ned Rorem, Another Sleep (Milwaukee: Boosey & Hawkes, 2005). 
44 Anne Midgette, “Music Review: Ned Rorem Limns the World of Loss,” New York Times, May 9, 2002. 



 49 

natural world of realism, the Mozart octets represent high Classicism and embody the 

idealism characteristic of that period. Midgette correctly identifies the misfortune of this 

programming in disallowing the listener to fully soak in the pathos of Rorem’s work.  

The cycle is divided into three sections. The texts of Part I address pain and anger, 

Part II memory, and Part III despair and death.45 “The Waves” is the final song of the 

cycle, and it sets the final paragraph of Woolf’s novel, minus one line:46 

 

Yes, this is the eternal renewal, the incessant rise and fall and fall and rise 
again. ‘And in me too the wave rises. It swells; it arches its back. I am 
aware once more of a new desire, something rising beneath me like the 
proud horse whose rider first spurs and then pulls him back. What enemy 
do we now perceive advancing against us, you whom I ride now, as we 
stand pawing this stretch of pavement? It is death. Death is the enemy. It is 
death against whom I ride with my spear couched and my hair flying back 
like a young man’s…I strike spurs into my horse. Against you I will fling 
myself, unvanquished and unyielding, O Death!’47 
 

 

Rorem’s song setting stops before the final sentence of Woolf’s text, “The waves broke 

on the shore.” This decision has the effect of closing the song before resolution is 

attained. Rorem’s setting ends with the character calling out to death, acknowledging its 

presence and power, but he still appears to be in a stand-off with death. Had Rorem gone 

on to include the final line, the song would have ended with more resignation.  

Rorem’s choice to truncate the excerpt before Woolf’s last sentence is interesting 

in light of the song’s strong connection to his own experience of losing his partner and 

                                                
45 Judith Carman, “Music Reviews: New Works and Collections I—Ned Rorem: ‘Another Sleep,’” Journal 
of Singing 63, no. 5 (May/June 2007): 606-607. 
46 Rorem omits one line in the middle of the paragraph, “…like Percival’s, when he galloped in India.” This 
is perhaps due to the fact that this sentence is referencing another character in the novel, and for the 
purposes of this song, would draw focus away from the protagonist’s struggle with Death when read 
outside the context of the novel. 
47 Virginia Woolf, The Waves (1931; repr., New York: Harcourt Brace & Company, 1959), 297. 
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his thoughts of his own aging and failing health. The composer is drawing a parallel 

between his life and the death of his partner and Woolf’s portrayal of Bernard’s inner 

fight between his remaining youth and sense of impending death. There seems to be a 

question that remains unresolved for both the protagonist and the composer about 

whether to continue fighting, or rather to acquiesce to the power of the cosmos. Susan 

Dick explains this inner tension by referencing the notes that Woolf kept when writing 

The Waves: 

 

The listener was not to be death, it seems, but death was to ‘come in as the 

antagonist’ so that there could be an argument between them’…Bernard's 

narrative demonstrates the tension that now exists in him between the 

commitment to fight the enemy, whom he finally recognizes as death, and 

the recognition that such a fight is futile, even irrelevant.48 

 
 

The listener is able to hear this tension in Rorem’s setting through several musical 

devices. The accompaniment throughout exhibits an ostinato made up of five eighth notes 

in the right hand. This figure asserts a contrary periodicity to that of the sustained open 

fifths in the left hand, which strictly follow the 3/2 meter. The ostinato suggests the 

persistent undulation of waves, in a style reminiscent of Debussy, who used similar 

techniques to connote the movement of water, and who was one of Rorem’s main 

compositional influences. The wave ostinato represents the relentlessness of life and the 

                                                
48 Dick, 43. 
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inevitability of death, though the unease of the cross-rhythm subtly reminds the listener 

that something is stirring underneath (see Example 2.5).  

 

Example 2.5. Rorem, “The Waves,” ostinato, mm. 4-9. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Following this section, the text shifts to describe a change within the protagonist: 

“And in me too the wave rises. It swells; it arches its back. I am aware once more of a 

new desire, something rising beneath me like the proud horse whose rider first spurs and 

then pulls him back.”49 At this point, the insistent ostinato in the right hand breaks, 

signaling a resistance, an uprising. The protagonist is taking control and asserting his will 

against the enemy of death. However, the relentless eighth notes never cease. Though 

they are no longer repeating the ostinato and instead are asserting new melodic patterns, 

                                                
49 Rorem, Another Sleep, 73-74. 

5-note ostinato 
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there is not a single measure in which the eighth-note momentum stops over the course of 

the song. 

 There are several characteristics exhibited by Rorem’s piece that also appear in 

other composers’ settings of Woolf. First is the pervasive ostinato, which also appears in 

the sixth song, “Parents” from Argento’s From the Diary of Virginia Woolf and in 

Geoffrey Bush’s “Cuisine Provençale;” such ostinatos suggest a sort of relentlessness or 

stasis that is a common theme in Virginia Woolf’s novels. Secondly, as in the Argento 

cycle, Rorem uses the technique of a final sustained note disappearing into the distance. 

At the end of the piece, the five-note ostinato figure returns in the accompaniment. This 

time, the voice sings the text “O Death!,” sustained on a single note that trails off 

seemingly into infinity. This note is remarkably similar to the last note marked al niente, 

or “to nothing,” in the final song of Argento’s cycle entitled “Last Entry.” The technique 

suggests that the music continues on even past the point that we are able to perceive it, 

just as the protagonist in Rorem’s song is unable to see the end of his life, but knows that 

it looms imperceptibly before him. By scoring the ending this way, Rorem leaves the 

passage unresolved. Death is neither accepted, nor shunned. This musical device is a 

natural choice to illustrate the stream-of-consciousness quality of Woolf’s characters. The 

streams of thought spin out continually, implying that their consciousness is continuing 

on, even though the reader is not currently privy to it. It should be noted that this sense of 

infinity also strongly suggests the imagined scene of Woolf’s own suicide as she walked 

out into the infinity of the River Ouse. Rorem even marks the final two measures of 

ostinato accompaniment morendo, or “dying.” Perhaps, under the circumstances of this 
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song, it represents the composer’s own tendencies toward suicide, which he mentions 

extensively in his diary during this time of mourning his partner’s loss.  

 Rorem’s setting of Woolf could not be more different than that of Geoffrey Bush. 

Rorem chooses a brooding, philosophical text, while Bush selects what on the surface 

seems to be a far lighter one. Rorem’s treatment is befitting of the tone of Woolf’s 

passage in its solemnity and reverence, whereas Bush’s setting is playful and funny, 

while still capturing the complexities of the relationship between Mr. and Mrs. Ramsay. 

The songs are quite different stylistically; however, they both continue the legacy of 

Dominick Argento’s cycle by employing certain compositional devices, such as the 

ostinato, recitative-style text setting, and sustained notes that connote a sense of infinity. 

And in this way, they are cut from the same cloth and reveal that Woolf’s strong authorial 

voice exerts an influence over the composer that cannot be ignored, no matter the 

individual style or tone of the particular song. 
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Chapter 3: Woolf in Vocal Chamber Music—Daron Hagen’s Rapture and Regret 

 

In previous chapters, we have identified tropes that emerge in vocal music 

adapted from the writings of Virginia Woolf, but we have not yet directly confronted the 

complex relationship between the source text and music. In all musical adaptations, the 

composer wields a measure of influence over the literary text. The role of the literary 

author’s voice can experience varying degrees of transformation according to the 

composer’s vision for the piece, a vision that has the capacity to focus the listener’s 

attention in three ways. The music can serve as a faithful representation of the perceived 

original intent of the literature; as an augmentation of the text, by infusing it with the 

composer’s own interpretation; or as an ironizing subversion of the author’s intent. The 

route that the adaptation takes relies on several factors. The composer chooses which 

portions of text to include and which to omit. (S)he decides how to set the rhythm and 

melody of the vocal line and the texture of the accompaniment. And (s)he determines 

whether to join the text from the author’s work with that of other excerpts from their 

oeuvre or with a passage by a completely different author. Each of these choices sets the 

trajectory of the adaptation. However, the voice of the author is not silenced in this 

equation; the literary voice exerts its own influence over the music as well. To consider 

these multi-directional influences, we look to Daron Hagen’s diptych, Rapture and 

Regret: Two Songs for Voice, Violoncello, and Piano, which sets passages from Woolf’s 

novel, The Waves, and Isak Dinesen’s memoir, Out of Africa. Hagen wrote the piece in 

1987, but it has not served as the subject of any academic study to date. This lack of 
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critical attention is unfortunate considering the unusual and rich example of musico-

literary adaptation that it offers. 

 

Daron Hagen, Biography  

Like the composers discussed up to this point, Daron Hagen (b. 1961) had a 

literary sensibility from an early age. Born in a suburb of Milwaukee to a mother who 

was a visual artist and writer, Daron grew up watching her sculpt, often serving as a 

model for her work. He also witnessed her unfruitful struggle to establish a career as a 

writer and observed her tastes in literature. Hagen remembers stacks of books as a 

commonplace fixture in his house, particularly his mother’s copy of Woolf’s A Room of 

One’s Own. His mother Gwen remained his champion and muse until her death in 1982, 

just five years before Hagen would write Rapture and Regret in dedication to her. He 

refers to her as his “Rosebud,” after Citizen Kane, and has written extensively about her 

influence on his character and art.50  

At the age of thirteen, Hagen’s brother introduced him to the music of Benjamin 

Britten, yet another composer with lofty literary tastes. This introduction ignited his 

interest in writing music, and he began to develop his compositional voice by immersing 

himself in the Englishman’s epic adaptation of Billy Budd. While still in high school, 

Hagen studied composition at the University of Wisconsin in 1977, where he wrote his 

first orchestral work and conducted its premiere. His mother sent off a recording and 

score of the piece to Leonard Bernstein, who recognized the young composer’s potential 

                                                
50 Daron Hagen, “My Rosebud,” Huffington Post, September 1, 2015, accessed March 23, 2018, 
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/daron-hagen/my-rosebud_b_8065914.html. 
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and recommended that he study with David Diamond at Juilliard. However, Hagen did 

not go directly to Juilliard; instead, he accepted a placement in the program at Curtis from 

1981 to 1983, during which time he studied with Ned Rorem, Witold Lutoslawski, and 

Lukas Foss, and began winning prestigious awards for his compositions. Rorem has 

remained one of Hagen’s mentors throughout the years, so much so that Hagen was the 

person Rorem called in the moments following the death of his partner, James Holmes. 

Hagen stayed with Rorem that night and helped make arrangements for the body and the 

memorial service to follow, all moments that would be influential in the composition of 

Rorem’s song, “The Waves,” discussed in the second chapter.  

Following his stint at Curtis, Hagen followed Bernstein’s original advice and 

pursued further study at Juilliard from 1984 to 1987. During these years, he worked with 

David Diamond, Joseph Schwantner, and Leon Kirchner. In 1987, the year he wrote 

Rapture and Regret, Hagen was studying on the side with Bernstein and was considering 

continuing on for the doctoral degree when he received a commission from the New York 

Philharmonic. Hagen recalls that Diamond advised him “to spend more time studying 

before he launched into a professional career,”51 but he chose to ignore the advice and 

take the commission while continuing with Bernstein. The decision resulted in a work 

called Philharmonia, which premiered on the Philharmonic’s 150th anniversary concert in 

1990, thus launching Hagen’s career and opening doors for many more opportunities. 

A perusal of Hagen’s oeuvre of vocal music reveals a penchant for setting 

challenging texts, both poetry and prose. After his setting of Woolf in 1987, Hagen would 

                                                
51 Daron Hagen, interview with Jay B. Aiken, in “The Choral Music of Daron Aric Hagen and a 
Conductor’s Analysis of Flight Music” (DMA diss., University of South Carolina, 2016), 4. 
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go on to produce an extensive body of songs, song cycles, and operas based on texts from 

distinguished writers including James Joyce, Emily Dickinson, Phillip Larkin, and James 

Merrill. His attraction to modernist writers is evident in his opera The Antient Concert, on 

which he collaborated with librettist and Pulitzer Prize-winning poet Paul Muldoon. The 

opera chronicles a reputed singing competition between James Joyce and John 

McCormack. We get a sense of Hagen’s approach to modernist literature in his 

reminiscence of speaking to the audience at the premiere of The Antient Concert; herein, 

he explains how to absorb the music in the opera, just as one assimilates the text of 

Joyce’s Ulysses: 

 

Any literate person can take enjoyment in the riffing that’s going on.…I 
remember to the audience at the Century I said: ‘Don’t worry if you don’t 
get it. Swim in it. Allow yourself to be swept along, the way that you do 
when you read Ulysses.’ For paragraphs at a time, you don’t know what’s 
going on. There’s this music going on.52 

 
 

Hagen’s astute ear is sensitive to the musicality inherent in Joyce’s writing, a quality 

similar to that which he would exploit in his setting of Woolf’s text in Rapture and 

Regret. 

Hagen has continued to produce operas and song cycles throughout his career and 

is most identified with the vocal music genre. He continues to conduct as well; and in 

recent years, he has embarked on a career as a stage director. Perhaps following in the 

                                                
52 Daron Hagen, interview with Russell Platt, Yale Oral History American Music Archive—Major Figures 
in American Music Series, April 3 and May 25, 2009.  
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footsteps of his mentor and teacher, Ned Rorem, Hagen is also a writer, and his prose is 

frequently published in the Huffington Post. 

 

Rapture and Regret 

Hagen completed his diptych Rapture and Regret in 1987, and it was premiered at 

the Cunningham Dance Studio in Westbeth, New York, as part of a larger ballet called 

…and the Air that had multiple performances between December 4th and 9th of that same 

year. The ensemble consisted of soprano Karen Hale Noteboom, a former classmate of 

Hagen’s from the Curtis Institute; Robert La Rue on cello; Eric Sawyer on piano; the 

William Douglas Dancers; and the composer conducting. In correspondence between 

Karen Hale Noteboom and the author on February 17, 2017, Noteboom remembers that 

William Douglas was the only dancer and that the choreography involved the soprano 

sitting on the floor in the middle of the room as she sang, while Douglas moved around 

her, sometimes draping his body across her lap. However, in an interview with the 

composer on April 10, 2017, he describes the soprano as standing in the middle of the 

room singing as six dancers (three male and three female) danced around her. And in the 

Dinesen section, Hagen remembers the singer supine on a chaise in elegant safari wear 

with a long cigarette as the dancers moved around her. Later the piece was excerpted 

from the larger ballet and arranged by the composer into this stand-alone chamber work. 

It was at this time that Hagen gave it the title Rapture and Regret. To the knowledge of 

this author, there has been only one performance of the piece after its premiere as part of 

…and the Air. That performance took place at State University of New York, Fredonia, 
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given by the ANA Trio and Fredonia Dance Ensemble, with Daron Hagen as consultant. 

The sole available recording of the piece results from this performance.53 

“Rapture” is the first portion of the diptych, which draws on the Woolf passage 

from The Waves and comprises two thirds of the piece’s total twenty-minute duration in a 

theme and variation form. The second section is called “Regret” and draws on the 

Dinesen text in a much shorter, through-composed form. In so structuring the work, 

Hagen sets up a built-in experiment for observing how his compositional style responds 

differently to the respective voices of Woolf and Dinesen. I argue that Hagen’s musical 

composition establishes a tri-partite structure of influence between the creative voices of 

the composer and his two source authors that enriches and complicates the listener’s 

interpretation of the two texts.54 The three parts of that structure consist of: first, the 

influence of Hagen’s music on the two literary passages, exhibited in the composer’s 

setting of the source texts; second, the influence of the two literary voices on Hagen’s 

music, revealed in the way the authors’ styles shape and usurp the established 

conventions of the composer’s musical language; and finally, the influence of the two 

literary voices on each other, which results from the composer’s choice to juxtapose them 

                                                
53 See Daron Hagen, “Rapture and Regret: Program Note,” www.daronhagen.com, accessed February 8, 
2017, http://www.daronhagen.com/store/rapture-and-regret; Performance announcement, New York 
Magazine, December 7, 1987, 191; and ANA Trio and Fredonia Dance Ensemble, Rapture and Regret, by 
Daron Hagen, live audio recording, State University of New York, Fredonia, NY, May 2013. 
54 The use of the word “influence” throughout this chapter should not be confused with Harold Bloom’s 
theory of “anxiety of influence.” While “anxiety of influence” could certainly be a factor in Hagen’s setting 
of Woolf’s iconic writing, it will not be addressed in this study. Rather, the phrase used in this treatment—
“direction of influence”—refers to the pull of the music and the literature on each other and the way they 
respectively change the interpretation of the other or interrupt the patterns inherent in the 
composer’s/authors’ respective styles. 
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(see Figure 3.1).55 It is in the second direction of influence—that of the literature on the 

music—where we will see Hagen drawing on techniques established in Argento’s tropes. 

 
 
Figure 3.1. Directions of Influence in Hagen’s Construction of Rapture and Regret 
 
 

 
                                                
55 The choreography is not included as a direction of influence, because Hagen describes the original dance 
as being very conceptual and not related to the literature or the music in any way. The composer reminisces 
in a video interview with the author on April 10, 2017, that William Douglas, the choreographer who 
commissioned the piece, had a strong pre-formed idea of the choreography which related to a vision of 
dogs on a beach (representing the carnality of young sexual experience). Hagen remembers that the three 
male dancers alternately represented both the dogs, surrounding the singer and licking her, and the 
sexually-charged young men at the dance in the scene. The three female dancers represented three aspects 
of the character of Virginia Woolf. Hagen’s recollection of Douglas’s concept is interesting in that the 
choreographer chooses to represent three aspects of Woolf herself, instead of three aspects of the character 
in the novel. This follows a pattern found in many adaptations of Woolf’s work, wherein the adaptor(s) 
impose the biography of the author onto their interpretations of her work. Similar examples are seen in Max 
Richter’s 2015 WoolfWorks, which uses a recorded reading of Woolf’s suicide note at the beginning of the 
ballet as the pretext for interpolating the author as a character into three scenes based on Mrs. Dalloway, 
Orlando, and The Waves. Another example of this type of biographical appropriation is found in the 2002 
movie The Hours, in which Woolf’s suicide figures prominently in the characters’ reading and estimation 
of her novel Mrs. Dalloway, setting up a similar framework in which Woolf is made into a character, 
thereby overshadowing the characters she has created. However, since the choreography of Rapture and 
Regret seems to be quite experimental, conceptual, and on a different level of rhetoric than that of the 
music and literature, the dance will only be considered peripherally in this chapter. 

Hagen's Music

Dinesen's 
Literary Text

Woolf's 
Literary Text
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To examine the first direction of influence—that of the music on the literature—I 

will identify the location of the source texts within their larger works, ascertain whether 

elements of the source text have been omitted, conflated, or condensed, and highlight 

specific instances of text setting that foreground important words or ideas. The second 

direction of influence—that of the literature on the music—will be considered by 

investigating the composer’s use of alternative scalar structures and jazz influences. The 

examination of these compositional traits will reveal that the textual syntax pulls Hagen’s 

musical language toward the style in which the text is written. To observe the third and 

final direction of influence—that of the two literary voices on each other—I will point to 

connections between the two excerpts, discuss a narrative structure that emerges by 

placing them next to each other, and use information gathered through an interview with 

the composer to explore his intent behind placing the works of these two authors in 

dialogue. 

 

Influence of the Music on the Literature  

 The first direction of influence to consider is that of the musical composition and 

how it affects the interpretation of the literature. This influence reveals itself in the 

composer’s choice of which text to excerpt, and how he chooses to set the text 

melodically and formally. Hagen adapts a passage from Woolf’s 1931 novel The Waves, 

and a passage from Dinesen’s neoromantic memoir Out of Africa. The selections are 

similar in that they are both from novels, both are prose, and both relate to the 

observations or thoughts of a female character. 
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In the Woolf excerpt, the young character Jinny is aware of her thoughts as she 

attends a dance that leads to a romantic encounter with a young man. Hagen leaves out 

several large sections of Woolf’s original passage, and moves the section beginning “I am 

arch and gay” to the end of the musical setting. He alters several words from Woolf’s 

text, changing the word “bodies” to “figures,” and “pressed” to “pushed.” However, the 

most significant adaptation he makes is the repetition of a single line—“I am ready 

now”—which he repeats four times and transforms into a refrain, thus establishing it as 

the focal point and climax of the musical setting in “Rapture” (see Figure 3.2).  
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Figure 3.2. “Rapture” Text Comparison56 
 

  

                                                
56 Text struck through indicates Woolf text omitted by Hagen. Underlined text indicates word(s) changed 
by Hagen. Original source text taken from Virginia Woolf, The Waves (1931; repr., New York: Harcourt 
Brace and Company, 1959), 100-104. 
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The way in which he sets the words of this refrain reveals Hagen’s efforts to 

foreground the literary ideals of modernism inherent in the text. In an interview 

conducted by Paul Kreider, the composer discusses the influence of his teacher Ned 

Rorem on his choices regarding text setting. Hagen says that he learned from Rorem “the 

use of range to highlight meaning…the idea or rule of choosing one single-most 
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important word and putting it on the highest or lowest note in the song and never 

repeating that note.”57 Following this criterion, the highest note in “Rapture” is B5, on the 

word “now” (m. 308). The lowest note in the section is C4, the last note of a cadenza 

descending from another instance of the word “now” (m. 238). In addition, the longest 

note in the section is also on the word “now” (mm. 313-317). Not only did Hagen choose 

to place the extreme notes of range and duration all on the same word, but the word he 

chose to highlight through those extremes—“now”—is one that reflects the youthful 

sense of immediacy in the character, and one that highlights the “observing” quality of 

Jinny’s thoughts. This commitment to the character’s observation of her own psyche is a 

distinguishing characteristic of Woolf’s modernist style. By highlighting such a 

representative and symbolic word, Hagen is musically foregrounding a tenet of 

modernism. 

The form Hagen uses for “Rapture” exerts an influence on the literary passage as 

well. This excerpt of Woolf’s text is rife with her signature stream-of-consciousness 

quality and is absent of any clear sections other than paragraph breaks. Hagen reminisces 

in an interview with the author that the choice to set this section as a theme and variations 

was made in collaboration with William Douglas, the choreographer who commissioned 

the piece. Douglas explained to Hagen that the sectionalism of variation form was 

conventional in ballet and more conducive to the needs of the dancers. Therefore, the 

choice to set the text as a theme and variations—a form identified by its very 

sectionalism—sets up a quality of dissonance between the inherent fluidity of the literary 

text and the compartmental quality intrinsic to this musical form. The segmentation 

                                                
57 Paul Kreider, “The Art Songs of Daron Hagen: Lyrical Dramaticism and Simplicity with an Interpretive 
Guide to Rittenhouse Songs and Resuming Green” (DMA diss., University of Arizona, 1999), 28. 
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complicates the interpretation of the text. Hagen explains that he was aware of the danger 

of interrupting the streaming quality of Woolf’s writing, so he took care not to make a 

complete separation between the variations unless absolutely necessary. Regarding the 

manipulation of her text into variation form, he says: 

 

The only appropriate way to create a musical scaffolding that would 
continue an argument going left to right in time underneath her [Woolf] 
was to agree in principle at certain, not stopping points, but at paragraph 
points. And the most intrusive that I think that I could have gotten was to 
snip off the stream of consciousness at certain points, and not stop it, but 
just pinch it, and then let it start going again. More than that, I would not 
allow myself, even when I wrote this twenty-five years ago. I did know 
that it’s Virginia Woolf, dummy, so leave it alone.58 
 

 

Woolf’s account flows seamlessly from the frisson of Jinny experiencing her first dance 

and steadily rises to the ecstatic experience of her first sexual encounter. Conversely, 

Hagen’s musical rendering starts and stops, changing style with each variation and thus 

superimposing onto the text a sense of uncertainty and awkwardness in the character’s 

consciousness.  

The musical setting of the Dinesen excerpt stands in stark contrast to that of the 

Woolf section. In the Dinesen passage, an older woman is remembering her life on a 

reserve in Africa, and describing its landscape. Hagen leaves out only a couple of lines of 

Dinesen’s original text, and the only alteration he makes is to the line “was now just 

visible,” which he changes to “was beginning to show.” While the passage from Out of 

Africa is much shorter and provides less material to change or cut, it is notable that 

                                                
58 Daron Hagen, interview with the author, April 10, 2017. 
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Hagen is much more conservative in his alteration of the source text from the neo-

romantic writer than he is with the modernist writer (see Figure 3.3). 

 
 
Figure 3.3. “Regret” Text Comparison59 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Hagen draws on all of his neoromantic tendencies for the Dinesen section, 

orchestrating “Regret” in a manner reminiscent of program music of the nineteenth 

century. The scenery described in the text is painted with lush harmonies, sweeping 

melodies, and the exploitation of the cello’s full range of colors. Throughout the Dinesen 

section, an arioso quality dominates in both the vocal and cello lines, which Hagen uses 

to amplify the sense of memory and lament pervasive in the text (see Example 3.1).  

  

                                                
59 Text struck through indicates Dinesen text omitted by Hagen. Underlined text indicates word(s) changed 
by Hagen. Original source text taken from Isak Dinesen, Out of Africa and Shadows on the Grass (1937; 
repr., New York: Vintage Books/Random House, 1989), 261. 
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Example 3.1. Hagen, Rapture and Regret, “2. Regret,” arioso quality in cello and voice,  
mm. 1-15. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The composer explains that the opening repeated figure in the piano represents the 

“regret,” while the arioso lines of the cello represent the landscape described in the text.60 

In contrast to the Woolf section, neither the rich musical texture nor the through-

composed form of the Dinesen section complicate or ironize the text; rather, they support 

                                                
60 In an interview with the author on April 10, 2017, Hagen reveals the inspiration for the opening repeated 
figure in the piano to be a similar motive from Bernstein’s “Music I Heard with You” from Songfest. 
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and intensify it. Hagen’s setting of this section has a romantic quality that is very much in 

keeping with the literary style presented in the passage. 

 

Influence of the Literature on the Music 

The influence of the source text on the composer’s musical choices is especially 

apparent in “Rapture.” While the style of Hagen’s musical composition is generally 

classified as neoromantic (a categorization the composer himself claims), Woolf’s voice 

pulls his music in the direction of her modernist style. Various iterations of a descending 

scale serve as the theme of the variation form and figure prominently throughout the 

cycle, tying the Woolf and Dinesen sections together. The scales in “Regret” are 

comprised of whole steps and half steps and hearken to more conventional major-minor 

scales; whereas, those in “Rapture” are based on the octatonic scale. This type of scale 

would normally be comprised of alternating half and whole steps; but when Hagen 

introduces the octatonic “Rapture” scale in mm. 7-9, he replaces two of the whole steps 

with augmented seconds. So instead of the standard pattern, ½—W—½—W—½ —W—

½—W, Hagen alters the octatonic scale to ½—A2—½—W—½—A2—½—W—½ (see 

Example 3.2).  
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Example 3.2. Hagen, Rapture and Regret, “1. Rapture,” theme, mm. 1-10.  
 

 
This modernist scale is set against arpeggiated chords in the left hand of the piano that do 

not contain augmented seconds and are reminiscent of left-hand figurations for the piano 

found in the music of Chopin. In an interview with the author, Hagen confirms that the 

use of the octatonic scale and augmented seconds suggests an affinity with the 

experimental techniques of twentieth-century music. Further, the juxtaposition of the 

octatonic scale against the conventionality of the romantic arpeggiated chords results in 

an incongruity. This incongruity communicates a metaphysical quality in the Woolf 

1/2 A
2 

1/2 W 
1/2 A

2 
1/2 W 1/2 
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section, one that is not grounded in the familiar and which suggests that the listener is 

hearing the abstraction of the character’s consciousness translated into music. 

Another aspect of the Woolf section that reveals the pull of her words on Hagen’s 

music is the overt jazz passage in Variation IV (mm. 149-257). It is in this section that we 

find Hagen’s first use of a trope established in Argento’s innovative cycle. As we have 

shown in previous chapters, composers are drawn to similar compositional devices to 

communicate the unique tone of Woolf’s voice. In this case, Hagen is employing the 

sudden shift in accompanimental texture in perhaps the most unique way of all our 

composers, through the abrupt juxtaposition of popular music techniques with those of 

more traditional art music. His chosen form of theme and variations lends itself 

particularly well to this trope, making it easy to have a sudden shift because of the 

sectional nature of the variations. However, it should be noted that the composer does not 

always choose to make the transitions so abrupt, sometimes preferring to elide them 

together. So in this case, Hagen is making a concerted effort for the start of Variation IV 

to be an unexpected shift, thus aligning with Argento’s trope. 

In the text of the previous variation, the character is describing the appearance of 

the young people who are attending a party with her, culminating with the line, “They are 

very young.” The soprano completes her phrase a cappella in a passage marked “freely” 

(mm. 146-148). On the cut off of her note, the key moves from B-major to D-major as the 

cello interrupts with a highly-syncopated musical interlude to show both a shift in Jinny’s 

consciousness and a shift in setting (see Example 3.3).  
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Example 3.3. Hagen, Rapture and Regret, “1. Rapture,” sudden shift of texture, mm. 
143-155. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The texture of this interlude evokes the image of a dance breaking out at the party, 

a dance in the manner of the “young” people, which in the context of this novel would be 

jazz. While the thematic material of the descending scale continues through this variation, 

the scalar motives are shortened and given a new marked texture by the vivace tempo 

marking. The rhythm suddenly becomes syncopated, carried by aggressive double stops 

in the cello and providing a stark contrast to the lyricism of previous variations. Hagen 

identifies these double stops as the “sex” motive. In mm. 177-192, he accelerates the 

harmonic rhythm through a series of rapidly progressing block chords which produce a 

bitonal texture (see Example 3.4).  

 
  



 73 

Example 3.4. Hagen, Rapture and Regret, “1. Rapture,” jazz section, mm. 177-192. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The chords in mm. 185-186 contain unresolved thirteenths, further suggesting a 

jazz motif. According to Hagen, these chords were borrowed from jazz pianist Chick 

Corea, and were fashionable among classical composers in the late 1980s.61 The 

composer notes that the block chords represent the sexual climax of the young man in the 

encounter with Jinny, culminating in his orgasm in mm. 191-192. Following this section 

of jazz chords, the next eight measures (mm. 194-201) exhibit another figuration 

common in the jazz idiom—a string of short, staccato phrases played in unison between 

the piano and the pizzicato cello. Hagen points out that Jinny continues seeking her 

                                                
61 Hagen, interview with the author, April 10, 2017. 
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climax in this section, even though her partner is finished—a climax she will not reach 

until mm. 242-243, where the “orgasm” chords are exactly repeated fifty measures later 

than his. Hagen uses jazz influences in this section to paint an ecstatic experience for the 

character Jinny—a crossing over into adulthood and a new understanding of herself. 

Additionally, jazz seems to be utilized in a more diegetic way in this piece—that is, 

suggesting that the music we hear in the song cycle is the music that the characters hear 

at the dance during this encounter. These direct musical allusions to jazz as an expression 

of sexual encounter suggest a quite overt lean towards the musical trends of Woolf’s 

modernist period, particularly the music indicative of young people in her time. Further, 

the incongruity that Hagen establishes in setting these musical styles against each other 

reflects an alignment with the modernist sensibility represented in Woolf’s text. 

The ending of “Rapture” is yet another example of how the tone of the literature 

holds sway over Hagen’s music. The final measures of the Woolf section draw on the 

Argento trope of notes that spin out into infinity. Whereas in the previous sections, Hagen 

used the music to heighten the carnality of Jinny’s sexual experience, here at the end of 

the passage, Jinny is feeling the emotional intimacy of her sexual encounter. She says, 

“Veils drop between us. I am admitted to the warmth and the privacy of another soul.” 

Hagen here inserts a fortissimo vocal cadenza on the syllable “Ah!” that communicates 

ecstasy and transcendence. Following the climax of the cadenza, the soprano continues a 

vocalise-style trill on the word “There.” The trill begins in a very slow quarter-note 

triplet, then eighth-note triplet, then straight sixteenth notes, which then meld into a full-

on vocal trill. The soprano’s vocalise is underlaid with tremolo in the cello and a 

sustained chord in the piano. Both the voice and the cello are marked with decaying 
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dynamics, while the piano’s sound is naturally decaying since the chord is never re-

struck. After the cello and piano have cut off, the soprano comes out of her trill for a final 

oscillation on the eighth-note triplet tied to a dotted quarter note and marked with a 

fermata. The collective decay in the three instruments, along with the doubly sustained 

final note in the voice give the same effect that Argento used in his song cycle of an 

endless spinning out into oblivion (see Example 3.5). 

 

Example 3.5. Hagen, Rapture and Regret, “1. Rapture,” cadenza and endless spinning 
out effect, mm. 345-351. 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In this case, this oblivion is that of the afterglow of sexual intimacy. Jinny has arrived at a 

place of satiation and is riding that feeling as long as possible, creating a sense of infinity 

which continues on past the point that the listener will be able to experience with her. 

Whereas the writing style of Woolf bends Hagen’s composition toward modernist 

techniques, Dinesen’s style accommodates Hagen’s neoromantic compositional 

tendencies. The melodic line and accompanimental texture in the Dinesen section adhere 
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more closely to romantic or impressionistic conventions. “Regret” opens with a rocking 

motion in the piano over which the cello enters with a sweeping arioso solo line (see 

Example 3.6).  

 
 
Example 3.6. Hagen, Rapture and Regret, “2. Regret,” neo-Romantic style, mm. 1-15. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
When the vocal line enters, it too has an arioso quality reminiscent of a bel canto opera 

melody. Kreider says, in describing the typical style of Hagen’s vocal writing, “Melodies 

that lend themselves to text expression, that exhibit narrative and lyrical qualities, are 
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characteristic of the songs of Daron Hagen.”62 “Regret” epitomizes such neoromantic 

lyricism. By creating such a lush backdrop for this text through long-lined, sweeping solo 

phrases, he upholds the romantic practice of describing and exalting nature by painting it 

in the music. And in the same way that the romantic composers coupled the laud of 

nature with an ennui, Hagen hearkens back to this technique by using a sorrowful singing 

style to highlight the nostalgia inherent in Dinesen’s observation of the landscape. The 

composer emphasizes through the music that there is a constant undertow of wistfulness 

in the character’s admiration of the scene. 

Hagen continues to incorporate the thematic material of a descending scale in 

“Regret,” but he has abandoned the octatonic scale and its augmented seconds in 

deference to a more conventional scalar pattern made up solely of whole steps and half 

steps. The composer suggests that this more conventional, romantic texture is dictated by 

the text and that the scales have been “ironed out” at this point to create a more 

“minimal” quality. He explains that the bitonality present in the Woolf section is still 

there, but “you have a lot more traditional, sexy stuff” in the Dinesen section.63   

 

Influence of the Two Literary Voices on Each Other 

 Perhaps the most unusual direction of influence this piece exhibits is that of the 

two literary texts on each other. Though this influence would appear to originate from the 

works themselves, the influence actually belongs to the composer, because it was his 

choice to set them together, thus giving them opportunity to cast light on one another. 

Whereas “Rapture” centers around the observations of the young Jinny and her 

                                                
62 Kreider, 14. 
63 Hagen, interview with the author, April 10, 2017. 
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experience of the “now,” “Regret” focuses on the nostalgia pervading a woman’s final 

years. And though the excerpts are written by stylistically distinct authors and describe 

the experience of two different characters, they are inevitably linked through their 

juxtaposition in this adaptation. There is an insinuation that the character represented in 

the two sections could be the same woman at the beginning and end of her life. One can 

easily envision the woman at the end of her life looking out on her African reserve and 

remembering herself as the young girl at the dance on the night she first experienced 

sexual rapture. Thus, a narrative quality is created that would not be present were the 

excerpts not placed side by side.64 

 The juxtaposition of the texts also reveals a common thread of the sexuality of a 

woman that is woven through both passages. By conjoining the texts, Hagen is able to tie 

these threads together. Though the sexuality—or carnality, as Hagen describes it—is 

more overt in “Rapture,” it is present in “Regret” as well. The composer explains that the 

creation of the diptych was built on the idea that sexuality for a young person is related to 

their interaction with other bodies; but for an older person, sexuality is connected to 

nature. He suggests that by foregrounding this common theme in both passages, he is 

creating a new narrative that is intuitive and difficult to ignore when the passages are read 

next to each other. He says: 

  

                                                
64 Hagen confirmed the validity of this reading in an interview with the author, April 10, 2017. 
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If you make music, a narrative is inferred whether you like it or not, so 
you may as well play on it. You may as well build on it. If you don’t, then 
people are going to draw conclusions of a narrative that you didn’t intend. 
So you may as well work with that.65   
 

 

Hagen’s use of the descending scale creates a thematic unity between the two sections, 

thereby foregrounding the ideas common to both texts, putting them into conversation 

with each other, and creating a new narrative. This practice of creating a collage of texts 

by setting Woolf’s work with that of another author will be further explored in Chapter 5 

where a similar technique is used by Morton Subotnick in his setting of passages from 

Woolf’s novel Jacob’s Room. 

In an article for Opera News, Ned Rorem lauds his student’s individualism. He 

says Hagen’s music proves that “although the arts cannot represent each other,…they can 

intensify each other.”66 Though Hagen asserts that the spheres of rhetoric in Rapture and 

Regret—music, literature, and dance—are not intended to reference each other,67 the 

ultimate effect of the piece on the listener proves otherwise. By conjoining the two 

literary passages through thematic material, he allows the music to influence the text, the 

text to influence the music, and perhaps most interestingly, the texts to influence each 

other. Ultimately, the juxtaposition of the two passages reveals qualities in each piece 

that would not be apparent in either on their own. Thus, Daron Hagen’s Rapture and 

Regret stands in the lineage of Woolf-ian musico-literary adaptation begun by Argento 

                                                
65 Hagen, interview with the author, April 10, 2017. 
66 See Ned Rorem, “Learning with Daron,” Opera News 57, no. 15 (April 10, 1993): 48. Rorem is 
responding to the ideas of Victorian writer Walter Pater, who asserted that “All art constantly aspires 
towards the condition of music.” See Walter Pater, The Renaissance: Studies in Art and Poetry: The 1893 
Text, ed. Donald L. Hill, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980), 106. 
67 Hagen, interview with the author, April 10, 2017. 



 80 

and comprised of composers who have dared to explore the previously untapped resource 

of Woolf’s text for art song composition. 
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Chapter 4: Woolf in Opera—Libby Larsen’s Mrs. Dalloway 

 

 Libby Larsen’s operatic adaptation of Mrs. Dalloway is central to this project for 

several reasons. First, the Minnesota composer studied with Dominick Argento, and in 

addition to having firsthand knowledge of his groundbreaking cycle, Larsen was also 

closely acquainted with Argento’s compositional techniques. Larsen’s piece also bears 

the distinction of being the only published operatic adaptation of an entire Woolf novel.68 

And finally, she is the only female composer to have published a musical adaptation of 

the author’s work. Through our exploration of two scenes from Larsen’s Mrs. Dalloway, 

we will see how the influence of Woolf’s authorial voice manifests itself differently in 

opera than in works adapted for other genres. Whereas Argento, Bush, Rorem, and Hagen 

created microcosms from her texts in the small form of a song, Larsen has the luxury—or 

perhaps the burden—of translating the entire novel to the stage as a large form. Adapting 

an entire novel musically not only bears the weight of the sheer amount of content that 

must be distilled, but also the weight of Woolf’s literary persona on the efforts of the 

adaptor. As Larsen is the only female composer in this survey, we will consider how her 

adaptation finds a unique expression through her resonance with Woolf as a female artist 

and innovator. 

  

                                                
68 Larsen’s Mrs. Dalloway is the only published opera known to this author, but it is not the only adaptation 
of a Woolf novel for the musical theatre stage. See also The Waves (1990), a musical by David Bucknam 
and Lisa Peterson; WoolfSong/The Wanderlusting of Joseph C (2003), a metamorphic “experimental opera” 
by Joan LaBarbara; A King, Riding (2004), a “scenic oratorio” by Klaas de Vries; This is our universe 
(2017), an experimental opera video by Misha Penton, Thomas Helton, and Hsin-Jung Tsai; and To the 
Lighthouse (2017), an opera by Zesses Seglias (score) and Ernst Binder (libretto). 
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Libby Larsen, Biography 

 The Minneapolis-based composer was born in Wilmington, Delaware, in 1950. 

She grew up singing Gregorian chant in Catholic school and listening to the blues, funk, 

and boogie-woogie on her own time. The composer credits going to the ballet as a young 

child for developing her compositional imagination and her understanding of music as 

gesture. She studied at the University of Minnesota with Dominick Argento, who taught 

her the importance of text setting and how to write lyrically for the voice. When asked 

about what she learned from her mentor, she said: 

 

[W]ith Argento, one of the hallmarks of his work is how very composer-ly 
he is, and yet, how natural he is. In a time of European modernism, 
Dominick Argento chose a different path, and is brilliant technically with 
every instrument. His settings for voice are brilliant and singable and 
wonderful, and I owe him so much.69 

 
 

Larsen’s music exhibits both classical and pop music influences, from Rimsky-

Korsakov and John Cage to James Brown and Pete Seeger. She has composed in all 

genres, focusing particularly on choral music, song cycle, and opera. Her 1990 opera 

Frankenstein, or The Modern Prometheus, was particularly lauded for its use of mixed 

media, including visual projection and sound amplification techniques.  

Like the other composers of Woolf settings previously addressed, Larsen shows a 

deep commitment to the literary canon in her compositions, and particularly to the works 

of female writers. She has set texts by Willa Cather, Mary Shelley, Madeleine L’Engle, 

and Elizabeth Barrett Browning. Larsen attributes her attraction to female writers to the 

                                                
69 Libby Larsen, interview with the author, October 29, 2018. 
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fact that when she was starting out as a composer, there were very few role models in her 

own field, so she began to explore pioneers of her own gender in other disciplines, like 

literature and art. Larsen explains that it is difficult to find texts by men “that are 

immediately ‘in’ the experience.” She elaborates: “Typically, I find men’s texts have 

some sort of frame around the subject, which tends to contribute to emotional distance 

between the word and the reader.”70 However, in women’s first-person writing, she finds 

a “raw struggle towards honesty,” in which “the language is subjective and very 

personal” and “the author risks exposing herself directly to the reader.”71 So it is no 

surprise that Larsen would be interested in the works of one of the most famously candid 

female writers. The composer references the influence of Woolf’s groundbreaking 

feminist essay, A Room of One’s Own, in helping her formulate ideas about the personal 

and professional latitude she needed to compose at the level she desired.  

Larsen is married and has one daughter and has been constantly aware of the 

limited creative space that society permits for women to work deeply in the way that men 

may. The composer is very direct when clarifying that her relationship to Woolf’s 

feminist manifesto is not one of “inspiration”: 

  

                                                
70 Jennifer W. Kelly, “Libby Larsen: Insights and Influences through Love Songs,” Choral Journal 48, no. 
8 (2008), 23. 
71 Libby Larsen, interview by Susan Chastain, “A Conversation with Libby Larsen,” IAWM Journal 2, no. 
4 (February 1996): 5. 
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I do not revere Virginia Woolf. I respect her as an artist, and as a person, 
and as a forthright, very strong, culturally situated voice… [W]hen I work 
with any author, I’m not trying to pay them homage. I don’t want to pay 
them homage, because then I’ll lose my own voice… When I am doing a 
residency or when I’m among other young artists who are looking for their 
voices, I don’t say, ‘Oh, you know Virginia Woolf said you should have a 
room of your own.’ You’ve got to make your own room. No one can make 
that for you or give you permission. Maybe that’s what she’s saying in A 
Room of One’s Own, but if I were to say, ‘Oh good, now I can too—that 
gives me permission,’ then I lose.72  
 

 

Larsen’s strong response to A Room of One’s Own highlights the very quality that makes 

the composer so adept at setting female authors’ texts to music. She understands and 

respects the individuality of their voices, just as she values and protects the individuality 

of her own voice. 

 

Mrs. Dalloway, the Opera 

Larsen’s identification with Virginia Woolf in finding “a room of one’s own” as a 

composer, along with knowledge of her mentor Argento’s song cycle, laid the foundation 

on which she would accept the challenge of adapting Woolf’s most iconic novel. The 

composer was acquainted with Michael McConnell, the director of Lyric Opera 

Cleveland, a summer festival at the Cleveland Institute of Music. McConnell was also in 

dialogue with Bonnie Grice, a radio announcer who had previously worked in the area. 

Grice had long conceived of an operatic adaptation of Mrs. Dalloway. Though she had 

never before written a libretto, Grice convinced McConnell to approach Libby Larsen 

with the project. McConnell demurred for years, saying that the novel was more 

                                                
72 Larsen, interview with the author, October 29, 2018. 
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appropriate for film and would not work on the stage. But Grice was persistent, and 

eventually McConnell relented.  

Upon hearing about the project, Larsen read the novel through four times. Before 

agreeing to the collaboration, she was searching the novel for 

 

some kind of essential human emotion that is abstract, but offers…the 
ability to dwell in it for a long period of time from many perspectives… 
So as I was reading the novel, I, of course, was taking notes on the 
characters; but I was looking for, in more layman’s terms, the fatal flaw, 
and I didn’t find it, to be honest with you. What I found was a character 
caught up entirely in the morays of her culture, and a character who has 
the Virginia Woolf ‘monster within,’ but is not particularly in touch with 
it. That’s what I was looking for, and that’s what I found, that I felt I could 
create an opera around without falling into operatic clichés.73 
 
 

Once she had the assurance that the novel and the characters had the scope needed to 

adapt them to the operatic stage, she “threw [herself], heart, soul, bone, and marrow into 

the project,”74 and Woolf’s most famous novel was reborn as an opera. 

Mrs. Dalloway is Woolf’s most famous novel, and has been adapted as a play 

twice, and for the screen in the 1997 film starring Vanessa Redgrave and the loosely-

adapted 2002 film The Hours. The novel takes place over twelve hours, a day in the life 

of Clarissa Dalloway, an aging London socialite, who reflects on the choices she has 

made in her life and her loss of identity along the way. Over the course of the novel, 

simultaneous scenes are introduced involving a mentally-ill and suicidal war veteran 

named Septimus. Clarissa hears of Septimus through a doctor friend who is treating him, 

and feels an inexplicable connection with the young man. Though Clarissa and Septimus 

                                                
73 Larsen, interview with the author, October 29, 2018. 
74 Larsen, interview with the author, October 29, 2018. 
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never meet and have little in common on the surface, she finds resonance in his struggle 

and is strangely affected by the news of his suicide at the end of the novel. Mrs. 

Dalloway’s quality of interiority and condensed timeline are the reason that Larsen and 

Grice sought to model it after Schoenberg’s monodrama Erwartung, in which a single 

moment in the protagonist’s psyche is expanded into a thirty-minute musical work.75 As 

we will see in Chapter 5, Erwartung is also referenced as an antecedent to Morton 

Subotnick’s adaptation of Jacob’s Room—an interesting correlation, since Woolf’s 

modernist innovations in literature corresponded to those that Schoenberg was making in 

music. 

The opera premiered on July 22, 1993, in Cleveland, in celebration of Lyric Opera 

Cleveland’s twentieth season. Because of budget and venue, there were certain 

constraints on the project from the outset. The cast was reduced to ten singers, cutting out 

many minor characters from the novel, as well as scenes with crowds that, under normal 

circumstances, would have translated into choral set pieces. The limitations of budget 

also dictated that the constructed set be confined just to Mrs. Dalloway’s room, doing 

away with opportunities for the novel’s many scene changes. These constraints were at 

the forefront of the negative critical response to the premiere. Critics from The New 

Yorker, The Wall Street Journal, Opera News, and even a publication dedicated solely to 

Virginia Woolf-related subjects, applauded the effort of the composer-librettist team for 

tackling the daunting task of adapting Woolf for the stage. However, their critiques too, 

generally shared the same themes. They commented on the cutting of so many characters 

from the novel, the lack of clarity in the portrayal of the parallel worlds of Clarissa and 

                                                
75 Heidi Waleson, “Opera: ‘Mrs. Dalloway’,” Wall Street Journal, August 4, 1993. 
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Septimus, the difficulty of following the shifts in point of view, the somber and 

“cheerless” score, and the inevitability of missteps from a novice librettist approaching 

such a complex source.76 

The opera has only had the one performance in Cleveland. This is perplexing, 

considering the iconic nature of the source material and the fact that the work is 

“eminently producible,” with its small cast and orchestra and resonant feminist themes.77 

However, Larsen explains that, at the time of the opera’s premiere, the sound world of 

opera composition was experiencing a shift to influences more rooted in American pop 

music. She points to composers like Stewart Copeland, the drummer for the British band, 

The Police, who crossed over from the popular music world to write opera. When asked 

if she thinks that her adaptation of Mrs. Dalloway was “ahead of its time,” she quotes her 

husband and friends, who have told her that she is “always about twenty to twenty-five 

years ahead.” Larsen also recognizes that “maybe the culture’s caught up to Virginia 

Woolf. So, I’m not ahead. Virginia Woolf was ahead.” She believes that the piece would 

have more resonance these almost three decades later, as societal changes are forging a 

renewal of feminism among the current generation of young women.78 

Grice chose a fairly true-to-the-original setting for her libretto, excerpting text 

from the novel heavily, in addition to lines from Woolf’s diaries, quotations of 

Shakespeare, and a poem by Percy Bysshe Shelley. The significant changes to the text 

                                                
76 See Suzanne Ferguson, “Mrs. Dalloway: The Opera,” Virginia Woolf Miscellany, no. 42 (Spring 1994): 
2–3; R. Finn, “Lyric Opera Cleveland: Larsen, Mrs. Dalloway,” American Record Guide 56, no. 6 
(December 1993): 54–55; Joseph McLellan, “Opera: Flashback, Stage Right Woolf Novel Stumbles Into a 
New Medium,” The Washington Post, July 22, 1993; Heidi Waleson, “Opera: ‘Mrs Dalloway,’” Wall Street 
Journal, August 4, 1993; and Paul Griffiths, “Musical Events: Bloomsbury Fool,” The New Yorker 
(September 6, 1993): 113-16. 
77 Larsen, interview with the author, October 29, 2018. 
78 Larsen, interview with the author, October 29, 2018. 
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mostly involve a streamlining of the characters’ thoughts, so that the audience can better 

follow the constantly shifting points of view inherent in Woolf’s writing. Larsen 

acknowledges this difficulty in adapting Mrs. Dalloway and other works of prose she has 

set for the theatrical stage: 

 

The hardest thing…is that the proscenium stage is bound to linear time… 
We are forced to operate within the linear narrative perception model. And 
yet, nothing that we do is linear. Film and cinema escape the constant 
reliance on linear time. We have a hard time escaping. In trying to present 
duality, I can use many techniques. One is to use two key areas to 
represent present and past and superimpose them while still moving 
through linear time… Time and memory have an intricate relationship. 
Time and memory exist in circular time. My challenge is to superimpose 
circular time and linear time in a model [that] forces the listener into linear 
time.79 
 
 

The composer attempts to solve these challenges of consciousness through several 

devices, including the tropes laid out by Argento. Larsen exploits the traditional function 

of an opera aria, by allowing Clarissa to sing her thoughts, but she uses the Argento trope 

of changes in accompanimental texture to signal shifts in consciousness, as we will see in 

our more detailed analysis of the title character’s Act I aria. Another way she denotes 

states of consciousness is by scoring passages for prerecorded and electronic effects as 

diegetic sounds. The chimes of Westminster and Big Ben in particular are used to 

represent the passage of time and its fleeting nature, which Mrs. Dalloway feels so 

acutely. To further express memory and nostalgia, the composer employs the ostinato 

trope, using it in a manner similar to that of her mentor, but fracturing the ostinato, so as 

                                                
79 Susan Chastain, “A Conversation with Libby Larsen,” International Alliance for Women in Music 
Journal 2, no. 4 (February 1996), 5-6. 
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to represent the distortion Mrs. Dalloway senses in the passing of “this late age” and the 

increasing dominance of modernity. In Clarissa and Peter’s second act duet scene, Larsen 

uses the trope of altering accompanimental texture to handle the shifts between interiority 

and exteriority in the dialogue between the two old friends, and one-time lovers, adding 

to it shifts in tempi to further emphasize their duality. Finally, Larsen and Grice use 

recitative throughout to move along the pace of the action. However, this particular trope 

will not be addressed in this chapter in detail, since this is recitative’s traditional function 

in opera. 

 

Act I Aria, “I will buy the flowers myself” 

Mrs. Dalloway’s aria is the opening scene of the opera and begins with the 

famous line, “I will buy the flowers myself,” in which she is asserting the little 

independence and determination that remain in the winter of her life. The character then 

bursts out onto the streets of London, taking in its flurry of activity. Her transition from 

the house to the city is scored with a Baroque-like theme reminiscent of a Bach invention, 

which represents the bustling city of London (mm. 39-46). The motive has a distinctive 

head which appears in different voices in the orchestra, much like a fugue, but never 

seems to coalesce into the ordered imitation that is characteristic of Baroque music. 

These fugue-like entrances are accompanied by a walking bass line, also characteristic of 

Baroque practice, which provides rhythmic contrast to the busy points of imitation in the 

voices above it (see Example 4.1).  
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Example 4.1. Larsen, Mrs. Dalloway, Act I Aria, Baroque London motive with fugue-
like head, mm. 39-46. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

heads of motives indicated by squares 
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Larsen explains her rationale for using Baroque influences to paint the city scene 

and to capture the particular behaviors and mannerisms of Clarissa in this section: 

 

I was thinking that she is busy. She has many, many details, and those 
details exist within a realm of rules, of social norms, of rules, things that 
she needs to do, that she feels she needs to accomplish in order to be ready 
for her party. So in my mind, creating this sort of quasi-Baroque-ness is a 
hearkening to—how can I explain this?—how Bach’s hands move on the 
keyboard… And I felt that the quasi-Baroque metaphor, without 
particularly drawing your attention or your brain to the idea of rule-
making and rule-breaking and what would create a sense of rules. Because 
whenever we play Baroque music, we have a sense of, oh, there are rules 
by which we live in a proper Western society. And to live within those 
rules is, for some, extraordinarily comforting, and for others, quite 
uncomfortable. Even though the rules govern our lives, we have sort of 
knobby elbows, that it doesn’t fit right. It’s clothes that don’t fit well. 
Wanting to create then musically a sense of busyness within rules and a 
vague, although becoming less vague, real discomfort for operating within 
those rules.80 

 
 

Grice reinforces this idea in her detailed stage directions, describing the action for this 

particular interlude thus: “Mrs. D. actually doesn’t move—instead, everything moves 

around her, giving us a sense of hustle and bustle of the streets of London.”81  

 
  

                                                
80 Larsen, interview with the author, October 29, 2018. 
81 Libby Larsen and Bonnie Grice, Mrs. Dalloway (St. Louis, MO: E. C. Schirmer Music Company, 1993), 
4. 
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Then Mrs. Dalloway comments on what she is seeing with a verbatim rendering 

of the novel, as she delights in the city scenery and her momentary sense of freedom. 

“What a morning! Fresh, as if issued to children on a beach. What a lark! What a 

plunge!” she says, beginning with the tune of the London theme. Larsen then picks up the 

rhythmic spinning-out characteristic of Baroque music in a short interlude (mm. 49-53) 

as Grice explains in the stage directions that “…we feel London—‘the dead, the flag, the 

Empire’.”82 With this stage direction, the challenge laid before Larsen and Grice is 

revealed; they are tasked with interpreting through music the intangible impression of the 

scene Mrs. Dalloway is experiencing, and the complicated national and personal history 

evoked by such sights. Limited in their ability to change the scenery on the stage, the 

composer and librettist are dependent on music and the skill of the actor/singer alone to 

show such nuances as described in Grice’s stage direction. This is perhaps the first 

obstacle evident in the opera—to adequately communicate historical background, 

symbolism, and deep psychical and emotional impressions of the characters, solely 

through the music, without being able to describe any of it in prose as a novelist would be 

able to do, or to supply it through opera’s conventional means. 

At this point, the aria shifts to the first interior passage, as Mrs. Dalloway muses 

on her feelings towards London in response to the sights around her: “Such fools we are. 

Heaven only knows why we love it so.”83 Larsen employs our trope of sudden texture 

change to signal a shift in consciousness, by temporarily bringing the Baroque, bustling 

London theme to a halt, as Mrs. Dalloway swings abruptly from thoughts about her 

exterior environment to interior reflections (see Example 4.2).  

                                                
82 Larsen and Grice, Mrs. Dalloway, 5. 
83 Larsen and Grice, Mrs. Dalloway, 5. 
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Example 4.2. Larsen, Mrs. Dalloway, Act I Aria, shift of accompanimental texture, mm. 
49-55. 
 

 
 
 

Following this sudden shift, Grice inserts a passage from Woolf’s own diary: 

“London feeds me. It rests me as nothing else can…London has a holiness. London will 

go on…after I’m dead.” This technique of interpolating text from another work—either 

Woolf’s own or that of another author—is a common practice in musical adaptations of 

her writing, as we have already seen in Hagen’s piece, and will see again in Subotnick’s 

monodrama in the next chapter.84  

                                                
84 The tendency of inserting the author’s own biography into adaptations of her novels recurs in adaptations 
of her work. See the film The Hours, in which the author’s life events are woven into readings of her novel 

sudden shift of accompanimental texture 
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This more interior passage is accompanied by the sound of the Westminster 

chimes, the first taped effect of the opera, as the character ceases to describe the sights 

around her and begins to descend into her own psyche. At this point, Mrs. Dalloway 

questions her ability to survive the pressures of life and speaks of London as the antidote 

for her anxiety. Throughout her description of London, we continue to hear both the 

accompanimental Baroque theme and the recorded sound of Westminster chiming. The 

propulsion of the accompaniment once again stops as Mrs. Dalloway muses on the 

Zeitgeist: “This late age has bred in us all a well of tears and sorrows, courage and 

endurance.” There are still faint references to the Baroque theme underpinning her 

philosophizing, but the music has shifted to a more ponderous texture with sustained 

chords of inconsistent lengths, which foreshadow a similar series of chords at the end of 

this aria that represent memory and time (see Example 4.3). 

  

                                                
Mrs. Dalloway, as well as Max Richter’s ballet WoolfWorks, a triptych of dances on three of Woolf’s 
novels, which opens with a recorded reading of Woolf’s suicide note.  
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Example 4.3. Larsen, Mrs. Dalloway, Act I Aria, foreshadowing of memory theme, mm. 
72-76. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The sustained chords taper off as the Westminster chimes return, accompanied by 

the bustling theme. “How does one endure? Never content. Never quite secure. For at any 

moment the brute can stir… How it rasps me! This hatred within me, this brutal 

monster,” she seems to shout on the highest note so far. All the while the music has built 

underneath her, culminating in the first appearance of the parallel scene featuring the war 

veteran Septimus, who also shouts: “The world has raised its whip…where will it 

descend?” 

With this dramatic insertion of Septimus’ voice, Clarissa is instantly at the flower 

shop. The florist, Mrs. Pym, is present, but Clarissa is still in the interior space of her 

psyche. She and Septimus, in their parallel scenes, agitatedly recite a line from the first 

stanza of a song from Shakespeare’s Cymbeline: “Fear no more the heat of the sun, nor 

the furious winter’s rages.” Shakespeare’s verse describes the condition of death, under 

which the anxieties of this world disappear for the one who has died. This line is spoken 

by both Clarissa and Septimus at moments of emotional instability throughout the novel 

foreshadowing of chordal memory 
theme 

underlying recurrence of London theme 
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and the opera. Larsen underscores this text with agitated, repeated, staccato quintuplets, 

thus communicating the irony that neither character is actually dead; and therefore, both 

are still very acutely experiencing the anxiety of their present life (see Example 4.4). 

These repeated quintuplets return throughout the opera, not always with the Shakespeare 

text attached, but according to the composer, always indicating anxiety in the character’s 

psyche. 

 

Example 4.4. Larsen, Mrs. Dalloway, Act I Aria, anxiety theme, m. 93. 

 

 

The florist sees Mrs. Dalloway’s agitation and solicitously asks whether she is 

unwell, at which point the bowed cymbal plays. The composer uses this instrument 

throughout the score to “create a sense of discomfort.” Larsen noted in an interview with 

the author that she is viscerally affected by the sound of the bowed cymbal and feels that 

it has a “certain kind of dissonance in the ear that is not pitched,…a psychological 
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dissonance that’s undefined.”85 Following the bowing of the cymbal, Big Ben begins to 

strike the hour of nine o’clock. The composer uses a recording of a mallet striking a wok 

top to represent the bells of Big Ben,86 over which Clarissa speaks: “First, a 

warning…musical…then the hour irrevocable…The leaden circles…dissolve in the air.” 

Larsen arranges Clarissa’s spoken text very precisely with each chime of the hour, 

denoted by vertical dotted lines (see Example 4.5). This alignment of the protagonist with 

the ritual rhythms of London points to how dependent she is on the city and its routines to 

keep her grounded—or, as she reveals at the beginning of the aria, to “rest” her.  

However, on the penultimate chime, the florist points out the flowers that Mrs. 

Dalloway always buys, “[a]nd of course, the white roses.” The viewer eventually learns 

in a following flashback scene that Clarissa shared an intimate relationship in her youth 

with Sally Seton, a relationship that had no context in which to flourish because of the 

social restrictions of 1920s England against homosexuality. The two share a sensual kiss 

in this flashback scene, after which Sally places a white rose in Clarissa’s hair. Mrs. 

Dalloway’s choice of these particular flowers at the florist shop thus belies her façade of 

contentment with London and life with her husband, and point to lingering thoughts of 

her former love for Sally.  

                                                
85 Larsen, interview with the author, October 29, 2018. 
86 Larsen, interview with the author, October 29, 2018. Larsen shares an amusing story regarding how she 
decided on the wok top to represent the sound of Big Ben chiming: “I found it, actually in a cooking store 
in Sioux Falls, South Dakota, this sound. I was with the Sioux Falls Symphony, and I needed this sound. 
It’s in my head. I have a lot of sounds in my head we don’t have instruments for, so I have to settle for a 
contrabassoon, you know. So I went to a cooking store looking for this really low, low, but audible sound 
that was somehow viscerally connected to humanness. So I was clanking on things. The clerks were having 
a blast. [laughing] I was like, “Oh, can I try that? Ding, ding, ding.” So I thought, “I wonder”—I held the 
wok top right over my head… And you know, I had mallets with me, so I hit it with a mallet, but the top hit 
my head. So I had one of the clerks hold the wok top over my head, right over my head, maybe an inch 
between the top of my skull and the top of the wok top, and then I “bong”-ed on it with the, I think it was a 
tenor drum mallet…yes, it was...and it was amazing, you should try it… It sounded not unlike a temple 
bell. It was just so peaceful and so low. So I quickly incorporated that sound into orchestra pieces, but then 
that sound was exactly what I needed for the ‘leaden circles’ filling the air.” 
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Example 4.5. Larsen, Mrs. Dalloway, Act I Aria, spoken text over chimes, m. 98. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The suggestion of the flowers triggers another sudden change in consciousness for 

both the central character and for the musical trope we have established, which 

accompanies such shifts. Clarissa remembers a time when she was young and in love 

with her friend Sally Seton before she decided to marry her husband and become Mrs. 

Richard Dalloway. The sustained chords of irregular lengths that were foreshadowed in 

the opening scene return in full force at the end of the aria. These chords relate to our 

third trope—the use of ostinato to represent time and memory, either fleeting or standing 

still. The chord is an E-flat major triad in second inversion played in the strings, and first 

appears in m. 99, continuing on in that same form through m. 110. The reiteration of the 

chords is irregular, on beats 1, 3, and 6 in the first measure; then on 2 and 4 in the second 

measure; 1, 2, 4, and 6 in the third measure; 2, 4, and 6 in the fourth measure; and so on, 

with no apparent pattern, for eleven measures (see Example 4.6).  
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Example 4.6. Larsen, Mrs. Dalloway, Act I Aria, faux ostinato, mm. 99-102. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Though the chords have such rhythmic irregularity that they cannot be considered 

an ostinato as such, the repetition gives an unmistakable sense of the device. Larsen 

explains that there is no regularity to the chords; however, “there is a feeling of pulse, but 

it’s a felt pulse. It’s not a pulse that you can count.” This sense of “feeling” was pivotal 

for her in capturing the nostalgia of this section: 

 

[W]hen I work into a memory, say, a memory from any period in my life 
now, but one that was really beautiful and sensual,…it is the remembering 
of the “it”-ness of it, how it felt, how it smelled, the kind of time that it 
exists in my memory. To actually bring that moment, which is part of 
eternity now, into a moment of memory that really is—not a re-enacting, 
not a reliving—but a re-being.87 
 
 
 

Over these repeated chords, Mrs. Dalloway begins to intone the text: “I remember…I 

remember long before the choices were made. I remember. I remember.” We do not 

know at this point exactly what she is remembering, but then Larsen, continuing the 

                                                
87 Larsen, interview with the author, October 29, 2018. 
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irregular repeated E-flat major chords, adds an A-natural to the chord in m. 111, creating 

the tritone above the root and adding to the harmonic tension. With the addition of this 

note, Clarissa’s memory seems to be jogged, and she describes what she remembers: 

“Dreams, dreams and wild flow’rs…Laughter in the garden.” Larsen adds a tone to the 

repeated chords, a B-natural in m. 117, providing yet another layer of dissonance as the 

character remembers “hours spent, spent in love.” These hours refer to her young 

relationship with Sally Seton. The composer further complicates the memory in m. 120 

by adding the leading tone D-natural, which makes the chord even more dissonant just 

before the repetition comes to a halt. At this point, Clarissa questions herself: “But was it 

love?” The ostinato texture has dissolved as the character has come back to the present in 

her mind, confronting her current state in a recitative-style section underscored by 

tremolo played on a wok top: “And now, invisible, unknown. Missus Richard Dalloway. 

Missus Richard Dalloway. Missus Richard Dalloway. That is all.” The irregular ostinato 

chords return briefly for the final phrase of the aria, this time back in the original second 

inversion E-flat major chord: “No room for Clarissa anymore…that is all,” as the last 

fleeting memory of her younger self evaporates. This non-rhythmic ostinato theme 

referencing memory and regret returns throughout the opera when Clarissa is 

remembering love and youth. It is particularly highlighted in a flashback scene with Sally 

Seton when she presents Clarissa with a white rose in m. 220, reintroducing the image 

that triggered the ostinato the first time.  
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Act I Duet, “Peter Walsh! Ah, how heavenly to see you again” 

 The Act I duet between Clarissa and Peter offers a prime example of how Woolf’s 

frequent oscillations from interiority to exteriority are effectively communicated through 

music. In this section, Larsen draws heavily on our second identified trope of using 

changes in accompanimental texture to signal shifts in consciousness. In fact, in this 

particular passage from the novel, it is often difficult for the reader to discern whether a 

line is in the character’s thoughts, or if it is being heard by other characters. Therefore, 

the trope allows musical adaptation to be an effective vehicle for illuminating Woolf’s 

writing, because the orchestra signals to the listener the modality of interiority or 

exteriority.  

 Peter Walsh is a former lover of Mrs. Dalloway, who once proposed marriage to 

her and who has been abroad for years in India. He holds Clarissa’s marriage to Richard 

in disdain, because he believes he himself was her true love. She similarly wonders 

whether she has settled for less with her husband. In this scene, Peter has returned to 

London after fifteen years to try to arrange a divorce for the woman he is courting so that 

he can marry her. The stage directions describe Clarissa as appearing at the top of the 

stairs in her white petticoat with a robe thrown over it, and still with the white rose in her 

hair from the previous scene when she remembered her love for Sally Seton: “She stops, 

seeing Peter for the first time. She automatically hides herself with her dress, ‘like a 

virgin protecting her chastity’.” This action of concealment inaugurates the exchange that 

will follow, in which both characters are hiding their feelings.  

In the novel, Woolf achieves this emotional evasiveness by vacillating abruptly 

between the characters’ inner thoughts and their external dialogue. As a result, it can be 
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difficult for the reader to differentiate interior from exterior discourse. And in an opera 

libretto, those shifts are made even more difficult by the excision of identifying tag 

phrases such as “she said” or “he thought.” The removal of literary indicators typically 

found in a novel is compensated for by the quality inherent to music, the ability to 

underscore and indicate which lines are in the characters’ minds, and which ones are 

spoken aloud.  

Larsen employs the second trope for this, but in a surprising way. She uses 

agitated music in the orchestra to underscore the inner thoughts, and then shifts to silence 

when the characters are addressing each other. This is striking, because one might expect 

the busy-ness of the orchestra to accompany the overtness of dialogue; but Larsen 

recognizes that the inner thoughts of the characters are actually the more active of the two 

types of dialogue. She uses an agitato quality in the instruments to communicate the 

unsettled nature of Peter’s and Clarissa’s consciousnesses; whereas the silence in the 

orchestra communicates the calm façade of their interaction (see Figure 4.1 and Example 

4.7). They are hiding their true emotions in the way that social conventions dictate, 

especially those of English society in 1925. 

  



 103 

Figure 4.1. Larsen, Mrs. Dalloway, Act I Duet, mm. 451-461, textual shifts between 
interiority and exteriority.88 
 
 
Exteriority Interiority 
CD: You’re looking well. 
PW: And how is ev’rybody? Elizabeth? 
Richard? 

 

 PW: Conservative ass! 
CD: Richard’s very well.  
 CD: You never liked him. Jealous! 

Always jealous. Dear Peter. 
CD: Dear Peter.  

 
  

                                                
88 For delineation of interior and exterior text for the complete scene, see Appendix C. 
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Example 4.7. Larsen, Mrs. Dalloway, Act I Duet, accompanimental and tempi shifts 
reflecting shifts in interiority and exteriority, mm. 450-461. 
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In addition to the shifts in orchestration, Larsen emphasizes the shifts of 

interiority and exteriority through dramatic changes in tempo. All the exterior lines are 

sung at a tempo similar to conversational speech, which she marks quarter note = 44. The 

tempo of the interior lines is marked quarter note = 132, more reflective of the faster 

speed at which we think. The accelerated tempo also has the effect of making the interior 

lines seem more frantic, lending an unstable and heightened drama to the scene (see 

Example 4.7 above). 

Clarissa’s and Peter’s exchange of external pleasantries and internal barbs 

escalates. Each character becomes more agitated, and thus their inner anxieties begin to 

show in their external actions. In a section of uninterrupted inner thoughts (mm. 527-

541), the stage directions indicate that “Peter pares his fingernails with his knife, trying to 

maintain his outward calm.”89 His anger towards Clarissa for breaking off their 

engagement intensifies as he thinks, “I’ll show you! I’ll show you!”90 The librettist does 

not indicate in the stage directions that he wields the knife he’s been using on his 

fingernails in a threatening way, but the astute reader can only infer this as the intended 

action. The music communicates this emotional climax by shifting back to the slower 

tempo of quarter note = 44 and to the agitated quintuplet texture introduced in the Act I 

aria that appeared under the quotation of Shakespeare’s text, “Fear no more the heat o’ 

the sun” (see Example 4.9). In addition, Clarissa’s response to him over this change in 

musical texture is: “What are you going to do?” This line is accompanied by both the 

repeated quintuplet figure and the first entrance of the glass harmonica, an instrument 

                                                
89 Larsen and Grice, Mrs. Dalloway, 48. 
90 Larsen and Grice, Mrs. Dalloway, 49. 
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known for creating an other-worldly and eerie atmosphere.91 Larsen uses her previously-

established theme of agitation, coupled with this unusual instrument, to signal to the 

listener that the barrier between the interior and exterior has evaporated. Grice’s stage 

directions once again explain the action in this extremely stream-of-consciousness scene:  

 

Peter looks at Mrs. D. He changes noticeably from the macho, self-assured 
Peter Walsh to an uncertain, emotional person. To Peter’s utter 
amazement, as though ‘suddenly thrown by those uncontrollable forces 
through the air,’ he bursts into tears and ‘weeps without the least shame, 
the tears running down his cheeks.’92       
 

 

Peter’s inner anxiety breaks through into the outer world, and the two characters are 

brought together emotionally and physically as Clarissa comforts him. 

  

                                                
91 Larsen’s use of unconventional instruments, such as glass harmonica, bowed cymbals, and wok tops, 
points to the avant-garde and offers a more diverse palette for capturing the peculiarity of Woolf’s literary 
tone. These avant-garde devices are similar to those used by Morton Subotnick in the unusual 
instrumentation and extended vocal techniques of Jacob’s Room, which will be discussed in the next 
chapter. 
92 Larsen and Grice, Mrs. Dalloway, 50. The quotation marks indicate that Grice is pulling the text of the 
stage direction straight from Woolf’s own description of the scene. 



 107 

Example 4.9. Act I Duet, Mrs. Dalloway, mm. 542-549, shift in accompaniment texture 
and instrumentation breaking barrier between interior and exterior 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

New tempo 
of liminal space 
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 Immediately following this section, the tempo changes to quarter note = 80-92, a 

tempo exactly between the previous interior and exterior tempi. The vocal and orchestral 

lines shift to a smoother, more lyrical texture. The characters are in a liminal space of 

psychic intimacy. Because Larsen has abandoned her system of signaling interiority 

through tempo and texture, in this section the librettist notates in the stage directions that 

the characters “still sing inner thoughts”93— otherwise, the audience would not be able to 

discern this. By entering this intermediate dialogical space—which in a novel could be 

more easily communicated through prose—the composer and librettist must leave it to 

the stage director to figure out how to interpret the psychical events of the characters to 

the audience.  

And this points to one of the greatest obstacles in setting Woolf’s text for the 

stage. Theatrical works are, by definition, purposed to communicate using physical action 

and dialogue between characters. Though conventions have been established in the form 

to accommodate inner thoughts through the aria in opera and the soliloquy in plays, the 

communication of interiority in a dialogic scene does not have an inherently natural 

solution for the theatrical stage. Thus, it is up to the composer, the librettist, and the stage 

director to invent methods to create such a liminal space. Libby Larsen discovers a 

solution for capturing Woolf’s interiority and stream-of-consciousness in the theatre by 

employing the tropes identified as having been established by her own mentor, Dominick 

Argento, and using them to maximum effect. 

   

 

  
                                                
93 Larsen and Grice, Mrs. Dalloway, 50. 
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Chapter 5: Woolf in the Musical Avant-Garde—Morton Subotnick’s Jacob’s Room 

 

 Thus far, some patterns have emerged in our sampling of musical adaptations of 

Virginia Woolf. We have observed a proclivity for composers to heavily alter or excerpt 

the original source material in setting her words to music. In addition, we have 

determined a common practice in which composers create a collage of her work with that 

of other authors, as in Hagen’s Rapture and Regret, or assemble several works of her 

own oeuvre together, as in Larsen’s adaptation of Mrs. Dalloway. Even a cursory scan of 

the “Catalog of Notable Musical Compositions Adapted from Works by Virginia Woolf” 

(see Appendix A) reveals that many of the composers who have set her work have used 

this collage technique in some form.  

This chapter will investigate these transformational tendencies more specifically 

by considering Morton Subotnick’s Jacob’s Room. We will use Subotnick’s piece as a 

study of how Woolf’s text adapts to avant-garde and electronic composition, rather than 

traditional art song or opera. Jacob’s Room will be contextualized by orienting it in his 

long career as a student of literature, and as one of the pioneering composers of theatrical 

electronic music. In addition, we will unravel the knotted development of the piece in its 

many versions over a 27-year period. And finally, we will consider the tropes identified 

in the bel canto settings of Woolf’s works to see how this pattern is affected by 

Subotnick’s use of electronics and extended vocal techniques. However, the tropes do not 

feature as prominently in Subotnick’s composition, because like Woolf, his goal with all 

of his music is to challenge conventions and explore new systems for his art. So, while he 
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does nod to Argento’s use of recitative, Subotnick pushes the device beyond its 

traditional boundaries. 

 

Morton Subotnick, Biography 

 Morton Subotnick was born to Jewish parents in Los Angeles, California, in 1933. 

Reared on a steady diet of popular and jazz music, he showed an aptitude for music from 

an early age. When his parents allowed him to study an instrument, he chose the 

trombone, because of its prevalence in jazz groups. However, his parents bought him a 

clarinet, and because of his lack of understanding of instruments, he did not know the 

difference. In any case, he became a fine clarinetist, to the point that he eventually played 

in the Denver Symphony while majoring in English at the University of Denver. As an 

undergraduate, Subotnick wrote poetry and socialized with poets and literary types.94 

 Following his undergraduate education, Subotnick moved to San Francisco for 

graduate studies in composition at Mills College, where he studied with Darius Milhaud 

and Leon Kirchner. He was still playing clarinet, often subbing with the San Francisco 

Symphony, and pursuing instrumental composition as well. The composer began to 

experiment with musique concrète techniques, and chose to employ them when he was 

commissioned to write a score for the Actor’s Workshop production of King Lear. 

Though musique concrète was not a new idea, Subotnick used it in innovative and 

theatrical ways as incidental music for the Shakespeare drama. Reminiscing about this 

production, he stated: 

 

                                                
94 Curtis Roads, “Interview with Morton Subotnick,” Computer Music Journal 12, no. 1 (Spring 1988): 9-
18. 
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I knew…that I was doing something special. I was creating sound design. 
I don’t know that it even existed. Maybe it did, looking back now, but I 
didn’t think about it at that time. Then I imagined myself spending my 
time in my studio day after day creating music and sending it out on a 
record, like a painter puts a painting on the wall…a new kind of composer 
who is a studio artist.95 

 
 

 This shift in the trajectory of Subotnick’s musical career was also precipitated by 

his interactions with other artists. Through exchanges with Beat poets in San Francisco, 

he was introduced to the theories of Marshall McLuhan, whose Understanding Media 

famously theorized that “the medium is the message.” It was through McLuhan’s 

philosophies that Subotnick first conceived of a future in which technology would change 

how people consumed music.96 He could no longer ignore his powerful promptings 

towards a new kind of musical experimentation, so he gave himself a test before he 

abandoned playing clarinet and writing for acoustic instruments to see if he had any 

aptitude for composing with technology. He teamed up with other new music composers 

who had started an unofficial series of new music performances, including avant-garde, 

tape, and electronic music. The piece that contained the seed of what would eventually 

become Jacob’s Room was Sound Blocks—An Heroic Vision, his first composition in this 

society of experimental composers. The work incorporated “lighting, an actor, several 

musicians, and tape music playing on two tape recorders.”97 Regarding this seminal time, 

Subotnick clarifies that their collaboration 

 

                                                
95 Frank J. Oteri, “Morton Subotnick: The Mad Scientist in the Laboratory of the Ecstatic Moment,” 
September 10, 2013, New Music Box, https://nmbx.newmusicusa.org/morton-subotnick-the-mad-scientist-
in-the-laboratory-of-the-ecstatic-moment/. 
96 Oteri.  
97 Oteri. 
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was not in creative works, but in the studio itself—a center for the creation 
of new works. The mutual thread between [them] was a distinct break 
from the post-Webern serial tradition as [they] saw it at the time. The 
group included a loose network of people: Ramon Sender, Terry Riley, 
Steve Reich…and a few other people.98 
 

 

The group’s experimentation with new music was considered subversive by the 

conventions of the institution that hosted their performances, the San Francisco 

Conservatory, and the school fanned the flames of controversy by asking them to leave in 

1959. In 1961, the now homeless group struck out on their own, founding the San 

Francisco Tape Music Center. 

 It was during this time that Subotnick and Sender advertised to find someone who 

could build them an electronic device that would give them the flexibility to design sound 

in real time, rather than recording and splicing sounds together on tape. They found 

Donald Buchla, who was already experimenting with such technology, and the Buchla 

100, one of the synthesizers that shared competing claims to be the first such instrument, 

was born.99 The prototypical device was labeled with the San Francisco Tape Center 

name and would figure prominently in Subotnick’s works for several decades. 

 Because of the innovative nature of the Buchla instrument, the development and 

marketing of the equipment threatened to completely overshadow the original aims of 

Subotnick and Sender for the San Francisco Tape Center.100 Subotnick meant to create 

music, not to be in the electronic instrument business; so, an offer from the Lincoln 

                                                
98 Roads, 10. 
99 There is debate surrounding whether or not Buchla’s device was the first sound synthesizer invented able 
to produce sound in real time, as others (i.e. Robert Moog) were developing similar technology at the same 
time. 
100 The composer would later win a Rockefeller Grant to join the Tape Center with the Mills Chamber 
Players, thus relocating the center to Mills College. 
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Center Rep Company in New York City to serve as the first Director of Music for the 

Vivian Beaumont Theatre came just at the right time. The composer relocated to the East 

Coast and also took on the position of Artist-in-Residence for the Tisch School of the 

Arts at New York University. He maintained his own electronic studio in Greenwich 

Village, above a movie theatre and down the street from the liveliest club scene in New 

York City. His studio became a waystation for all manner of popular and rock musicians 

who would wander in off the street to watch and listen as he created strange new sounds. 

By 1967, Subotnick had taken a further step into the popular music scene by accepting 

the position of Artistic Director at the Electric Circus, a dance club frequented by New 

York celebrities. The music he was creating for the Electric Circus combined the 

experimental sounds that he had begun with the San Francisco Tape Center, but under-

laid them with a danceable beat, thereby creating an unusual intersection whereby 

electronic music crossed over into mainstream culture. Having heard the buzz about 

Subotnick’s music, in 1966, a recording executive for Nonesuch Records approached him 

in the early hours of the morning at his studio with a commission to write what would 

become Silver Apples of the Moon. The recording, released in 1967, became the first full-

length electronic piece commissioned by a record company. The Nonesuch recording 

catapulted Subotnick to widespread fame and opened doors for work on both coasts 

throughout the 1970s and ’80s. 

 In the 1970s, Subotnick met and later married avant-garde singer and composer 

Joan La Barbara, with whom he has continued to collaborate up to the present. By the 

1980s, he had been a finalist for the Pulitzer Prize and was fulfilling a residency at MIT. 

In 1984, he was approached by new-music financier Betty Freeman to compose a piece 
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for the Kronos Quartet, which would become the first of four versions of Jacob’s Room, 

originally based on a passage from Virginia Woolf’s novel of the same name. 

 The latter portion of Subotnick’s career has included various versions of Jacob’s 

Room, developed over a 27-year span from 1985 to 2013. Ever the technological 

innovator, in 2012 he began developing an iPad application for children called Pitch 

Painter, as well as a curriculum for learning music called Morton Subotnick’s Music 

Academy. He has retained a following among younger participants in the electronic and 

avant-garde music scene. Regarding these young musicians, he quips, “They think I’m 

their daddy.”101 This following has resulted in a renewal of his career, keeping him busy 

with touring, live performances, and interviews around the world. In 2015, he returned to 

his educational roots at Mills College and served there as Composer-in-Residence until 

2017. Subotnick and La Barbara currently live in New York City, where he is at present 

working on what he believes will be his last work, Crowds and Power, a textless work for 

voice and electronics which uses “evocative sound” to conjure imagery inspired by the 

Elias Cannetti book of the same name.102 

 

Jacob’s Room, the Monodrama 

Though Jacob’s Room would appear to have originated with the commission for 

the Kronos Quartet in 1985, the earliest musical ideas for the piece came from Sound 

Blocks, a series of Subotnick’s early works performed on the new music series at San 

Francisco Conservatory in the 1960s.103 Thus, these musical ideas were already in 

                                                
101 Morton Subotnick, interview with the author, March 28, 2018. 
102 Subotnick, interview with the author, March 28, 2018. 
103 Oteri. 
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development when arts patron and philanthropist Betty Freeman funded a commission by 

the composer for the Kronos Quartet. Subotnick knew he wanted a “serious subject 

matter that had philosophic content, because it was [his] first major attempt to have 

words, and not just a word or two…[but something] dramatic and theatrical [that] you 

have to really think about.”104 At that time, Subotnick and La Barbara were expecting a 

baby, who they were planning to name Jacob. Subotnick reminisces about the birth of 

both their son and of Jacob’s Room: 

 

For some reason, we thought we could read a lot of books while waiting 
for the baby to be born in the hospital. So we took a lot to the hospital. 
Among them was Virginia Woolf’s Jacob’s Room.… The Kronos Quartet 
wanted the program notes a year in advance, so I gave them the title 
Jacob’s Room and read the book afterwards. I read it three times and 
realized there was nothing in it that could lend itself to a [source] text. I 
finally came to a passage, which, in its implicit inability to recognize 
reality, led to the use of multiple texts. The novel deals with  
Western civilization entirely from the standpoint of the intellect—non-
visceral, non-contact intellect.105 
 
 

Subotnick calls Jacob’s Room a “languid…introverted” book,106 making it a 

difficult source text. The excerpt of Woolf’s novel that he chose to use is from a section 

in which Jacob is at the British Museum reading Plato’s Phaedrus. The composer 

reminisces that he “built this imaginary story out of Jacob’s Room, where Jacob was a 

Holocaust survivor, and the British Museum was the…metaphor… for human history and 

culture,”107 even though the setting of Woolf’s novel predates World War II. He portrays 

                                                
104 Subotnick, interview with the author, March 28, 2018. 
105 Roads, 15. 
106 Subotnick, interview with the author, March 28, 2018. 
107 Subotnick, interview with the author, March 28, 2018. 
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Jacob’s reading of Plato by inserting passages from the Phaedrus, even though Woolf 

does not quote Plato directly in the novel. To further develop the Holocaust setting, 

Subotnick interpolated other passages with the Woolf and Plato texts, drawing from 

Nicholas Gage’s Greek civil war memoir Eleni (1983) and Elie Wiesel’s Night (1960), a 

memoir about the author’s father and his experiences in a Holocaust concentration camp. 

These texts make up the source material for the first two versions of Subotnick’s work. 

The commissioned version of Jacob’s Room for the Kronos Quartet was scored 

for solo voice and string quartet, and was premiered by Joan La Barbara and the 

ensemble in 1985 as the first of four versions that would be developed over the next 27 

years. The Kronos Quartet toured with it during their first season. Subotnick had an 

album coming out that year, The Key to Songs, and he wanted to include Kronos playing 

Jacob’s Room, but he was unable to do so, because as he recalls, they had just signed a 

contract requiring their name to headline any recordings.108 Consequently, Jacob’s Room 

was not recorded that year, and the composer decided to give up on the string quartet 

setting, but rather turned his attention to writing an operatic version of the work. 

The next version of the piece came when Minnesota Opera sought a commission 

of Jacob’s Room from Subotnick. It was to be scored for six singer-actors and was meant 

to be a “full-fledged opera,”109 but there was disagreement between the composer and 

Minnesota’s production staff about the direction the opera should take. The opera 

company wanted a linear story, but Subotnick did not, and the commission fell 

through.110 However, the composer developed a second version that took the form of a 

                                                
108 Subotnick, interview with the author, March 28, 2018. 
109 Subotnick, interview with the author, March 28, 2018. 
110 Anna Mika, “Morton Subotnick: ‘Jacob’s Room,’” Osterreichische Musikzeitschrift 6 (2010): 36. 
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chamber opera. This version featured vocals by Joan La Barbara, cello by Erika Duke, 

and sounds performed on pre-programmed computer. This version for voice, cello, and 

electronics—almost identical to the string quartet version—was recorded on the Wergo 

label and released in 1989.111 

Meanwhile Subotnick built upon his early work with the Buchla by collaborating 

with technician and designer Mark Coniglio to develop a new instrument for sound 

design called the Interactor. This device provided technology through which electronic 

sounds or images could interact with acoustic sounds. A review of the Interactor software 

in the Leonardo Music Journal offers a concise explanation of the technology: “Interactor 

programs process several types of events, including MIDI, timing and Macintosh events. 

Statements in Interactor generally follow an ‘if-then’ logic flow,”112 allowing for a real-

time interaction between acoustic and electronic sounds and video images.  

This technology would figure prominently in the next version of Jacob’s Room, 

which was developed between 1990 and 1993 and added a video component. This 

version was commissioned by the American Music Theater Festival and was premiered 

on April 22, 1993, at the festival in Philadelphia.113 Subotnick retained the 

instrumentation for solo cello and electronics, but added the recorded voice of avant-

garde vocalist Thomas Buckner as the character of Jacob. In a review of the premiere, 

Allan Kozinn presented a vivid picture of the 50-minute work: 

 

                                                
111 Subotnick, interview with the author, March 28, 2018. 
112 Robert Rowe, “Interactor 4.0.8 by Mark Coniglio and Morton Subotnick (review),” Leonardo Music 
Journal 2 (1992): 122. 
113 Video excerpts from this performance are available on Subotnick’s website, 
http://www.mortonsubotnick.com/viewing.html#jrmano. 
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The most striking image in Morton Subotnick’s stark chamber opera 
‘Jacob’s Room’ is of a woman draped in a yellow shawl chanting the 
Lord’s Prayer as she kneels and sways before a projected image that is 
distorted beyond recognition. Her voice is distorted, too: amplified and 
computer processed, it sounds like a metallic chorus, both frightened and 
frightening, and more cynical than hopeful. A Hebrew text is projected on 
the woman’s shawl, and as she sways in a pool of light at the center of a 
nearly dark stage, she looks more like a ghostly holograph than like a real 
person.114 
 

 

The review describes the Interactor video images as appearing on three screens and 

having a “musicality of sorts: like sonata themes, they recurred in different 

combinations…throughout the show,” with “digitally transformed images of faces, 

profiles and running crowds…features melted, froze and rotated slowly, and were often 

unrecognizable as human.” Kozinn also claims that Subotnick’s libretto downplays the 

Holocaust texts and uses the Woolf and Plato passages to “form a psychological and 

philosophical frame in which images of terror and anguish are drawn from Nicholas 

Gage’s memoir,” thereby using a “chronicle of one 20th-century tragedy to describe and 

memorialize another.”115  

Another significant performance of the version with video followed on November 

4-7, 1993, at The Kitchen in New York City, a venue for new music founded by Steina 

and Woody Vasulka, who designed the interactive video for the American Music Theater 

Festival premiere. Kyle Gann’s review of the performance in the Village Voice helps 

draw into focus the crux of the work: 

 

                                                
114 Allan Kozinn, “Review/Opera; Holocaust Memorials Can Also Be Operas,” New York Times, April 22, 
1993, http://www.nytimes.com/1993/04/22/theater/review-opera-holocaust-memorials-can-also-be-
operas.html. 
115 Kozinn.  
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The video monodrama took place within the mind of a Holocaust survivor 
never seen, only heard as the voice of baritone Tom Buckner, 
electronically displaced around the room. Soprano Joan La Barbara was 
his doomed mother, forcing him to confront his family’s fate.116 
 

 

Gann found the work inferior to some of Subotnick’s other pieces—namely Sidewinder, 

4 Butterflies, and The Key to Songs. He compared the piece, again, negatively, to 

Schoenberg’s work, writing that the opera “kept bringing Erwartung to mind, but the 

electronics suggested that this Erwartung had chilled out a few decades in a Santa Fe hot 

tub.” Gann further argued that since Schoenberg’s work had become “music’s standard 

classroom technique, angst is now the one emotion music is powerless to express.”117 

Both Kozinn and Gann suggest that the two respective performances with video 

minimized the more traumatic material central to the Holocaust. Both critics expected 

Subotnick to rise to the challenge of the construct he had imagined, using Jacob’s Room 

to cast light on the Holocaust; but instead, they felt that if the composer was going to treat 

this tragic historical event so peripherally, it would be better that he not invoke it at all.  

Subotnick continued to develop the work through the 2010s, first with a chamber 

opera version premiered in 2010 at the Bregenz Festival in Austria. The festival is known 

for its commissioning of new compositions and unusual productions of more traditional 

works. This version took the form of a staged work for four voices, four cellos, keyboard, 

and electronics. It retained La Barbara’s role of Guide that was present in the earlier 

versions, and added roles for the Mother, Jacob, and Grandfather. La Barbara did not sing 

in this production, but coached the four singers. The role of the Guide was taken by Ruth 

                                                
116 Kyle Gann, “Hot Tub Angst,” Village Voice, December 7, 1993. 
117 Gann. 
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Rosenfeld, who, in a contemporaneous article in the Osterreichische Musikzeitschrift, 

described the music as “very rhythmic, almost groovy…the role of the [G]uide changes 

steadily and quickly between classical singing, speaking, rhythmic chanting, and various 

sounds.”118 In the same article, music director Ari Benjamin Meyers called the work 

“highly emotional, full of expression and energy—the exact opposite of an academic 

composition. Nevertheless, the expressivity and emotionality of Jacob’s Room is 

reminiscent of a classical opera.”119 For the performance, a large, constantly-moving 

platform was mounted on a fulcrum, on which the actors walked and images were 

projected. This time, the video projections were designed by Lillevan, a popular video 

artist based in Berlin with whom Subotnick has frequently collaborated in recent years. 

The 2010 version draws from additional source texts and/or inspirations, including Alicia 

Partnoy’s The Little School: Tales of Disappearance and Survival (1986), a novel about 

the disappearances during Argentina’s Dirty War; and Alexander Donat’s Holocaust 

Kingdom: A Memoir (1965), an account of the author’s experiences in the Warsaw ghetto 

during Nazi terror. With the addition of new literary material, the text from Woolf’s 

Jacob’s Room became more and more sidelined, to the point that only a couple of lines 

from Woolf remained. 

Subotnick developed the fourth and final version of Jacob’s Room for a 

commission from the San Francisco Symphony’s American Mavericks Series, which 

toured several cities in 2012. For this commission, the composer returned to the 

monodrama setting, scoring it for mezzo-soprano, string quartet, electric keyboard, and 

                                                
118 Mika, 37. 
119 Mika, 37. 
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electronics.120 The website for the Mavericks series explains that three microphones were 

used for the performance, allowing La Barbara to “throw her voice into the far corners of 

the hall, to both depict the different characters in the piece and to use the spaces of the 

hall as a kind of surround-sound.”121 Like the 2010 chamber opera version, very little of 

Woolf’s text remained, with Subotnick gravitating toward the Holocaust narratives. The 

description of the piece on the publisher’s website characterizes it as “a reworking of two 

scenes from the opera that provides a new, striking vignette into the internal narrative of 

loss, terror and personal confrontation with tragedy that is the world of Jacob’s Room.122 

In an interview about the 2012 version, Subotnick seems to have arrived at the central 

idea he has sought to nucleate throughout his 27-year development of the work: 

 

The basic notion of Jacob’s Room is that holocausts are not just local 
catastrophes; they also gradually destroy the thin fabric we have of being 
human. They deprive us of the artifacts we have created and our empathy 
as a group. When these things fall apart, we find ourselves alone in the 
universe.123 

 
 
  

                                                
120 Wood Massi, “Joan La Barbara 2: On the Constantly Shifting Jacob’s Room,” March 10, 2012, 
https://sfciviccenter.blogspot.com/2012/03/joan-la-barbara-2-on-constantly.html. La Barbara’s voice had 
lowered, so the vocal part was adapted to accommodate her new range. 
121 Annie Phillips, “Inside Jacob’s Room by Morton Subotnick,” American Mavericks website, March 23, 
2012, http://americanmavericks.org/2012/03/23/inside-jacobs-room-by-morton-subotnick/. 
122 “Morton Subotnick’s Monodrama, from Jacob’s Room, Debuts on San Francisco Symphony’s 
American Mavericks Series,” Schott EAM website, March 2, 2012. 
123 Phillips. 
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Textual Collage in Jacob’s Room 
 

To study the interplay, or lack thereof, between Subotnick’s musical adaptation 

and the original source text from Woolf’s novel, we will focus on the 1989 version for 

soprano, cello, and electronics, and the 1992 version for soprano, cello, electronics, and 

recorded voice. These two versions offer the advantage of using the most Woolf content. 

In addition, the 1989 version has the added benefit of having been recorded, allowing us 

to interact with the score aurally. Both versions show Subotnick’s juxtaposition of source 

texts, incorporating passages from Plato’s Phaedrus, Gage’s Eleni, and Wiesel’s Night. 

These two versions reveal tropes similar to those identified in the musical adaptations of 

Woolf by other composers already discussed. 

In much the same way that Daron Hagen juxtaposed the texts of Woolf and 

Dinesen in Rapture and Regret, Subotnick’s use of textual collage allows each source to 

cast light on the others, thus illuminating, intensifying, and complicating the texts. As we 

consider the composer’s use of textual collage in Jacob’s Room, it is first beneficial to 

understand how Subotnick arrived at the idea of re-inventing the character of Jacob as a 

Holocaust survivor, especially since the source text was both written and set prior to 

Hitler’s rise. A review of a 1993 performance highlights the irony of the composer’s text 

selection: 

 

The piece is a Holocaust memorial, yet its view is expansive rather than 
parochial. In his libretto, Mr. Subotnick draws only fleetingly on Jewish 
texts and hardly at all on Holocaust literature. Instead, snippets from Virginia 
Woolf's ‘Jacob's Room’ and passages from Plato's ‘Phaedrus’ form a 
psychological and philosophical frame in which images of terror and anguish 
are drawn from Nicholas Gage's memoir of the Greek civil war, ‘Eleni.’124 
 

                                                
124 Kozinn.  
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Subotnick explains that Woolf’s original passage has Jacob reading the Phaedrus, but 

does not contain any actual passages from Plato. Therefore, it was a logical next step to 

include actual excerpts from the Phaedrus in his adaptation. Subotnick, as the composer, 

has the power to choose which Phaedrus text Jacob is reading and how to intersperse that 

text within Woolf’s passage, thus exerting influence on the narrative of the scene. 

However, Subotnick’s interweaving of the texts will prove to be more complicated and 

enmeshed than Hagen’s more straightforward juxtaposition in Rapture and Regret. 

The composer’s selection for the Plato passage that Jacob is reading comes from a 

section of the Phaedrus in which Socrates is conveying what the gods are able to see 

beyond the furthest reaches of heaven—that is, truth, justice, temperance, and 

“knowledge absolute in existence absolute.”125 Subotnick alternates Plato’s lines, which 

describe the idealism of the Forms, with Woolf’s depiction of what Jacob is hearing 

outside his window in the corporeal world—the rain, a cab whistle, and a drunken woman 

who has been locked out of her house at night. (See Appendix E for a line-by-line 

mapping of source texts.) In the 1989 recording, the Woolf lines are heard in one channel 

of the stereo field and the Plato lines in the other, further emphasizing the contrasting 

ideas that Jacob experiences simultaneously. In his article “The Sound of Silence in Two 

of Jacob’s Rooms,” Brad Bucknell identifies two possibilities for how Subotnick’s 

juxtaposition of these texts attempts to amplify or subvert the intent of the original source 

text:  

  

                                                
125 Plato, Phaedrus, translated by B. Jowett, produced by Sue Asscher and David Widger, Project 
Gutenberg EBook, 2008, http://www.gutenberg.org/files/1636/1636-h/1636-h.htm. 



 124 

Subotnicks’s gathered texts clearly show the contrast between the 
protected, contemplative world of the Cambridge-educated young man 
and the world of conflict nearby. Yet, the implications may in fact be 
double here: the image of Jacob’s contemplation can certainly suggest the 
complacency of learning and therefore indict the tradition and its 
inheritors; or, the scraps of collected texts could indicate just how far from 
the perfect justice Socrates describes the west really is. What is clear is 
that the calamity just outside will not easily or quickly be stopped.126  
 

 

However, by choosing this particular passage from the Phaedrus, Subotnick is more 

accurately setting up a tension between the perfection of Plato’s immortal world that 

Jacob is reading about and the sorrow of the mortal world which the character hears 

outside his own window. This is supported by Subotnick’s description of how he made 

the leap from what Woolf’s Jacob is hearing outside his window to the epic tragedy 

embodied in the Holocaust. Regarding this re-definition of Woolf’s character, the 

composer recalls: 

 

I don’t know how this happened, but he became, in my mind, a Holocaust 
survivor, whose whole family was killed in the Holocaust, so I built this 
imaginary story…[where you have] the Phaedrus, which denies 
anything—that there’s this perfect world out there—and you have this 
Holocaust which is destroying the entire Western civilization, humanity 
basically, and [the juxtaposition of the two] allows him to see clearly.127 
 

 

Subotnick clarifies that the voice of the drunken woman crying outside the window 

transformed in his mind into Holocaust-survivor Jacob’s memory of his dead Grandfather 

and Mother,128 who visit to remind him of what he has experienced and that the world is 

                                                
126 Bucknell, 772. 
127 Subotnick, interview with the author, March 28, 2018. 
128 Subotnick use the names Grandfather and Mother for the characters in the opera. 
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not perfect. The composer further explains that this new narrative he is assigning to 

Woolf’s characters is  

 

not so much the Holocaust itself, as the destruction of…the whole notion 
of law and all the things that hold us together [which] are really so flimsy. 
We actually know that they’re not true. They’re only true because we 
make them true, including God and everything else; but we hang onto 
them, because we’re the only creature on earth that is aware—this kind of 
existential…knowing that we’re just a creature and there is nothing out 
there but what holds us together as a community of humans. When it 
fractures—which is what Hitler does—he redefines. He says, ‘Forget 
about all this stuff. We’re just going to use brute force and take over and 
do what we want.’ And once you do that, you risk losing humanity itself, 
and we become alone in the universe… [At] the end of the final [version] 
in Austria,…they all go back—the Grandfather, the Mother, and the 
Guide—they go back into the earth, and he’s left alone…in the 
universe.129 
 
 

Though Subotnick’s adaptation jumps forward in time a few decades from 

Woolf’s original setting, the essence of the character and the ideas he is setting forth are 

still resonant with those she was espousing. Whereas Woolf’s 1922 novel was reaching 

back in time to pick up on themes of the first World War, Subotnick is pulling her 

characters forward into a post-World War II existence. Brad Bucknell points out the 

synergy that exists between the original text and the adapted text: 

 

Even catastrophe cannot end, or easily change, such a world, as Woolf and 
her narrator would know. Such knowledge is perhaps what composer 
Morton Subotnick recognizes as being partly the point of Woolf’s novel. 
His recognition manifests itself in... set[ting] to music not just the 
prediction of disaster, but also the sense of history which creates such 
catastrophes, such waste.130 
 

                                                
129 Subotnick, interview with the author, March 28, 2018. 
130 Bucknell, 761. 
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So in essence, the author and the composer are making similar arguments, but using 

variations on the two post-war periods to do so. It is as if Subotnick is reaching back in 

time to hold hands with Woolf, one marginalized artist to another. Charles Armstrong 

echoes these themes of marginalization in his article on Woolf’s use of the Phaedrus in 

Jacob’s Room. He recognizes that Woolf is pointing to the idealism of Plato’s 

philosophies as being “out of touch with the sordidness and pain of quotidian reality.”131 

Armstrong claims that Woolf’s contrasting of these two postures is politically motivated. 

She, a feminist writer married to a Jewish man, is acutely aware that “Jews, women and 

the poor would all cry ‘Let me in!’—while Plato and Socrates would always already be at 

home in the polis, like Jacob in his room, at liberty to roam outside if the fancy takes 

them.”132 Woolf’s answer to Plato is to leave Jacob in a place of ambiguity, where the 

reader is not certain if he absorbs into his privileged existence the suffering that he hears 

outside his window. It is an ambiguity to which one would expect Subotnick to gravitate; 

after all, neither the Jewish composer nor the feminist author would have been allowed 

citizenship in Plato’s gentile, patriarchal polis. However, Subotnick chooses to redeem 

Holocaust-survivor Jacob’s understanding of the incongruity between Plato’s passage and 

Woolf’s scene outside his window. The composer explains that “the Phaedrus…and the 

experience of the British Museum allows him to see clearly that it’s been raining and the 

woman is crying, ‘Let me in!’—so somehow, he remembers” the suffering of his 

ancestors.133 

                                                
131 Charles Armstrong, “Why Phaedrus? Plato in Virginia Woolf’s novel Jacob’s Room. Nordic Journal of 
English Studies 11, no 1 (Feb 2012): 113. 
132 Armstrong, 113. 
133 Subotnick, interview with the author, March 28, 2018. 
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 Thus, Subotnick’s use of textual collage elicits a different kind of resonance from 

the source material than Hagen’s in Rapture and Regret. Whereas Hagen uses the 

juxtaposition of Woolf’s text with Dinesen’s to amplify each individual text, Subotnick is 

using his license to interject a particular passage of Plato into Woolf’s text which will 

support his complete change of setting. These changes simultaneously amplify and 

subvert Woolf’s characterization of her title character as a young British man who has the 

privilege of complacency and obliviousness at this point in the novel. Instead, Subotnick 

introduces a new kind of “citizen,” a Jewish boy with no station and no family, who is a 

victim of the world’s persecution, and therefore, prepared to stand alone against the 

cycles of terror that will continue to plague this world. In the end, Subotnick’s Jacob is 

given the privilege of surviving and being shaped and strengthened by his suffering—a 

fate not afforded to Woolf’s Jacob, who dies in World War I. The reader will never know 

what sort of shaping effect the wartime experience of Woolf’s Jacob would have had on 

his existence had he not been killed in the war. Perhaps had he lived, he would indeed 

have been able to respond to the cries of the woman outside his window. 

 

Text Setting in Jacob’s Room and the Role of Metaphor 

 Several of the composers discussed in earlier chapters have used similar 

compositional techniques in their respective settings of Virginia Woolf’s text. In 

Argento’s “Parents,” Bush’s “Cuisine provençale,” and Larsen’s Mrs. Dalloway, each 

composer takes an arguably predictable approach of setting large swaths of Woolf’s 

prosaic text as recitative. This type of text setting offers the advantage of delivering more 

words and ideas in less musical space, while also allowing for a clearer delivery of 
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sometimes difficult-to-understand syntax for the listener. However, Subotnick uses a 

different tactic.  

In his two earlier versions of Jacob’s Room, which contain the largest sections of 

Woolf’s words, the composer dictates three different types of sound for the singer. The 

predominant type is spoken text, sometimes with prescribed rhythm and sometimes 

without, but with no prescribed pitch. This spoken style is akin to Sprechstimme. 

Throughout the piece, he never approaches a traditional, lyrical singing style. When a 

sung sound is indicated, it usually appears on a neutral syllable such as “ah” or “oh”; as a 

string of words sung on a constant pitch; as a vocalization, such as a slide; or frequently, 

as a line of scatting borrowed from the jazz tradition (see Example 5.1). He also interjects 

various extended vocal techniques, such as gasps, growls, ululation, and vocal fry (see 

Example 5.2). All of these extended techniques are the specialty of Subotnick’s partner 

and collaborator Joan La Barbara, who has built her performing career on this type of 

singing and for whose voice Subotnick has written all but one of the versions of Jacob’s 

Room. 
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Example 5.1. Subotnick, Monodrama from the opera Jacob’s Room (2012), scatting, 
mm. 94-96.134 
 

 
 
 
 
  

 
 
 

Example 5.2. Subotnick, Monodrama from the opera Jacob’s Room (2012), extended 
vocal techniques 

 
Gasps, mm. 123-124 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
Growls, mm. 54-55 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Ululation, mm. 92-93 135 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Vocal Fry, m. 98 
 
 
 
 
 

 

                                                
134 Though we are focusing on the two earlier versions of Jacob’s Room for their inclusion of more text by 
Woolf, the musical excerpts provided here in Examples 1 and 2 are taken from the 2012 monodrama score, 
since the 1989 and 1992 scores are not available. The techniques are similar to those used in the earlier 
versions and are taken from the section of the 2012 score containing Woolf’s text. 
135 Ululation is a technique involving a high-pitched trill-like sound, in which the back of the tongue and 
the uvula are moved rapidly back and forth. This sound is common in native ceremonial music of Asia and 
Africa. 
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When asked if his choice for this style of text setting was due to the challenging 

nature of Woolf’s text, Subotnick quickly offered findings from his studies on how the 

brain processes language and music. Since the composer has written very few texted 

works, it is intriguing that he is so well-versed in how the brain processes text versus 

ideas. He explains his theory, developed through dialogue with his friend and colleague 

Luciano Berio in the early 1960s:136 

 

I finally ended up feeling that if language is dealing with ideas, it can’t be 
musical. It can’t be music. It can’t be set easily… I discovered 
that…there’s a portion of the brain that deals with language and math and 
a portion…that deals with emotion, which includes music. And if you play 
a scale [sings a scale], it actually…shows up in the part [of the brain] 
where language is, but as soon as you go [sings a scale, lengthening one 
note], as soon as you hold that one note, it jumps to the other place in your 
brain… So, if you’re dealing with ideas, that goes to the part of the 
brain…[that] stays with language and math. As soon as it emotes, tells you 
not what it is, but how you feel about it, it jumps to the other [part of the 
brain]. And so…if you want people to understand philosophically, you’ve 
got to develop a technique….where it jumps back and forth between idea 
and how you feel about it.137 
 

 

The technique to which he refers is an alternation between language set as rhythmic 

speech, so that the listener can understand the “idea” behind the text—what the text is 

trying to say to the listener—and neutral syllables or sound that is pitched, so that the 

listener can experience how they “feel about whatever’s going on.”138 Here we will use as 

example an excerpt from the 2012 monodrama score, which is similar to the techniques 

                                                
136 Berio explored the use of a spoken modernist text in his work Thema—Omaggio a Joyce (1958) for 
voice and tape, a setting of a passage from James Joyce’s Ulysses, almost thirty years before Subotnick’s 
Jacob’s Room. 
137 Subotnick, interview with the author, March 28, 2018. 
138 Subotnick, interview with the author, March 28, 2018. 
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used in the same text of the 1989 recorded version (see Example 5.3). In this section, 

Subotnick sets the following text to be spoken in non-pitched, rhythmic notation 

matching the natural spoken inflection of these phrases: “In spite of the rain, in spite of 

the battering at the door, a coal dropped from a fire, a fly dropped from the ceiling, lay on 

its back too weak to turn over.” The spoken text is interjected with pitched gasps on 

neutral vowels “ah” and “oh,” as seen in mm. 126-128 and 130-131. (The arrows above 

the gasps indicate the direction of the airflow.) The composer explains that he is using 

“pauses and breaking up words…[so that] it still stays in the language domain, and then 

suddenly breaks into melismas and [gasps],” moving it into the realm of emotion.139 So it 

is the spoken text that communicates to the listener the narrative of the woman battering 

at the door, but the pitched gasps on “ah” and “oh” suggest how the listener should feel 

about the woman battering at the door. 

  

                                                
139 Subotnick, interview with the author, March 28, 2018. 
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Example 5.3. Subotnick, Monodrama from the opera Jacob’s Room (2012), pitched 
gasps, mm. 126-134. 
 
 
 
 
  

 

 
 
 
 

 

 

In the very next section of the 2012 monodrama, mm. 135-144, Subotnick takes 

the previously spoken line “a coal dropped from fire” and converts it into an intoned 

style, in which the performer is to “sing” the text on a repeated note, but the words are 

broken up by intermittent rests and a highly rhythmic, syncopated notation (see Example 

5.4). Subotnick refers to this as an “in-between” style of delivery that exists between 

music and language, between the “idea” of the text and how the listener feels about it. He 

laughingly suggests that this technique is a precursor of rap, activating a place in the 

brain that responds to 

 

rhythm and pulsing,…which causes us to feel bound together. That’s what 
we use in marching, and now with raves, where they don’t have any music 
at all, just a pulse, and people all bouncing back and forth, and you feel 
like one. So that was the in-between area that I used [for] ‘coal drops from 
the fire.’140 

 
 
 
                                                
140 Subotnick, interview with the author, March 28, 2018. 
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Example 5.4. Subotnick, Monodrama from the opera Jacob’s Room (2012), 
syncopated intoned text, mm. 135-144. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This “in-between” rap-like technique is pivotal in Subotnick’s method of 

capturing Woolf’s metaphorical style of writing, which he believes lives in a place 

between prose and poetry—that is, between language and music. The composer describes 

prose as the mechanical language that tells you how something happens, and he uses the 

hypothetical example of going to the moon. The prose tells you the steps to take to do 

that. By contrast, poetry is the representation of how one feels about going to the moon: 

 

It borders on not quite understanding what’s going on, but getting the 
picture through. The words become rhythmic and have metaphoric 
sound… They approach the musical aspect of our cognition… I think in 
reading most of what Virginia Woolf…wrote, even the essays, you get this 
musical language, but not because [of] the rhythm [or] pitch, but the fact 
that it’s ‘musical.’141 
    

 

                                                
141 Subotnick, interview with the author, March 28, 2018. 
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So in response to assertions that are commonly made in literary studies that Woolf’s 

writing is “musical,”142 Subotnick defines it more specifically as “musically metaphoric”: 

 

I think music is a kind of metaphor for how you feel about things… It 
takes you to new places, and I think her language does the same thing. So, 
I tended not to want to make her language into music, but to deal with it 
metaphorically at the language side, but because the whole work is 
musical… Her use of metaphor really lends itself very well for it.143 

 
 

Subotnick goes on to contrast her style with that of James Joyce, another giant of 

modernist writing, claiming that Woolf gets “mixed up with Joyce” and his use of 

stream-of-consciousness in works like Ulysses. Subotnick does not believe that Woolf 

should be considered a “stream-of-consciousness” writer, but rather her style should be 

described more aptly as “metaphorical.” Whereas, Joyce uses very descriptive writing, in 

which the reader does “know all the time what he’s talking about,” Subotnick believes 

that Woolf’s writing is not so descriptive, and that when it does describe, it does so in a 

metaphorical way where “you end up in that strange world of not knowing what you’re 

talking about.”144 He uses the example of the line that recurs throughout his piece, “a coal 

dropped from a fire, a fly dropped from the ceiling, lay on its back too weak to turn 

over”: 

 

                                                
142 See Emma Sutton, Virginia Woolf and Classical Music: Politics, Aesthetics, Form (Edinburgh: 
Edinburgh University Press, 2013); Vanessa Manhire, “‘Not Regularly Musical’: Music in the Work of 
Virginia Woolf,” (PhD diss., Rutgers University, 2010); Gyllian Phillips, “‘The Rhythm of the Visible 
World’: Music, Text and Performance in Selected Writings of Edith Sitwell, Gertrude Stein and Virginia 
Woolf,” (PhD diss., University of Western Ontario, 1996); and Emily E. Vines, “Virginia Woolf and 
Music: Understanding ‘The Waves’ as a Musical Composition” (master’s thesis, Southeast Missouri State 
University, 2014). 
143 Subotnick, interview with the author, March 28, 2018. 
144 Subotnick, interview with the author, March 28, 2018. 
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In ‘a coal drops from fire,’ immediately she sees a fly. A piece of coal 
becomes a fly… A fly becomes a metaphor for a coal… Even in the 
essays, she’s dealing with metaphors… So it may be an essay, but it’s not 
the kind of prose that’s going to get you to the moon. Ulysses, in a strange 
way, could get you to the moon, if you just put it together [laughter]. 
Joyce has a lot of metaphor too, but [Woolf’s] is…very musical…but not 
like a piece of music.145 
 

  

Subotnick’s ability to distinguish this metaphorical quality in Woolf’s work 

perhaps stems from his own clearly-defined view of his creative process. When 

composing, he considers his work to be like sculpting. In the liner notes for his 1975 

composition Until Spring, he describes the process as 

 

sculpting with sound…placing sound into an imaginary ‘space canvas’ in 
front of me,…molding the color of the sound,…transforming the harmonic 
content…to begin to shape it like the beginnings of some strange visceral 
language,…shaping the sounds into contours of pitch,…bending pulsating 
points along an imaginary time line…increasing and decreasing their 
occurrences…like elastic bands stretching to their limits and either gently 
brought back to their original form or let go to snap into a chaotic pattern 
like a balloon full of air suddenly released.146 
 

 

One could easily imagine replacing the sonic descriptions in this quote with lexical ones, 

resulting in quite an apt description of Virginia Woolf’s style as well. Until Spring is the 

fourth work in a series on the butterfly, and Subotnick claims that the piece represents “a 

more subjective use of the metaphor than any of the first three” in the series. So, it is 

evident that he was already deeply invested in the idea of musical metaphor almost 

fifteen years before the birth of Jacob’s Room. And since Woolf’s writing is already rife 

                                                
145 Subotnick, interview with the author, March 28, 2018. 
146 Morton Subotnick, liner notes to Until Spring, Columbia Odyssey Y34158, LP, 1976. 
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with metaphor, the synergy that is established between the metaphorical nature of the 

composer’s music and her words is all the more heightened. 

Subotnick continues to draw on very physical terms borrowed from the visual arts 

by using the word “gesture” to describe the metaphoric function of the electronic sounds 

in his music.147 The composer refers to these electronic sounds as if they are a 

brushstroke in a painting or a texture in the clay of a sculpture. He parallels these sonic 

gestures to Woolf’s use of “language gestures,” which he again names as metaphors: 

 

They’re good descriptions. You can see [the image]. But everyone’s going 
to get a different picture, because it’s not a real description. It’s a 
metaphoric description. So her metaphor goes to almost being the thing 
itself, to being about the thing, about a substitute for the thing. It moves in 
and out. I’m minimizing what it is, but I think there’s a cross-position 
there. I don’t think it’s philosophic, because it just grows out of being, and 
living and making, but I think…she was trying to do a different kind of 
writing. It was in the air.148 
 

 

Thus, he establishes a parallel between what he is doing in using musical/electronic 

gesture to incite a metaphor in his compositions and Woolf’s use of language gesture to 

do the same thing in her novels.  

 It is interesting that Subotnick draws on language from the visual arts to express 

his creative process, because Woolf used this language as well. Woolf’s sister, Vanessa 

Bell, was a prominent modernist painter, and her paintings adorned the covers of all 

Virginia’s novels published by the Hogarth Press. Virginia’s close proximity to her 

sister’s creative process was no doubt the inspiration for the pervasive use of metaphors 

                                                
147 Subotnick, interview with the author, March 28, 2018. 
148 Subotnick, interview with the author, March 28, 2018. 
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drawn from the vocabulary of visual art. The most vivid example of this is to be found in 

her 1927 novel To the Lighthouse, in which one of the main characters, Lily Briscoe, is a 

painter. The most prominent theme throughout the novel is Lily’s use of the painting she 

is working on to understand her place in the world as a modern woman. She regards 

herself and the other central characters, Mr. and Mrs. Ramsay, as if they were all 

metaphorical subjects in her painting. The couple represents the traditional values of 

society against which Lily is defining herself. And throughout the novel, both the 

character and Woolf seem to be processing their respective roles by adjusting the 

positioning of the subjects on the canvas and in the narrative. In the following excerpt, 

Lily is considering her painting and the placement of the tree on the canvas, which 

functions as a metaphor for her own self and her life choices: 

 

She had been looking at the table-cloth, and it flashed upon her that she 
would move the tree to the middle, and need never marry anybody, and 
she had felt an enormous exultation. She had felt, now she could stand up 
to Mrs. Ramsay—a tribute to the astonishing power that Mrs. Ramsay had 
over one.149 
 

 

Thus, a visual arts metaphor serves as the process through which Lily and Woolf are able 

to adjust their own perspectives about who they are, and who they desire to be as women 

in this new era.  

Subotnick is using metaphor as the foundation on which he composes, just as 

Woolf was doing in her writing. Both artists draw heavily on the device of metaphor in 

their respective disciplines, thus establishing a correlation between their creative 

                                                
149 Virginia Woolf, To the Lighthouse, 262. 
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processes. In this way, Subotnick finds greater resonance with Woolf than the other 

composers we have considered in this study. Rather than “partnering” with Woolf on a 

single work of art, as Libby Larsen described her collaboration, Subotnick’s entire 

philosophy of art-making is cut from the same cloth as that of Woolf. This shared 

sensibility allows the musical composition of Jacob’s Room and the source text from 

Woolf’s novel to diverge from each other quite significantly in subject matter, but keeps 

them grounded in the same creative roots. 

 

Subotnick’s Use of Electronics in Jacob’s Room 

 While Jacob’s Room is not necessarily the most representative example of 

Subotnick’s pioneering work in the development of electronic music, it points to one of 

the many ways that electronics can be used in a score. Most followers of Morton 

Subotnick would point to pieces such as Silver Apples of the Moon or Sidewinder as the 

best representations of his use of electronic sound. In these works, electronics are 

dominant, functioning not as imitations of traditional acoustic instruments, but as newly-

created, synthesized sounds. The electronics in these pieces can be used to create a 

rhythmic foundation similar to that of techno music, or they can serve as evocative 

sounds meant to conjure a particular image or emotion from the listener. Subotnick refers 

to use of electronics in the latter as “sound design” or “metaphoric sound,” an interesting 

label in light of his views on the metaphorical quality of Woolf’s writing. In this more 

evocative use of electronics, the sounds are not meant to refer to or extend the language 

of traditional instruments, but rather to be a wholly new aural medium. When we 

consider Jacob’s Room, a piece that has dominated a large portion of the composer’s 
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career and that contains so much text that Subotnick describes as “metaphorical,” it is 

intriguing to discover that Subotnick uses very little of what he considers evocative or 

“metaphorical” sound, and instead opts for a more conventional application of 

electronics. 

 There are two different uses of electronic media in Jacob’s Room. The first is a 

fairly traditional one in that an electronic keyboard is used throughout the score, often 

doubling the cello. Subotnick describes the keyboard’s function as “an extension of the 

cello…an overlay of the actual music” the cello is playing.150 He explains that “there 

would be something that the cello can’t play, because it can’t play more than one line,” 

and so the electronic keyboard would be used to extend the capability or the sound palette 

of the cello. This use is not evocative, not metaphorical, but rather simply an extension of 

the acoustic instrument. 

The second and less frequent use of electronics in Jacob’s Room is evocative and 

involves synthesized sounds that are not meant to be referential or to extend the acoustic 

instruments. These sounds may have pitch, but they are not based on any overarching, 

organized musical system. They are direct sounds that evoke an emotion, a memory, or a 

connotation of something else. The term “evocative sound” is often used to describe 

sound effects in live radio programs, plays, or film, but Subotnick’s use of the term goes 

beyond that to describe a sound that is evocative of a character’s emotion, thus extending 

that emotion beyond the singer’s voice and physical dramatic presence on the stage. He 

points to an example of this type of evocative sound in the 2010 chamber opera version 

of Jacob’s Room. The Grandfather appears midway through the opera and lectures Jacob 

                                                
150 Subotnick, interview with the author, March 28, 2018. 
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about the danger of forgetting the sacrifice that he and the Mother have made for Jacob, 

saying “we died so you could live.”151 The Grandfather’s warnings devolve into “grunts, 

groans, and bellows. And when he bellows, it sends out an electronic sound that, for the 

first time, flies through the auditorium.”152 Subotnick says that this is the only place he 

used evocative electronic sound in the entire opera. The sound is placed at a climactic 

moment and used for maximum dramatic effect. Thus, through Subotnick’s calculated 

and conservative use of evocative sound, the instances in which the technique is used 

become all the more impactful to the listener. 

Subotnick’s rich knowledge of literature, his theories about how the brain 

processes music and language, and his unique methods of translating the elusive 

metaphorical quality of Woolf’s writing—through spoken text, extended vocal 

techniques, a type of text delivery between language and music, and electronic sound—

make Jacob’s Room a treasure trove of innovation. While it is curious that this piece is 

the composer’s only major texted work, perhaps his strong views on the inherent 

challenges that sung texts present in the communication of ideas and feelings are at the 

root of his decision not to compose more in this genre. Regardless of the reason, there is a 

unique freedom afforded to avant-garde and electronic composers in the use of text, in 

that they are, by definition, not bound by convention. Such liberation opens the door for 

Subotnick to engage Woolf’s text in a way that hearkens to the very tenets on which 

modernism was founded—an implosion of traditionalism, out of which new ways of 

communicating the human experience through music and language can be born. 

  

                                                
151 Morton Subotnick, Jacob’s Room: A Chamber Opera in One Act (New York: Schott Music Corporation, 
2010), 88-89. 
152 Subotnick, interview with the author, March 28, 2018. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 

 

Words, English words, are full of echoes, of memories, of associations. 
They have been out and about, on peoples’ lips, in their houses, in the 
streets, in the fields, for so many centuries. And that is one of the chief 
difficulties in writing them today—they are so stored with other meanings, 
with other memories, they have contracted so many famous marriages in 
the past.153—Virginia Woolf 
 

 
These are the opening phrases of the only remaining audio recording of Virginia 

Woolf. Hearing her actual voice leads one to wonder what constitutes her literary 

voice—a question pondered by Woolf scholars since the study of her unique style of 

writing began. Considered in musical terms, we might ask, what is the timbre of her 

literary voice? In large part, this is the quest that Woolf pursued throughout her life. She 

ordered and designed her words in such a way as to unlock subtext and metaphor, thus 

deepening the readers’ understanding of the characters and their consciousnesses. She 

sought to communicate more than the words themselves seemed to allow her. And to 

accomplish this end, she borrowed from the qualities of music, to express that which was 

inexpressible through words alone.  

Time and again in her novels, essays, and criticism, Woolf drew on other genres 

of art to inform the creation of a new style of poetic prose, which she described herself as 

hearing, as if listening to music. In Mrs. Dalloway, scholar Emma Sutton points to the 

presence of formal structures like those found in Baroque fugues.154 In To the Lighthouse, 

Woolf borrows from the concepts of painting to construct visual vantage points and 

                                                
153 Virginia Woolf, Words Fail Me, aired April 29, 1937, on BBC Radio. Accessed October 20, 2018. 
http://www.bbc.com/culture/story/20160324-the-only-surviving-recording-of-virginia-woolf. 
154 Emma Sutton, Virginia Woolf and Classical Music, 90-112. 
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perspectives between the characters that are then mirrored in their emotional 

relationships. Her most experimental work, The Waves, also bears characteristics that 

could be considered contrapuntal and fugal, as Woolf was listening intently to Beethoven 

sonatas at the time she was formulating the novel.155 In applying the influence of devices 

from other art forms to her text, Woolf creates a psychic dimension between the words—

a space in which her characteristic literary voice can be heard. The “voice” of her writing 

is instantly recognizable, much like the timbre of her physical voice, which is the way 

any individual is identified and known. Woolf’s distinctive literary timbre has a magnetic 

force over the reader and also over those who choose to adapt her words to other media—

film, theatrical plays, ballets—and music. While it is not the purpose of this study to 

analyze the intricacies of the devices and techniques in her writings, as those have been 

amply covered by scholars in the literary field, we have explored how six composers 

have “heard” the voice of Virginia Woolf and interpreted it, setting her words in yet 

another type of “famous marriage”—the marriage of words and music. The union of 

Woolf’s writing with the music of these six composers results in combinations that 

amplify her voice in ways that are both individual and unique, and also fascinatingly 

connected. Though the characteristic style of the composer is evident in each adaptation, 

the voice of Virginia Woolf is always strongly present, shaping the music—sometimes to 

the point of pulling the composer away from her usual style. 

We have established Dominick Argento’s 1975 song cycle, From the Diary of 

Virginia Woolf, as the first published musical adaptation of the Woolf’s challenging 

literary style. Like the other composers who would set her text, Argento was well-versed 

                                                
155 See Gerald Levin, “The Musical Style of ‘The Waves,’” The Journal of Narrative Technique 13, no. 3 
(Fall 1983): 164-171. 
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in literature. He was also particularly drawn to settings of prose, having composed works 

on other novels and essays by literary masters. Though he wrote his cycle with the voice 

of Dame Janet Baker in mind, his choice of a Woolf text for the commission was due 

specifically to the timbre of Baker’s voice and her sensibility as an intelligent woman, 

which reminded him of Woolf’s quick wit. 

Using examples from three of the eight songs in Argento’s cycle—“Hardy’s 

Funeral,” “Parents,” and “Last Entry”—we have identified four characteristic 

compositional devices the composer used to capture Woolf’s voice. The first is the use of 

recitative to provide for the sheer amount of text contained in her entries. Secondly, 

Argento navigates the many shifts in consciousness in Woolf’s writing—both interior and 

exterior—by mirroring them through sudden shifts in accompanimental texture. Thirdly, 

the composer employs the ostinato to signal Woolf’s many references to time and 

memory. And finally, Argento incorporates the device of a note infinitely spinning out to 

express a sense of endlessness and seamlessness, capturing the continuous and flowing 

nature of Woolf’s writing. Having established these four tropes, our analysis has 

extended to other composers who followed similar paths in their own settings of Woolf—

Geoffrey Bush in the song, “Cuisine provençale;” Ned Rorem in the song, “The Waves;” 

Daron Hagen in the vocal diptych, Rapture and Regret; and Libby Larsen in the opera, 

Mrs. Dalloway. In the adaptation by our final composer, Morton Subotnick—the 

monodrama Jacob’s Room—we discovered a conformity to some of the tropes, but 

overall, a divergence from the traditional bel canto vocal setting by this avant-garde 

artist. With each piece, we have explored how the composer heard and interpreted 

Woolf’s voice, and how the precedential tropes set forth in Argento’s cycle appear in 
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their works as well. We have established that Woolf’s literary voice is so distinctive and 

strong that the composer is brought into alignment with these tropes in an effort to 

capture her unique tone. 

We have studied representative pieces of the Woolf musical canon in order of 

genre, starting with the smallest musical form of the song. The first published song 

setting Woolf’s text (aside from those contained in Argento’s cycle) was composed by 

Geoffrey Bush in 1982 for a concert series on “The Ladies’ Almanac,” the purpose of 

which was to consider the role of women’s journals from the seventeenth century to the 

present. With a knowing wink at such an outdated theme as “ladies’ literature,” Bush 

ironically chooses to set a passage from Woolf’s To the Lighthouse for his song, “Cuisine 

provençale.” He removes large sections of the text to reframe the scene and uses his adept 

sense of theatricality to extract comedy from the text, thus revealing a proper 

understanding of Woolf’s wit and irony. The composer uses all four of the tropes set forth 

in Argento’s cycle, though some are varied. For instance, the notes that endlessly spin out 

are present at the end of the piece, but they are broken up by rests and musical interludes, 

though still communicating a sense of endlessness. Bush also employs the ostinato trope, 

in perhaps the most effective way of all the composers. His use of a seven-beat, odd-

metered repeating phrase in the opening bars of the accompaniment is the most eerie use 

of the ostinato and the one that most precisely captures Woolf’s posture of ambivalence 

towards time and memory. 

In another small form song, we have examined how Ned Rorem adapted a text of 

Woolf for a song cycle he wrote in memory of his deceased partner, James Holmes, who 

died of AIDS. The cycle, Another Sleep, was written in 2000, and Rorem draws on a 
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famous final passage from Woolf’s novel, The Waves, in which the character Bernard is 

considering the loss of youth and impending death, themes which were particularly 

resonant for Rorem at this time of his life. Like Bush, Rorem incorporates an ostinato 

consisting of an odd number of notes. The five-note repeated figure references memory 

and time, as it did in both Argento’s and Bush’s usages, but it also captures the 

undulation of the waves. Thus, Rorem’s song uses the ostinato trope to interesting effect 

in echoing back to the author the very quality of movement and flow that she was seeking 

to capture in her novel. The result is one in which the words aspire to the music, and the 

music aspires to the words, thus creating a perfect “marriage” of the two. 

The next work considered was Daron Hagen’s diptych for soprano, cello, and 

piano, Rapture and Regret, employing a text from the character Jinny in The Waves. The 

piece was originally conceived as a larger ballet for the Cunningham Dance Studio in 

New York, but Hagen later pared it down and set the already-composed Woolf section 

alongside an excerpt from Isak Dinesen’s Out of Africa. The juxtaposition of the Woolf 

and Dinesen passages forms a new narrative framing the perspective of a woman in her 

younger years (Woolf’s passage) and her older years (Dinesen’s passage). By setting 

these excerpts alongside each other, three directions of influence arise: that of the text on 

the music, the music on the text, and the two texts on each other. This practice of 

combining Woolf’s work with that of another author or with another of her own texts is 

common in adaptations of her writing, as was also displayed in Larsen’s opera and 

Subotnick’s monodrama.  

In addition to this intertextuality, Hagen employs two of the four tropes laid out in 

Argento’s cycle. The composer utilizes the shift of accompanimental texture to signal 
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abrupt changes in Jinny’s consciousness. Hagen extends this technique to also show 

changes in location and setting, by incorporating the sudden appearance of jazz-

influenced music to denote that Jinny is at the dance, and also to correspond with the 

blossoming of her sexuality. Additionally, he uses notes that infinitely spin out to end the 

song, both with an extended oscillation between two notes in the vocal line, a tremolo in 

the cello, and a sustained chord in the piano, all of which fade into the distance as the 

Woolf section of the diptych comes to a close. 

The lone opera included in this study was written by the only female composer of 

a published Woolf adaptation—Mrs. Dalloway, by Libby Larsen and librettist Bonnie 

Grice. Like Hagen, Grice uses an amalgamation of texts including passages from Woolf’s 

novel, but also excerpts from her diaries, a line from Shakespeare, and a poem by Percy 

Bysshe Shelley. This technique of creating a collage from Woolf’s own works and those 

of other authors is very much in the spirit of the experimental approach common to 

modernism. Along with this collage device, Larsen incorporates several of the tropes 

established by her teacher, Dominick Argento, the most obvious being the use of 

recitative, a technique inherent to the genre of opera. Her use of ostinato in Mrs. 

Dalloway’s opening aria is particularly moving. While it communicates nostalgia and 

memory, as in the other composers’ uses of the device, the repeating chords are irregular 

in their pattern. Thus, the unevenness distorts the ostinato and shows the ambivalence she 

feels over her past life and the fragmentation of the current life for which she has settled. 

And finally, Larsen uses the trope of sudden shifts of accompanimental texture with 

particular aplomb. She expands the device to include shifts in tempi, displaying perhaps 
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the most effective use of the trope in communicating the often difficult-to-follow 

transitions of consciousness in the scene between Clarissa and Peter Walsh. 

Our final Woolf adaptation sharply diverges from the other composers 

represented in the survey. The monodrama Jacob’s Room, by Morton Subotnick, a 

pioneer of electronic music, sets a passage from the novel of the same name alongside 

excerpts from three Holocaust narratives. Subotnick completely reframes Woolf’s 

original, creating a new Jacob, who has lived through the war and has lost his family in 

the Holocaust. The composer draws on the technique we have observed in Hagen’s 

diptych and Larsen’s opera by juxtaposing text from Woolf’s novel with that of her other 

writings or of works by other authors. In fact, Subotnick goes even further with the 

interpolation of extraneous texts than any other composer, in effect completely changing 

the narrative and the title character to tell a new story. Though the electronic composer 

incorporates a couple of the tropes laid out in Argento’s cycle, the fact that he is working 

in the avant-garde mode frees him from the boundaries of the bel canto tradition, and thus 

from the need for such devices to capture Woolf’s voice. 

While literature and music are both notated on a printed page, music is distinctive, 

because in order for it to come to life, it must also exist as performance. This leads to an 

important aspect of the study of the musical adaptations of Virginia Woolf; with the 

exception of the works by Hagen and Subotnick, I have performed all or part of each 

piece treated in this dissertation. This point of personal privilege is important, because as 

a female performer, the singing of these Woolf adaptations has led to an understanding of 

her writing and characters in a way that I had not achieved as either a reader or a scholar. 

Similarly to Larsen’s discovery of Woolf as a role model for the kind of artist she wanted 
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to be in the field of composition, I too have come to better understand my role as a 

female artist—singer, poet, librettist, director—in these male-dominated fields. The study 

and singing of excerpts from Libby Larsen’s opera was particularly influential in this 

regard. Inhabiting the character of Clarissa Dalloway as a performer made Woolf’s 

feminist portrayal tangible in a way that neither reading nor reciting the original text 

could accomplish. Through this performance, I was especially aware of Larsen’s use of 

Woolf’s example to carve out her identity as a female artist. And I recognized that I stand 

in that same lineage and inherit the freedoms of the battle hard fought by these two 

innovators, but hardly yet won. 

The study of these musical adaptations causes one to wonder what Woolf would 

think of her words being set to music. Unlike James Joyce, who had the privilege of 

hearing musical settings of his poetry while he was alive, Woolf would never know of the 

adaptation of her text to music. Would she have gravitated to the setting by Libby Larsen, 

because she was a female composer? Would she have felt that these composers indeed 

understood and captured her literary voice? Would she have celebrated the more avant-

garde adaptation as a truer representation of her modernist ideals? We will never know. 

However, we will forever have the innovative and expressive adaptations of Argento, 

Bush, Rorem, Hagen, Larsen, and Subotnick in helping the reader and the listener to 

voice Virginia Woolf. 
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Appendix A 
Catalog of Notable Musical Adaptations of Virginia Woolf’s Works 

 
 
Year Composer Title of Work Genre Source Text 
1975 Argento, 

Dominick 
From the Diary of 
Virginia Woolf 

Song cycle Woolf’s diaries 

1977 Crossman, Allan The Waves 
 

Cantata The Waves 

1985 Subotnick, 
Morton 

Jacob’s Room Electronic Jacob’s Room  

1985 Saylor, Bruce The Waves 
 

Chamber The Waves  

1986 McLaughlin, 
Jennifer 

The Waves Chamber The Waves  

1987 Bush, Geoffrey “Cuisine Provençale” Song To the 
Lighthouse  

1987 Hagen, Daron Rapture and Regret 
 

Chamber The Waves  

1989 Olive, Vivienne C: For Thirty Voices 
and Five Percussionists 

Ensemble To the 
Lighthouse  

1990 Bucknam, David, 
and Lisa Peterson 

The Waves Musical The Waves  

1991 Mathews, 
Norman 

“Reflections” Song A Room of 
One’s Own 

1993 Larsen, Libby, 
and Bonnie Grice 
(libretto) 

Mrs. Dalloway Opera Mrs. Dalloway  

1994 Hoiby, Lee What is the Light? Incidental 
music for 
spoken word 
reading 

Letters, diaries, 
memoirs, 
essays, and 
novels, 
particularly 
The Waves 

2000 Rorem, Ned “The Waves,”  
Another Sleep 

Song The Waves  

2003 La Barbara, Joan WoolfSong / The 
Wanderlusting of 
Joseph C 

Experimental 
opera 

Based on the 
lives of Woolf 
and artist 
Joseph Cornell 

2004 de Vries, Klaas A King, Riding Scenic 
oratorio 

The Waves  

2007 Dresher, Paul To the Lighthouse Incidental 
music for 
play 
adaptation 

To the 
Lighthouse 
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2011 Dodge, Charles The Waves Electronic The Waves  
2012 Schuler, Denis “Perpetual Sense of 

Being Out,”  
Mvt. 1, The Lines 

Duet for un-
accompanied 
voices 

Mrs. Dalloway  

2015 Richter, Max Woolf Works Ballet Mrs. 
Dalloway, 
Orlando, and 
The Waves 

2017 Penton, Misha; 
Thomas Helton; 
and Hsin-Jung 
Tsai 

This is our universe Experimental 
opera video 

The Waves 

2017 Seglias, Zesses;  
Ernst Binder 
(libretto) 

To the Lighthouse Opera To the 
Lighthouse 
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Appendix B 
Transcript of Video Interview with Daron Hagen 

 
Interviewer: Nicole Kenley-Miller 
Interview Date: April 10, 2017, 11:30am CST 
 
 

RESPONDENT. And your dissertation is on settings of Woolf? 
 
INTERVIEWER. Yes, which there are not a lot of, and your piece is one of the 

few. 
 
RESPONDENT. Oh weird. I thought more people would have [unintelligible] 

their way. 
 
INTERVIEWER. Yes, so that’s mainly the question I wanted to ask you is what 

was your interest in that piece particularly, The Waves, and in setting prose in general. 
That’s going to be kind of a tangential path that I follow in the research as well. 

 
RESPONDENT. Have you already spoken to Libby Larsen? 
 
INTERVIEWER. I have not yet. I will get there when I start working on her 

section where I deal with Mrs. Dalloway. But yes, I plan on speaking with her. You’re 
the first. 

 
RESPONDENT. Oh my, oh well. Okay, I’ll try to set the bar high if I can. Well, 

you have the preface of it. This piece is condensed from a piece that was about 35 
minutes long and was… Bill Douglas was a very interesting guy trained, I believe, as an 
architect, and he was looking to create a ballet about the moment when a young woman 
becomes aware of her sexuality, so the nascent sensuality of social interaction. I recall 
that he wanted very much for me to do variation form, because of the fact that Woolf was 
stream-of-consciousness, and I argued… He didn’t ask for variations. He said, “Can you 
do a stream-of-consciousness piece?” and I said, “Anything that is through-composed is 
stream-of-consciousness.” I said, “I’d like to structure it.” And he said, “Well, in ballet, 
we do variations.” And I said, “Well, that’s what I’ll do.” How musical is this? Is this 
mainly literary, or is this gonna get into music? 
 

INTERVIEWER. It will get into music, and in fact, I was doing some writing 
about the theme and variations and how that does seem to complicate the stream-of-
consciousness, but in an interesting way. I’d love to hear your thoughts about that. 

 
RESPONDENT. The best way! That’s great. I think that it’s a wonderful thing to 

talk about. My feeling when you set words to music is that you immediately, as a 
composer, respond to the inherent structure of the text. Poetic structure, there’s usually, 
unless it’s free verse, a pretty tightly created rhyme scheme and stanzaic thing and not to 
mention pentameter, the strong iambs, or… what are they called, for emphasis? 



 152 

INTERVIEWER. Trochees? 
 
RESPONDENT. Trochees, yeah, and whether the composer plays with them or 

against them is an issue, and it is part of the expressive palette of the composer. My 
personal aesthetic is that first I set for sense; then I set for sensibility. So if you look at 
something like Crumb’s Ancient Voices of Children, he’s setting first and foremost for 
sensibility. He’s setting first the mood. And if you don’t understand the words in Crumb, 
George was the first person to say, “Well, I’m happy to let a lot of them go, because 
people who don’t know Lorca can look it up.” And I don’t particularly agree with that, 
because as a theatre composer, it’s a cross-transaction if you write opera that hopes to 
suspend disbelief, then if you’re counting on the audience to look up to the supertitles to 
understand what the singers are saying, that is one more layer of disassociation that is 
given to the audience, when in fact what you want to do is reach into the lizard brain and 
have your way with them. You can’t do that if you don’t set text well, if you don’t set it 
for sense. Anyway, that’s my justification. So, setting for sense means, in essence, you’re 
choosing line readings. When I talk to my students about prosody, I say, “The only one 
who can get away with that line reading is William Shatner.” You know what I mean?  

 
INTERVIEWER. (laughter) Yes. 
 
RESPONDENT. “Spock…there’s some-…thing…or…other…over there.” And 

Shatner clearly did it, because he was trying to do interesting line readings. He certainly 
wasn’t method. But if you do that in music, they just think that you’re being expressive, 
so there’s a lot of wiggle room. I emphasize with people that I’m working with, certainly 
with actors, or singers, singing actors, that the composer really has given you line 
readings. Go with those line readings. Use the punctuation that the author…the composer 
does…you should use the punctuation that the author has given you to help you to know 
where to breathe, where to stop, where to think, whatever…  

 
INTERVIEWER. We singers thank you for that. 
 
RESPONDENT. Well, you know, but that’s just me. I remember studying with 

Ned Rorem in the early 80s, and Ned would never repeat text. He was, if anything, in 
retrospect, too respectful of the poetry. Ned will sometimes set something that is perfect, 
but lifeless, because he doesn’t want to…uh, he can disagree with the essence of the 
poem and this and that, but a lot of times he’ll go on, in my opinion, auto-pilot in order to 
“get rid of text” rather than simply bury it. And as a theatre composer, that’s pretty much 
my wheel house most of the time. I’m happy to bury text. I mean, I wrote four operas 
with Paul Muldoon, and he’s one of the wordiest, most allusive, self-involved poets alive, 
and the only way to get to the point…It’s a terrible thing to say about someone for whom 
I have such abject admiration; I admire him like a brother…but in order to not alienate 
the audience, I had to bury a lot of text over the years to get to the point. “I love you like 
x, like y, like z, like a, like b, which alludes to c and d, so I’m gonna kill myself.” 
(Demonstrating) So, you know, (singing) “I love you” (filler sounds), parlando, “I have 
to kill myself”—is what a composer setting a great artist like Muldoon has to do. It’s 
what Britten did to Auden, and it’s why they didn’t get along at the end of the day and all 
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that kind of stuff. All of that is to preface and in a way give context to answering the 
question, which is with Virginia Woolf, my God, her sentences are long! 
 

INTERVIEWER. They are. 
 
RESPONDENT. But I feel as though I had set so much Walt Whitman, that I was 

up to it, and that the only appropriate way to create a musical scaffolding that would 
continue an argument going left to right in time underneath her was to agree in principle 
at certain, not stopping points, but at paragraph points; and the most intrusive that I think 
I could have gotten was to snip off the stream-of-consciousness at certain points and not 
stop it, but pinch it and then let it start flowing again. More than that, I would not allow 
myself—even whenever I wrote this 25, 35 years ago. I did know that “it’s Virginia 
Woolf, dummy,” so leave it alone. On the other hand, there were certain practical things, 
facts of life, of working with a choreographer, where he would say…I would read a line, 
and he would say, “I see dogs on the beach.” The dogs were Carnality and Sensuality. I 
think he had three boys—two boys and himself, he was also a dancer—and we had this 
woman, Karen Hale, a marvelous singer, and she just stood in the middle of the stage, 
like Martha Graham, only not moving, ever. And everybody danced around her. And he 
had three girls—so he had three boys and three girls—and the three girls, I think, were 
abstractions of Virginia Woolf. 

 
INTERVIEWER. Of Virginia Woolf, not of the character? 
 
RESPONDENT. I don’t know. I saw them as abstractions of Virginia Woolf, 

because I couldn’t find a way to care about these characters. He [Bill Douglas] was more 
abstract in his moves, so it wasn’t a character-driven ballet. It was architectural and 
situational. In an opera, I would have given them all character names, so that I could 
make the actor commit and feel expressed and write the music that would be character-
filled for each one of them; but they were corps de ballet, so there were three of them, 
and the only thing that I could choose were three different shades/aspects of Virginia 
Woolf. But they were all being sung by Karen Hale, who did not inflect it. She did not act 
it. Ironically, in the second one [the Dinesen section], of which you have no interest, 
because it’s out of the purview of your paper, in the second one she was the Countess. 

 
INTERVIEWER. Ok. No, I do have interest in that one [the Dinesen], because 

I’m writing a separate paper that’s on just this piece [not just the dissertation] that is 
dealing with the interaction between the two sections, which I just find fascinating. I 
haven’t found any other piece like this where there are two excerpts that are related, for 
sure, but wildly different in style, that are set next to each other. 

 
RESPONDENT. Well, but the characters… He chose the first one. He said, “I’ve 

gotta do rapture.” He always knew it was going to be about rapture and regret. No, no, 
no, it was called something else. It was called …and the Air. Oo, and it had dots and 
everything. Dot, dot, dot—small “and the Air”—dot, dot, dot. And I think that was drawn 
from one of the lines of the Woolf. But I always thought of it as Rapture and Regret, and 
after Bill died and the rights returned to me, I cut out a lot of the linking music that was 
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written just for the ballet, and made Rapture and Regret out of it. I chose the Dinesen, 
because she’s one of my favorite writers. And I saw the carnality against the sensuality… 
[recording signal lost]… Rapture and regret being two things so closely aligned, two 
sides of the same coin. So the three boys and the three girls, and he would say, “I’m 
going to do 66 beats of the dogs loping on the beach.” So I said, “What does that mean to 
me?” And he said, “Well, I need 35 seconds.” I said, “Well that I can do.” But this was 
before Moviola, or I didn’t have Moviola, because I wasn’t doing film. This was before 
Sibelius software and all this kind of stuff. So this was all pencil on paper and the 
stopwatches down at the Cunningham Studios. Really old school, man—makes me feel 
like 150 years old, but it was the old days, you know. And they were like boom [makes 
gesture and sound of timing the dancers with the stopwatch], like that—“It really was 35 
seconds, Bill.” “Well, it’s a ballet. What do you expect?” I would say, “We’ll put it in 
three.” And he would say, “You put it in anything you want. We’re not counting to the 
music; we’re counting to the time.” And they would count to sixes and sevens. It was my 
education in the fact that dancers, the numbers they count have nothing to do with the 
music, the musical counts. And that I found to be something that became part of my 
process with the piece, because that meant that there were three levels of rhetoric going 
on. There was the musical rhetoric. There was the Woolf textual rhetoric. And then there 
was the labanotation dance rhetoric. And the counts in the dance did not match the counts 
in the music that did not match the counts in the words, which I found deliciously Woolf-
ian. And so I started working with moving the seams off of where he would stop so that I 
would have cinematic cross-fades. So the dogs would stop going, and he would say, 
“Daron, you stopped early.” And I said, “No, Bill, what I want to do is set up the next 
scene.” And for me, it was a whole host of epiphanies. But I guess it’s what real ballet 
composers have been doing for 50 years. For me, it was just learning how to do this. 
 
I think generally speaking that’s how that evolved, and then now let’s go to the document 
[the score].  
 

INTERVIEWER. Was Woolf an author that you had read before? Were you 
interested in her at all? 

 
RESPONDENT. Oh yeah. My mom was a writer, and Mrs. Dalloway and To the 

Lighthouse were two of her favorite novels, and she also adored Katherine Mansfield. Go 
figure. So I read them all when I was in my early teens—14, 15 years old—because they 
were on the forbidden books shelf, onto which my mother clearly put books she wanted 
her sons to read. So, we read them all. She [his mother] was a protégé of Mari Sandoz, 
who taught at the University of Wisconsin-Madison back in the 40s and 50s. She was a 
prairie author. I never met her, because she [Sandoz] died before I was born. But she [his 
mother] was Mari’s protégé. And Sandoz won the Pulitzer, go figure, and she was sort of 
like O.E. Rølvaag, a Giants in the Earth sort of a writer, examined the Nordic, northern 
European psychology. Anyway, my mom started as a writer…she was a visual artist and 
all this kind of stuff…but anyway, she got me into Woolf early on. And I read Woolf 
also, because who can be a young composer and not be fascinated by stream-of-
consciousness. I think most of the writers I know who are chums or pals of mine admit 
that—just like when you’re a writer and you’re really little, you can write anything you 
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want, and as long as you kill everybody by the end of the story, it’s serious. Then you go 
through the period where you either sound like Hemingway or Virginia Woolf. And then 
you start becoming a writer. It’s just so noteworthy. For composers, it’s like you sound 
like the music you love, and then you sound like George Crumb for six months, and then 
you find your voice. It’s the same sort of a deal.  
 
Ok, I’m going to share screen now. So, the first variation starts at 7. The thing in front 
here, the first system, is just a curtain raiser. And so the theme [sings it] is “the theme.” 
So the theme is actually in the cello—7, 8, and 9 [measure numbers]. And you can see 
this scale is an octatonic…oo, octatonic…it is a synthetic scale that is spelled A—B-
flat—C-sharp—D—E-flat—F#—G. And that is—the augmented 2nds—the B-flat to C-
sharp and the E-flat to F-sharp—it’s actually pretty clever for 1987, I guess. The 
augmented 2nds are the rapturous sort of thing, and the theme being a dying fall is the 
regret. So the goopy chords—you see how the rapturous-ness is over a straight E-flat 
chord? These are straight ahead—man, you can’t get more direct than that—E-flat, C 
major, F minor, D major—straight ahead stuff, but the tune itself is on the [unintelligible] 
scale. So that’s the theme. This oscillating major 2nd is a nod to— particularly in the 
second movement, but it begins here—it’s a nod to a variation in Leonard Bernstein’s 
Symphony No. 2, “Age of Anxiety,” which is in turn based on an Auden poem. You 
know the Auden poem, “Age of Anxiety.” And in order to make your life better, I’ll find 
you which variation it is. [Goes to his bookshelf.] 

 
INTERVIEWER. Ok, thank you. 
 
RESPONDENT. Because I know you really don’t need to give over any of your 

life to look at this to figure out what the heck I’m talking about.  
 
INTERVIEWER. I’m happy to, but I appreciate your doing it. 
 
RESPONDENT. Oh, are you kidding? Life is too short for you to get into my 

stuff. Ah, there it is right there. It’s at letter N, [sings] and you’ll see exactly where I stole 
it. It’s in Part I, letter N. Oh yeah, I stole from this blindly in this piece.  

 
INTERVIEWER. And were you working with Bernstein at this time? 
 
RESPONDENT. Was I..yeah, I was studying with him at this time. Yeah, no 

wonder I was stealing from him. Go to the teacher. So the vuota (m. 39) is a full stop. 
Okay, see this—“lightly with charm”—that’s a tip-off that I’m doing a variation, not just 
on my theme, but a variation on a variation from Bernstein’s Fancy Free, which I also 
happen to have on hand, not surprisingly. [Goes back to bookshelf.] And I can show you 
where. Oh boy, I’m going to be so busted. Now someone’s gonna write a dissertation 
about how I stole all this from Lenny. 

 
INTERVIEWER. Doesn’t everyone? 
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RESPONDENT. People gotta get degrees. Hold on, I just have to find it. 
[Switches from score screen to shot of him.] It’s more entertaining if you watch me look 
for it. No it’s not. It’s Facsimile, which I still have, thank God. [Goes back to bookshelf 
for different score.] It’s a ballet called Facsimile. That would have sent you down a rabbit 
hole. It’s been years since I even thought of this piece.  

 
INTERVIEWER. I was just sitting here thinking that it’s amazing you remember 

this in such detail.  
 
RESPONDENT. You have to know, so you can deny it later. It’s like you have to 

remember your own lies. [He finds the passage.] Okay, LL. Check this out. Hold on, I 
just have to find it, so I’m not showing you the wrong thing. [Holds score up to camera.] 
See where it says “lightly, with charm”? Exactly where I stole it from. So, LL in 
Facsimile. So, it’s not like I stole it, but what I’m doing is like a gloss on…my variation 
is a variation which alludes, for what it’s worth, to Lenny’s thing. Okay, so that’s what 
that’s about. And if you listen to Facsimile, you’re gonna hear it go “bing, bah-ding, bah-
ding, bom, ba-dah” [singing]. Oh God. Okay, I remember the cello at 50, “bah-da dum” 
[sounding the triplets]—these are dogs. So these are the girls dancing, and the cello is the 
dogs. So the men are dogs, and the girls are women, which about says it all, don’t ya 
think?  

 
INTERVIEWER. And he [Bill Douglas] was suggesting some sort of carnality 

there, is what you said? 
 
RESPONDENT. Oh yeah, for sure, you know. Animalism. The straight ahead 

animalism of a dog licking your hand. I remember the dogs kept on trying to lick the 
girls. It was the 80s, after all. Okay, and then the cadenza (m. 73) was a solo for one of 
the boys, and he danced around her, around Karen. So, this was him [the dancer] being 
the sensuality, and her [the singer] telling the narrative. And you see how it’s all 
pizzicato, the idea is that…I thought it should be like a Shakespearean lute. That was my 
big idea. Okay, then [singing the transition] Variation III was three girls. Yeah, see, and 
there’s no singer. Oh yeah, “the figures of unknown men,” yes. So what you had…and 
look at that Alberti bass. How pathetic am I, but at least I chose a tough key, right? And 
you see the cello has this…the cello is one dog, and you had the three girls dancing. So, 
the three girls [dancers] are an abstraction of her [Woolf?] in the piano, and he [dancer] 
was the one dog in the cello. And here she is again carrying the narrative forward. See 
“they touch their waistcoats”? See, that’s him [Bill Douglas], he was a dog in a tuxedo, 
essentially. And 128 and 129, that chord is an important one. This is when I was first 
friendly with David del Tredici. Is that a name that you’ve heard? David has a chord in 
his Alice pieces called “the chord of rapture and regret.” This is it. And I repeat it 
transposed in 130, 131 to get more mileage out of it. But you see how I come back to it? 
So that figures as a little touchstone here and there all over the rest of the piece. 

 
Variation IV is purely musical. That was for the three dogs and the three girls. It has 
nothing to do with Virginia Woolf. But you see the chords here, this is straight ahead 
polytonality and bitonality. The cello writing is all open strings. And this stuff here, this 
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was huge back in the 80s, I remember. See these chords here from 177 to 189, 190? This 
was huge up at Eastman. There were composers like Michael Torke. Michael and I and a 
bunch of other guys were doing these essentially Chick Corea unresolved 13th chords. 
And they sounded chunky and really great and really meant nothing. They had no 
harmonic function, so they were really useful in situations like this.  

 
INTERVIEWER. I was going to ask you about this section, because it does sound 

very jazz-influenced. 
 
RESPONDENT. Oh yeah. For me, the influence for this was, I was at UW-

Madision for my first two years of undergraduate. And my theory teacher was a guy 
named Bruce Benward. And Benward was a very interesting guy. He wrote a string of 
textbooks that made him very wealthy. He was head of the theory department at UW-
Madison, [he is] long since dead now, but they made him wealthy, because he thought up 
his own system [with great enthusiasm]. It was like a jazz tablature mixed with the 
Schoenberg harmonic system. So it was very much, chord-melody, chord-melody. And 
then at the end of every chapter, he would make this nod toward counterpoint. And of 
course, then I got to Curtis, and it was like, no, no, no. Ladies and gentlemen, 
counterpoint results in chords [showing vertical and horizontal axes with his arms]. And I 
had to unlearn everything I learned from Bruce. But Bruce’s, I think, nephew was Gary 
Burton, who was Chick’s mallet player, so I went to a lot of Chick Corea concerts back 
then. And he was touring with The Mad Hatter suite, which, if you listen to that, you’re 
gonna hear this variation. So, the classy me says, “Well, you know, this is what they were 
doing at Eastman,” but they were doing it at Eastman, because Chick was doing it on the 
road. So I wasn’t influenced by the Eastman guys doing it; I was influenced by the same 
guy they were influenced by. I was at Curtis…well, actually, not anymore, I was already 
out of school entirely…but now I was going to do whatever I wanted, and I thought, 
“Wow, I like these chords. They’re fun. They’re chunky. Let’s do it.” 
 

INTERVIEWER. So, is this section meant to intimate a dance breaking out? 
 
RESPONDENT. Well, it is, yeah, it’s the men and the women dancing. 

Absolutely. Yeah, because that’s how they get together. It’s sex. So, the sex is still there 
in the cello, you see? In the con slancio (m. 202)? And the tune is her, so he’s still at her. 
She’s already moved on. And there’s her orgasm, “flowing…within…I am ready now” 
(mm. 225-238). That’s her orgasm. So that’s where the stuff from the dance comes back. 
And so, my inference is, to be vulgar about it, that, he came first. He came back at 189 or 
so, or 190, 191. But she’s still there observing, and now she comes. And then in 242, 
there’s the parallel moment where she, you know. So, Lenny taught me a great one 
that…tell Buck [Ross] that I told you this story, and he’ll laugh, because this is a very 
famous opera composer story. You know what the difference between drama and 
melodrama is? Melodrama is [singing forcefully] “duh-duh-duh-duh-duh-duh, I’m so 
sad.” That’s melodrama, because the orchestra tells you how to feel about what the 
singer’s going to say. That’s melodrama. Drama is [singing] “I feel so sad, duh-duh-duh-
duh-duh-duh”—orchestra responds to the emotion. Emotion drives drama, as opposed to 
the music telling us how to feel. Now, melodrama’s fun. It’s the equivalent, in my 
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opinion…now Lenny stops talking, and I, very much from the Midwest, carry on…to me, 
melodrama is the equivalent of what my wife and I call SBUs, where shit blows up. You 
don’t go to those to feel anything for the characters; you go to see stuff blow up. [singing] 
“Duh-duh-duh-duh-duh-duh” [makes sound of explosion]. And the guy says, “I’m really 
sad.” Who cares, you know? The stuff blew up. So there. He’ll [Buck] laugh. 

 
INTERVIEWER. Interesting. I love that definition of melodrama vs. drama. 
 
RESPONDENT. [laughing] And that’s what happens here—the orchestra comes 

first in melodrama. [both laughing] The composer comes before the audience, which is a 
sin, if you think about it. Okay, so all of this is post-prandial, or post-orgasmic, and she is 
completely limpid. Now, what happens is, you have the three women, and they’re on 
point here. I thought this was very interesting. He was modern dance…  

 
INTERVIEWER. And where is this? At Variation V? 
 
RESPONDENT. This would be measure 246-ish, after the climax, as it were. 

When she goes parlando, when they go pizzicato, that stuff was all on point. So, the 
message he was trying to deliver was that they went from modern dance to point, which 
was very interesting. He considered point to be refined and abstract. Abstract, rather than 
visceral. You know what I mean? Apollonian. So that’s why this is all so dry. Okay, so 
then, this here…this, to me, was the heart of…oh, not yet, not yet…but anyway, now 
we’re back to Facsimile. See, I chose Facsimile for a reason, because Facsimile is about 
two people who meet on the beach, and who have the “facsimile” of a relationship. So, 
it’s important that the fact that there’s a meta-text going on here. I am alluding to Jerry 
Robbin’s ballet Facsimile, musically, to evoke…because this movement takes place on a 
beach too. Actually, I didn’t realize that I did that on purpose. So, now you see that the 
cello has become quite, oh, you know, it’s songful. Okay, here, right here, the flautando 
(m. 275), there’s The Age of Anxiety. Okay, now the mentalness comes back, and the 
flautando, [singing] “be-yahm-be-yah-bah-yahm-bah-ah”…this is meant to evoke that 
1930s agita, even though she’s post-coital. And there you have, from 280-284, you’ve got 
a really straight-ahead recap of the theme/octatonic scale. Okay, canons. So, the dogs 
performed in canons. That’s all that’s about. It’s a theme. And so, all of this, [singing] 
“ba-ba-ba-ba-ba-ba-ba” (m. 293), this was one dog and corps de ballet. All the boys and 
girls were with the piano, and the one dog, Bill Douglas, was with the cello. Oh, look at 
that, high A (m. 301). So, she’s got a B-flat (m. 308), so there’s the Schenkerian climax 
to the movement, so she comes, but she comes twice. Now, look at that. There’s a post-
coital fall (mm. 309-310). Now, [singing] “bum-bum-bum-bum.” Oh, look at that, and 
it’s twice as long (mm. 312-316). Okay, so this lunga balances with this vuota at the 
beginning. So he’s [m.] 39, so that’s the parallel moment to the vuota [lunga] here at 316.  

 
Variation VII is where I come up with the goods. To me, this is Woolf’s meditation on 
sensuality, sexuality, which I found just absolutely stunning. 

 
INTERVIEWER. Yes, isn’t it? 
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RESPONDENT. And it’s everything in the movement, just ironed out. Now, this 
was the variation I wrote first, and everything else was written outwards from it.  

 
INTERVIEWER. Okay, interesting. 
 
RESPONDENT. So this is the core material from 317 to the end. And “veils drop 

between us. I am admitted to the warmth…of another soul.” This, of course, is…a 
vocalise is when the words run out,…[recording freezes]…and we had to get Karen 
offstage for a costume change. 

 
INTERVIEWER. So she was exiting during this trill? 
 
RESPONDENT. Yeah, yeah. And they did one of those open rose deals where 

everyone out…let me show you. I don’t remember what they call them…I used to know 
this stuff…but when the singers [sic—dancers] are in a clot and they cycle out 
[motioning]. Each runs off, like that.  

 
Okay, let me go back here and share screen one last time, and now I’ll just very, very 
lightly pass through the second movement. The second movement is all about frozen 
chords and changing one note…[singing] “be-dah-dah-be-dah.” And this motive here is 
taken from Bernstein’s Songfest.  

 
INTERVIEWER. The beginning of the Dinesen section? 
 
RESPONDENT. Yeah. I happen, of course, to have the music, because I have all 

of Lenny’s music here in the office. [Goes to bookshelf again.] I forgot that I stole so 
much music from Songfest, or from Bernstein. This is really a Lenny piece, I guess. I 
think that it’s…well, I’ll tell you in one second…[singing] “dee-dah-dah-dah-dum, dee-
dah-dum…Music I heard with you was more than music.” That’s what it would be. I’ll 
give you the page and measure. Yeah, the setting of Conrad Aiken, and you’ll see when 
you look at it [singing] “dee-dah-dah-dah-dum.” Did I even bother to change the key, I 
wonder? I probably didn’t, because it’s not cool to try to cover your tracks too much. You 
know what I mean? Yeah look, see, see, see! I didn’t even change the key. [Singing] “be-
dah-dah-be-dah-dee-dah-dah, dee-dah-dum, dee-dah…” But he leaves it alone and goes 
away from it. I don’t. I stick with it pretty much through the rest of the movement; 
whereas, [singing] “bup-bup-bup-bup-bup-bup-buh” in the first movement, the idea goes 
up, they all go down in this movement, because what goes up must come down. The “be-
dah-dah-dee-dah” [in piano, m. 1] is the regret, and the cello is the landscape, and I just 
thought of her… I had her come out…or, he had her come out, but I said, “Can she please 
be supine?” She stands in the first movement; and in the second movement, she comes 
out in this elegant safari number. And she has a cigarette in a holder, like this, and she’s 
on this thing, this divan, and she’s clearly Isak Dinesen looking out over the veldt, or the 
whatever… 

 
INTERVIEWER. The reserve. 
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RESPONDENT. Yeah, so very much she’s a character for this number.  
 
INTERVIEWER. And what are you doing with the descending line in the cello at 

m. 20, the 6/4 bar? We no longer have the augmented 2nds. 
 
RESPONDENT. Yes, it’s been ironed out. 
 
INTERVIEWER. So, you’re making it more…it’s more conventional. 
 
RESPONDENT. Yeah, it’s more minimal. But you see, the bitonality is there. 

The [singing] “be-dah-dah,” see the fourths (mm. 21-23)? It’s all based on fourths then. 
[Singing] “be-dah-dah.” The two movements are pretty much woven together, but you 
have a lot more traditional sexy stuff. See the movement—E-flat, B-flat, C (m. 31)? 
These are pop harmonies, really. A-flat seven, F-minor seven, B-flat-minor seven (mm. 
32-33). I mean, holy cow, man. [Singing] “be-dah-dah…a single star (m. 38)…radiant 
(m. 40-41).” Yeah, this is repetitive, and then see, always coming back to this… And the 
Conrad Aiken is a very regret-filled song, and that’s what I wanted to…I was accessing 
that emotion. 

 
See, and here—“herbs…spiced astringent scent.” So this, of course, was the climax here. 
[Singing] Okay, here at 90 [actually m. 85]. Here we are back to Age of Anxiety. 
[Singing] “buh-da-da-da-buh-da-da-da-duh” [in the cello] as a transitional thing for five 
bars (mm. 85-89). Then moving into Del Tredici’s “rapture and regret” chord (m. 90). 
And that is like, totally, I just sit on it. Oh wow, look at that. So that’s like totally dated. I 
mean, it’s my stuff, but it’s his chord. [Singing] “The grass was me, and the air.” “And 
the air.” See, that’s where he got the title.  

 
INTERVIEWER. …and the Air. 
 
RESPONDENT. [Scanning forward] And this is her nervous system, the As (mm. 

105-114 in cello harmonics). 105. 
 

So there. I hope that’s helpful. 
 
INTERVIEWER. Yes, it’s just masterful. To me, it seems that the “Rapture” 

section could almost be the young character, and the “Regret” section is the older 
character at the end of her life.  

 
RESPONDENT. Oh, absolutely. 
 
INTERVIEWER. Obviously, they’re two different characters in two different 

settings, but the way that you’ve juxtaposed them reads that way. I don’t know if you 
were intending that. 
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RESPONDENT. Absolutely. For me, to make it into a diptych, the idea was that 
physicality, carnality, is very, for a young person, it’s connected up to other bodies, but to 
an older person, you know, nature becomes quite sexy.  

 
INTERVIEWER. Exactly. 
 
RESPONDENT. The idea of having a cigarette and a scotch, looking out at your 

huge plantation in Africa strikes me as being profoundly sexy, if you own it, and it’s 
yours, and there’s no man telling you what to do. To me, that seems…there’s not a lot of 
regret in that. But it’s very sexy. If there’s regret, there’s simply the regret that you didn’t 
have this figured out when you were twenty. [Laughing.] So yeah, I think I’m not giving 
myself credit for anything except not going against the intuition that if you make music 
go, then a narrative is inferred whether you like it or not. You may as well play on it. You 
may as well build on it. If you don’t, then people are going to draw conclusions of a 
narrative that you didn’t intend. So you might as well work with that.  
 
I think that that should give you lots of ammo. 

 
INTERVIEWER. It does, definitely! Do you have a minute to answer just one 

more question? 
 
RESPONDENT. Absolutely, sure. 
 
INTERVIEWER. How is it different for you setting prose as art song versus prose 

as opera? Or do you consider them similar? Are you looking at this as kind of a mini-
opera, or is it different? 

 
RESPONDENT. I could see this done as a scena. I wouldn’t mind seeing it done 

that way. I’ve never seen it not danced. It’d have to be a pretty good actress though. And 
I probably would cut the instrumental variation, just because there’s not a lot of acting to 
be done [there]. I used to feel as though there was…this is theatre, so yeah, it goes from 
left to right. I really do think, I think that songs are not little mini-operas. They represent 
miniatures. So that an opera is…if you’re an opera composer, you’re thinking not in 
terms of individual panels of fresco. You’re thinking of the entire ceiling, and each panel 
is only a constituent part. Whereas, something like Winterreise, is an opera in my 
opinion. It’s the place where song cycle becomes opera. Song cycle is an opera, in my 
opinion, that the narrative, whether it’s several authors or a single author, there is 
psychologically- and emotionally-verifiable narrative that is drawn from the beginning to 
the end, that does not require sword fights. You know, the drama is all internal. The 
problem with an opera…the exceptions prove the rule. You know, you look at anything 
staged by Stephen Wadsworth, everybody’s always in their head. So people are standing 
there in Wagner for forty minutes singing about their love, and so time is slowed down. 
There’s no need really for time to slow down…that doesn’t make it opera, that just makes 
it an opera in which the author slowed time down. Opera can move just as fast as a cop 
show on TV. What opera can do…it can go just as fast as a normal straight drama, then 
explodes the moment where the emotion is, slows time down, examines the moment, and 



 162 

then goes back into real time again to get on with things. Art songs explode the moment, 
explode the moment, explode the moment. There’s no linking material between the 
nuclear reactors that we rely on. That’s the only real difference. As far as the physical 
capacities of the instruments, I’m going to tie in tradition. If I’m writing an opera, and I 
know the nature of the house…first of all, I’m probably going to know who I’m writing 
for. I’m going to write for Kate Lindsey. I know what Kate can do. I’m going to 
showcase her strengths and minimize her weaknesses. And I’m going to score exactly to 
what she can do when I wrote the thing. And generally I’ll score for what she’s going to 
sound like in my imagination two years after when she’s in workshops for the show. I 
learned, for example, with Nathan Gunn…when I wrote for him, I wrote for the Nathan I 
heard at the Met, and the show didn’t go up for three years, and Nathan’s voice had 
become lighter with use, and so I had to cut back on the scoring when we finally got with 
a big orchestra, because his voice had lightened up, because he’d gotten older. So that’s 
the perils of the Italian school, but the joys of the Italian school is that everybody looks 
good, or sounds good. But, if I’m writing a song cycle, I’ll write specifically for an 
instrument, for the person. But if I don’t know who the person is, I’m fine just writing 
generically, high voice or low voice music. In opera, I’m probably going to know who 
I’m writing for. And I’m going to ask for more athleticism, and it’s going to have to be an 
instrument that can sing over an orchestra, unless it’s going to be a chamber piece and 
stay a chamber piece. But even then, there are things that…no, I’ll do anything anytime. I 
have no rules. But also, in song, I think probably stylistically, I tend to create a character 
just like in opera. I’ve got a new set of songs called Jake’s Songs, which were 
commissioned by a foundation founded with money from the lyrics of this manic-
depressive rock and roll star, who also wrote poetry on the side. And his parents, a few 
years after he died, the money got together, and they commissioned a cycle. It’s this very 
innig kind of Weimar…I don’t know where the hell the music came from, but the 
character is a tenor who sings these songs, and they’re clearly Jake, this guy Jake, as 
opposed to a generically treble cycle that could be a man or a woman. So, to me, there’s 
no difference, except in the Italian tradition, if I know who I’m writing for, I’ll write for 
them and for the situation at hand. I’ll bet you that Libby will say the same thing. 
Because if you don’t write for the people you’ve been hired to write for, you’re merely a 
hired hand. 

 
So, it’s a pleasure talking to you. If you need anything else, let me know, okay? 

 
INTERVIEWER. Alright, thank you so much, Mr. Hagen. Have a wonderful day. 
 
RESPONDENT. Bye bye. 
 
INTERVIEWER. Thank you, bye bye. 
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Appendix C 
Table of textual shifts between interiority and exteriority  

in Larsen, Mrs. Dalloway, Act I Duet, mm. 526-542 
 

 
Exterior lines Interior lines 
CD: Peter!  
 CD: Peter Walsh! Peter Walsh! Ah… 
CD: How heavenly to see you again.  
 CD: Peter’s come to see you. Peter! 

Peter! Peter’s in love! 
PW: She’s so old, she’s been ill. I won’t 
tell her, I won’t tell her! 

PW: And how are you, Clarissa? I just 
arrived last night. 

 

 PW: She’s watching me, she’s watching 
me, she’s watching me with those eyes, 
those eyes, those eyes… 
CD: So like him, so like him… Peter 
and his knife, his knife, his knife… 

CD: You’re looking well. 
PW: And how is ev’rybody? Elizabeth? 
Richard? 

 

 PW: Conservative ass! 
CD: Richard’s very well.  
 CD: You never liked him. Jealous! 

Always jealous. Dear Peter. 
CD: Dear Peter. 
PW: What’s all this? (pointing to the dress) 
CD: (coyly) I’m mending my dress for our 
party tonight, which I shan’t ask you to… 
(playfully) 

 

 PW: Mending, always sitting and 
mending, sitting and mending and 
giving parties with Richard, and I’m in 
India! Sitting and mending and 
mending, sitting, mending, sitting… 
CD: Dear Peter, my Peter, ah! 

PW: And why not, Clarissa?  
 PW: Not good enough. Not good 

enough for you, you and your parties. 
CD: Enchanting. I remember. He’s 
enchanting. Impossible to make up my 
mind, not to marry him. 

CD: Do you remember our summers 
together at Bourton…? 
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PW: Of course I remember. I remember. It 
almost broke my heart. I often wish I’d got 
on better with your father… 
 PW: …weak-kneed old man. 
CD: Do you remember the lake?  
 CD: The lake! Peter! 
PW: Yes.  
 PW: Stop! Stop! I am not old! Why go 

back? 
CD: Ah, why did I make up my mind? 
PW: Why make me suffer again, again, 
again? 
CD: Always playing with his knife, 
always playing with his knife. 

CD: Well, and what’s happened to you? 
PW: Millions of things! I am in love, in 
love with a girl from India. 

 

 CD: In love. Peter’s in love and not with 
me. 
PW: In love, in love, and not with you, 
not with you. 

CD: And who is she? 
PW: (triumphantly) The wife of a major in 
the Indian army. 

 

 CD: Not with me. Not with me. 
PW: There they are! Do what you like 
with them. Do what you like with them. 
CD: What a waste! What folly! At his 
age, in love. 
PW: I know what I’m up against. I 
know what I’m up against. But I’ll show 
you. 
CD: For heaven’s sake, leave your knife 
alone, leave that knife alone! 
PW: I’ll show you! I’ll show you! 
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Appendix D: Transcript of Phone Interview with Libby Larsen 
 

Interviewer: Nicole Kenley-Miller 
Interview Date: October 29, 2018, 9:00am CST 
 

 
RESPONDENT. Hello. 
 
INTERVIEWER. Hello, Ms. Larsen, this is Nicole Kenley-Miller.  
 
RESPONDENT. Hi! How are you? 
 
INTERVIEWER. I’m very good. Thank you so much for speaking with me this 

morning. I know you’re very busy.  
 
RESPONDENT. Well, as are you! 
 
INTERVIEWER. Well, yes, I am, actually! [laughter] 

 
RESPONDENT. [laughter] It’s a busy time of year, and busy, busy lives. 
 
INTERVIEWER. It is, absolutely. 
 
RESPONDENT. [laughter] Just like Mrs. Dalloway. Many things to do! 
 
INTERVIEWER. I’m not buying flowers, though. [laughter] 
 
RESPONDENT. Nor am I. [laughter] 
 
INTERVIEWER. Is it okay with you if I record the interview? 

 
RESPONDENT. Yes. 
 
INTERVIEWER. Okay, great! So, I’m actually going to be focusing on two 

scenes from Mrs. Dalloway, because your piece appears in the dissertation alongside 
several other settings of her work, so I had to kind of focus down. Otherwise, it would be 
a thousand pages. So, we can just jump right in. Is that alright? 

 
RESPONDENT. Yes, it is. 
 
INTERVIEWER. I sent you the questions, so I don’t know if you have those in 

front of you, but I’ll just go ahead and ask them so I know where we are in the interview. 
So, I’ve read pretty much everything there is out there about the opera coming to be, and 
it looks like you really dove into the novel before you agreed to do it. Can you talk a little 
bit about the process of how you went from reading the novel to then forming the musical 
adaptation of it, of capturing her difficult ethos and her characters? 
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RESPONDENT. Right. I had never really thought about setting Virginia Woolf 

when we began this idea of making Mrs. Dalloway into an opera; because of course, with 
Virginia Woolf, the surface of the page is only the beginning. And so Michael McConnell 
from Cleveland Lyric Opera had been speaking with Bonnie Grice, who is the librettist 
for Mrs. Dalloway, and the two of them were really keen to turn the book into an opera, 
especially Bonnie, who is completely in love with Virginia Woolf, etc. So when I read 
the book, what I was looking for, as I do in any opera text, and it turns out, in my art song 
texts too, is I’m looking for some kind of essential human emotion that is abstract but 
offers us the ability to dwell in it for a long period of time from many perspectives. Does 
that make sense to you?  

 
INTERVIEWER. Yes.  

 
RESPONDENT. So as I was reading the novel, I, of course, was taking notes on 

the characters; but what I was looking for, in more layman’s terms, the fatal flaw, and I 
didn’t find it, to be honest with you. What I found was a character caught up entirely in 
the mores of her culture, and a character who has the Virginia Woolf “monster within,” 
but is not particularly in touch with it. That’s what I was looking for, and that’s what I 
found, that I felt I could create an opera around without falling into operatic clichés. 

 
INTERVIEWER. Okay, wonderful. And was Mrs. Dalloway… I know you had 

read A Room of One’s Own. Had you read other things by Woolf at this point when you 
were considering Mrs. Dalloway?  

 
RESPONDENT. No, I had not. 
 
INTERVIEWER. But you had already read A Room of One’s Own, is that right? 
 
RESPONDENT. Yes, yes. 
 
INTERVIEWER. Which is my favorite. I think it’s any feminist’s favorite. 

[laughter] 
 

RESPONDENT. Yes, me too. 
 
INTERVIEWER. Could we talk a little bit about the themes, and in particular, 

there are three of them that I’m focusing on in the chapter—the London, baroque-style 
theme when she goes out into the city; and then the pulsating theme under the 
memory…the “I remember” section in her aria (that really might be less of a theme and 
more of a texture—I don’t know how you would describe that); and then it seems that 
there’s this little quintuplet figure that appears, that kind of represents anxiety, that’s 
underneath whenever she sings “Fear no more the heat of the sun.” So those are the three 
I’m kind of looking at. I didn’t include that third one in your questions when I sent them. 
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RESPONDENT. I’m kind of looking through my score thinking, “Where do we 
find it.” But you’ll help me out with that. 

 
INTERVIEWER. Yes. Are you in the piano-vocal score?  
 
RESPONDENT. Yes. 
 
INTERVIEWER. It’s on page 9 at 14A. 

 
RESPONDENT. Yes, almost there. 
 
INTERVIEWER. And it’s in the orchestra. 
 
RESPONDENT. The little [singing] ba-dee-ba-dee-bop? Yep, okay. 
 
INTERVIEWER. Yes. So those are the three I’m kind of interested in, if we want 

to focus in on some. 
 
RESPONDENT. Okay, so where would you like to start? 
 
INTERVIEWER. Let’s start with the London, the Baroque theme, which I first 

see on page 4 at 7A, but if you have a different idea about that, please let me know. 
 

RESPONDENT. [singing] Dee-da-dee-da, that one? Okay. [Whistles three tones 
of the theme.] So what would you like to know? 

 
INTERVIEWER. I sense that you’re trying to have sort of a busy feeling. Are you 

trying to say something by hearkening back to a sort of Baroque style there? 
 
RESPONDENT. Yes, busy feeling is correct. I was thinking that she is busy. She 

has many, many details, and those details exist within a realm of rules, of social norms, of 
rules, things that she needs to do, that she feels she needs to accomplish in order to be 
ready for her party. So in my mind, creating this sort of quasi-Baroque-ness is a 
hearkening to—how can I explain this?—how Bach’s hands move on the keyboard. 

 
INTERVIEWER. Oh, interesting, okay. 
 
RESPONDENT. And from that, we have created an entire industry of music 

education [laughter]…only from that. And I felt that the quasi-Baroque metaphor, 
without particularly drawing your attention or your brain to the idea of rule-making and 
rule-breaking and what would create a sense of rules. Because whenever we play 
Baroque music, we have a sense of, oh, there are rules by which we live in a proper 
Western society. And to live within those rules is, for some, extraordinarily comforting, 
and for others, quite uncomfortable. Even though the rules govern our lives, we have sort 
of knobby elbows, that it doesn’t fit right. It’s clothes that don’t fit well. Wanting to 
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create then musically a sense of busyness within rules and a vague, although becoming 
less vague, real discomfort for operating within those rules. 

 
INTERVIEWER. Yes, which we find Septimus has the hardest time of. 

 
RESPONDENT. Yes, completely. Yes, his world is a world of bagpipes. 
 
INTERVIEWER. Oh, okay, can you expound on that a little bit? 
 
RESPONDENT. Well, you know, yes, so many things, but we’ll just speak 

musically. If we’re speaking of Bach and the Well-Tempered Clavier and a world clad in 
rules, the bagpipe has no place there. You know, its tuning systems, its pressurized 
bladder. It really has no sense there, and it feels and sounds and has been designated by 
certain members of society, particularly British society—the bagpipe is completely other, 
and not only other, but distastefully other.  

 
INTERVIEWER. That’s fascinating. I wish I was doing the Septimus section. 

[laughing] 
 
RESPONDENT. Yes, I wish you were, but that’s alright. [laughing] 
 
INTERVIEWER. Does the Baroque nature of this section also have a parallel 

with the traditions of society that she is a part of too? That things are more…you 
mentioned rules…but that she’s kind of contained in this box of society as well?  
 

RESPONDENT. Yes, absolutely, you could say that with complete confidence.  
 
INTERVIEWER. And I can’t help but make the parallel as well…I don’t know if 

you’ve read any criticism about Mrs. Dalloway, but a very common thing lately in the 
scholarship about it is that it has a fugal structure. And so when I’m listening to this 
section, I’m thinking, “Oh, they’re all drawing from the same thing here evidently.” 

 
RESPONDENT. Yes, and especially if you look at 7A, through the third measure 

of eight…well actually, through this entire section, maybe up until 9, points of imitation 
and fugal entrances, you know, quasi-fugal entrances, are absolutely there on purpose. 

 
INTERVIEWER. Okay, well that’s great. The next one that shows up is that 

quintuplet under “Fear no more the heat of the sun” on page 9, 14A, and actually, I just 
saw it a little bit at the very beginning too. It’s at the opening of the opera really. Is that a 
central figure for you in the opera? 

 
RESPONDENT. Yes, but it’s internal. It does not signify any external kind of 

activity. It’s an inner [struggling for word] I want to say turmoil, but it’s really not 
turmoil. It’s kind of a non-groundedness. 

 
INTERVIEWER. Like anxiety, or something? 
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RESPONDENT. Yeah, like anxiety, yeah. 
 
INTERVIEWER. Okay, that’s the sense I get when I hear it. And it looks like it 

appears in that same form, but in different keys, throughout the opera, but it seems like it 
always comes back as that anxiety, even if the text is not saying that.  

 
RESPONDENT. Right, because of inner dialogue. So, the person we most speak 

to during our waking hours is ourselves, you know. [laughing] And, as you know and I 
know, the external conversation and activity going on may not be at all what is going on 
in the interior. So when the anxiety—yeah, it’s kind of a nagging kind of anxiety—she’s 
not afraid, she is just not grounded. And I don’t mean that in the contemporary sense of 
the word. It’s like her girdle doesn’t fit all the time. [laughing] 

 
INTERVIEWER. [laughing] That’s really funny. 
 
RESPONDENT. I don’t know if you…I’m of the age where, when we were in 

seventh grade, we actually wore girdles, if you can imagine that. 
 
INTERVIEWER. Oh yes, I’ve worn them before in costumes. [laughing] 

 
RESPONDENT. [laughing] Yeah, and you can’t move. It completely…I had this 

image in my mind as I was working on the piece. You know, it’s that, if you are in 
undergarments that restrict your chi, your centeredness [laughing], you can’t walk 
correctly. You can’t breathe correctly, so you’re always shifting around trying to settle 
your body, you know. And that’s the image that I had in mind, only it’s her psyche. You 
know, she just can’t get it settled.  

 
INTERVIEWER. So, just a tangential issue to this, these inner…these little 

figures that you’re using, like this quintuplet that represents what’s going on inside their 
head…it seems to me that music is such a beautiful extension then of what Woolf was 
trying to do with her writing, of capturing that interiority. 

 
RESPONDENT. The inner, yes. 
 
INTERVIEWER. And did you find her work an easier palette for that than others 

because there’s this sort of intersectionality between what’s she trying to do and what 
music is trying to do? 

 
RESPONDENT. In this particular piece, absolutely. That is actually how I found 

my way into, this can be an opera, because of that very thing, the ongoing nature of it, 
that Woolf was trying so very hard to write…we started out by saying the surface is 
where it began with Woolf. And it lends itself very nicely to certain kinds of criticism 
and easy academicism, but the subtexts that Woolf was really struggling…well, yeah, I 
would say struggle, because I think she did struggle to try to find a way to express the 
inner person. But she of course, her writing style…I want to move over just a little bit to 
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talk about Willa Cather, only because I’ve also made operas of Willa Cather’s work—
another person who worked very diligently hard to express the interior, but in a very 
different way. The way of the horizon is Willa Cather. The way of the London bustle is 
Virginia Woolf.  

 
INTERVIEWER. That’s interesting. I would love to study your Willa Cather 

pieces. That will maybe be my next project. I love her as well…all these wonderful 
female writers.  
 

RESPONDENT. Well, I would be honored.  
 
INTERVIEWER. Okay, and then the last theme, which…well, maybe it’s not a 

theme…but can you talk to me about on page 10 where you start the “I remember” 
section at 16? This figure, these chords that are underscoring it, that are so…I’m 
presenting them in the chapter, and I’d love to hear what you say about this, it may 
change my view on it, kind of like an ostinato, but that’s very irregular, that’s not in the 
traditional definition of an ostinato, because of its irregularity. 

 
RESPONDENT. Right, there’s no particular regularity to them, and there is a 

feeling of pulse, but it’s a felt pulse. It’s not a pulse that you can count.  
 
INTERVIEWER. Right…which, when I sang this, by the way, gave me such fits. 

[laughter] 
 
RESPONDENT. I’m sorry [laughter], but I did it on purpose. 
 
INTERVIEWER. Oh my goodness, I know you did. [laughter] This was the 

hardest thing to count that I’ve ever sung, but it was so beautiful when it came out. I 
don’t think I got it completely right by the end, but… 
 

RESPONDENT. You know, in another time and another place, I would never 
have used bar lines for this particular…because we don’t remember metrically. The 
whole thing is felt, and unfortunately, we’re saddled…again, you know, we don’t have to 
be saddled, we could ride bareback…but we’ve decided to saddle our sense of 
togetherness, of keeping together in time, by counting bar lines, which have nothing to do 
with this particular aria.  

 
INTERVIEWER. So how does that felt sense, how do you perceive that 

representing…because she’s obviously in a memory/nostalgia mode here…how does that 
underscoring with those chords represent that (the memory/nostalgia) to you?  

 
RESPONDENT. That she’s in a felt moment. Is that what you’re asking? 
 
INTERVIEWER. Yes, and that sense of memory as well.  
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RESPONDENT. Yeah, I have to put myself back there, working on this aria. This 
particular effect aria…the instrumental for this…oh gosh, I’ve got about seventeen 
volumes to spew out here, but I’ll say this: I had been working on this very same music—
the accompaniment, not the aria—as part of an instrumental trio that I had been working 
on, and what I was going for in the trio—and it was really at the same time that I was 
working on Mrs. Dalloway—I was wanting to create a sense of timelessness. Now that is 
an awkward way of saying…I don’t know about you, but when I work into a memory, 
say, a memory from any period in my life now, but one that was really beautiful and 
sensual and trying to get there—not to remember it and report on it, “Boy, it was really 
sensual,” [laughing]—but in order to feel it. It is the remembering of the “it”-ness of it, 
how it felt, how it smelled, the kind of time that it exists in my memory. To actually bring 
that moment, which is part of eternity now, into a moment of memory that really is—not 
a re-enacting, not a reliving—but a re-being. 

 
INTERVIEWER. Yes, that’s so very good.  
 
RESPONDENT. So, to dwell on the E-flat major I 6/4 chord, it’s not grounded, 

you know. The B-flat is on the bottom, and if we’re talking about Hindemith, you know 
the defining interval in the chord is the sixth, which is also ungrounded, and yet the 
repetition of the chord is less about pulse and more about the re-animation of the air. 
When you strike a chord, of course…this is physics, but you know, the air begins to 
vibrate in a certain way, and so what I wanted to create, if I could, which is really hard 
for you, the singer [laughter], which is as if you’re floating, really floating, without 
weight, in the air, in an ungrounded, hyper-sensual way.  

 
INTERVIEWER. That’s wonderful, and I think you definitely achieved that. 

 
RESPONDENT. I hope so, but thank you for tackling it. 
 
INTERVIEWER. Yeah! You know, my husband, who is not a musician, this was 

his favorite part. He just thought it was other-worldly. It went to this other universe for a 
few pages. 

 
RESPONDENT. I’m very glad. Thank you, that means a lot to me, because that’s 

exactly what I was trying to do. I was trying to work as hard as Virginia Woolf, which is 
exhausting, by the way.  

 
INTERVIEWER. I know, it’s hard to keep up with her, huh? [laughter] 

 
RESPONDENT. Yeah, it is. [laughter] 
 
INTERVIEWER. That is excellent and will really help my section on the aria. 

Could we turn now to the instrumentation and how you settled on that? There are quite a 
few unconventional instruments and the recorded sounds that you used, the tape—I’m 
also interested to hear about how that came about.  
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RESPONDENT. Yes, now I may ask to refer to the instrument list, because in the 
score I’m working from, I don’t have the instrument list, so harpsichord…is that correct? 
Would you read me the instrumentation list? 

 
INTERVIEWER. Sure, it’s flute, clarinet, two percussion, keyboard, strings, 

electronic tape. 
 

RESPONDENT. Yes, so the keyboard, we’ll start there. I needed keyboards that 
were cultural vehicles. I think of the keyboard as a potent cultural vehicle and used it in 
this orchestration as a harpsichord, as piano. I didn’t go beyond that, I believe, to see if I 
could create aural iconography for the quasi-Baroque parlor. You know, the parlor in 
transition, both cultural transition, but also behavioral transition. Then I used…it was 
flute and clarinet, correct? They pair well together. It gives us a vocal range that I was 
working on in the opera, you know, a tessitura for the voices is handled pretty well by 
clarinet and flute. Now, I didn’t use them to double. No, that is left up to the singer, 
which I think the solo work in this piece is pretty difficult, because it’s not doubled. You 
are an instrument when you’re singing, an instrument that’s part of a chamber fabric. So 
flute and clarinet gave me the tessitura. They also gave me a certain very…how can I say 
this?... a certain Western sound, Western European sound, and they had the agility that I 
felt I needed, the agility for trills and for flutter tongues, that flute and clarinet do so 
easily that your attention is not drawn to, “Oh listen, it’s a bassoon trying to be high.” 
[laughter] I never wanted to draw attention to the instruments, unless I wanted to, which 
is harpsichord in particular, the harpsichord sound, and what’s on the tapes, the taped 
sound. 

 
INTERVIEWER. And you created the tapes yourself? 
 
RESPONDENT. I did, yeah. I was using an Emax II sampler and working with a 

partner. I always work with a technical person when I work in technical sound, because I 
have a certain expertise in all the Western sounds, but I’m about a B+ in terms of 
technical, and I need to be A+, and I need to be able to partner. So I work with Tim 
Styles. We work on Emax II, and we use sampled sounds—sounds of bullfrogs, and 
bagpipes, and then we invented sound also by recording things like a clink of a knife on a 
glass, not to sound like the clink of a knife on a glass, but to put the waveforms up in 
front of us on the computer, and then create a sound palette, made from sampled sound, 
but certainly other-worldly. 

 
INTERVIEWER. There are a couple of other instruments I’ve seen. I read about 

how you came upon the wok top as the best sound… [laughing] 
 

RESPONDENT. [laughing] For the bells, for the leaden circles, right. Which was 
one of those where we sampled the sound of the wok top. I have it. It’s in my basement. I 
could take a picture and send it to you. I found it, actually in a cooking store in Sioux 
Falls, South Dakota, this sound. I was with the Sioux Falls Symphony, and I needed this 
sound. It’s in my head. I have a lot of sounds in my head we don’t have instruments for, 
so I have to settle for a contrabassoon, you know. So I went to a cooking store looking for 
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this really low, low, but audible sound that was somehow viscerally connected to 
humanness. So I was clanking on things. The clerks were having a blast. [both laughing] I 
was like, “Oh, can I try that? Ding, ding, ding.” So I thought, “I wonder”—I held the wok 
top right over my head… 

 
INTERVIEWER. In the store? [laughing] 
 
RESPONDENT. Yeah, in the store. And you know, I had mallets with me, so I hit 

it with a mallet, but the top hit my head. So I had one of the clerks hold the wok top over 
my head, right over my head, maybe an inch between the top of my skull and the top of 
the wok top and then I “bong”-ed on it with the, I think it was a tenor drum mallet…yes, 
it was...and it was amazing, you should try it. 

 
INTERVIEWER. [laughing] 

 
RESPONDENT. It sounded not unlike a temple bell. It was just so peaceful and 

so low. So I quickly incorporated that sound into orchestra pieces, but then that sound 
was exactly what I needed for the “leaden circles” filling the air. 

 
INTERVIEWER. And was the wok top played live, or were those recorded? 
 
RESPONDENT. Those were recorded. When I use it live…it’s one of my 

symphonies I used it in live, and there, it was amplified. You have to put it right above a 
microphone and then you need somebody on the sound board so that it can be amplified 
into the hall. On tape, of course, I can control the dynamic. 

 
INTERVIEWER. That is a very interesting story. I love that. And then the other 

instruments I’m interested in are the bowed cymbals and what their significance is. They 
seem to appear throughout, but I haven’t quite grasped what, other than just…were you 
going for an eerie sound, or an other-worldliness? 

 
RESPONDENT. They are used throughout, and they are to create a sense of 

discomfort. Maybe it’s only me, but when I hear a bowed cymbal, I find myself tensing 
up, actually. I don’t know what I’m waiting for. My body’s prepared for something. I 
don’t know what it is, except when they go double forte bowed, there are so many high 
overtones, that really clash with each other, that the air itself…and maybe it’s the ear. 
There’s a certain kind of dissonance in the ear that is not pitched, but quite dissonant. So 
I think they may be…I’m thinking back now…an unsettling, but it’s a sense of 
psychological dissonance that’s undefined. 

 
INTERVIEWER. Psychological dissonance, I love that. Okay, good. Just so…I 

don’t want to keep you all day long, so I’m going to move us forward a little bit. The 
other scene that I’m looking at in the dissertation is the duet between Peter Walsh and 
Clarissa. This is on page 36-37 where it starts. And I have done quite a bit of looking at 
what you did here. I think it’s so brilliant about how you handled the shifts in interiority 
and exteriority. 
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RESPONDENT. Thank you. 
 
INTERVIEWER. And the things I’ve noticed are that you’re changing the 

accompanimental texture but also you’re using shifts in tempo to achieve this, and the 
brilliant part is that you use the faster tempo for the thoughts and then the slower tempo 
for the speech. So I assume you are trying to match the way that we have a calm, ordered 
sense when we are presenting on the surface to someone, but behind all of that, it’s utter 
chaos inside sometimes. 

 
RESPONDENT. Yes, absolutely, that is what I was trying to do.  
 
INTERVIEWER. So is there anything you’d like to say about that section and 

how you came to that? Was that an easy thing for you to figure out? 
 

RESPONDENT. By the time I wrote Mrs. Dalloway, it was much easier. I started 
trying to see how to develop this sense of interior/exterior in another opera, Clair de 
Lune, which was in the early 1980s, and I worked with Patricia Hampl. And she is an 
extraordinarily fine memoirist and writer, and so for the libretto for Clair de Lune, 
several of her characters had interior/exterior going on, which is a bit of a memoirist 
technique. In that opera, I started to try to understand how to do this, to create the 
moment interior and the moment exterior, all at the same time linear-ly on a proscenium 
stage. So in Mrs. Dalloway, I felt much more at ease shifting from one to the other, so 
much at ease, that I think I built the interior nature of Mrs. Dalloway’s thoughts into the 
opera from the beginning, so that we would be comfortable with interior and exterior. 
Now, these days…back to the bar line…I would also play with bar lines quite a bit more. 
So for instance, at letter 65, now I would use the bar lines for the first three measures at 
tempo = 44, but then at tempo = 132, I would just take all the bar lines out. And I think I 
also would…to caution the singer…I would also say quasi-recitative. 

 
INTERVIEWER. Oh, and that so reflects how our minds work, as opposed to... 

You know, that the bar lines sort of create order, but without them, there is more of a 
freedom, which is actually what’s going on inside of us.  

 
RESPONDENT. And right now also in our internet culture. There are no bar 

lines. 
 
INTERVIEWER. That’s very good. I really love this scene, and I had planned 

actually to do it on my recital, but it just didn’t work out finding the baritone to sing Peter 
Walsh, but I hope someday to do it. And in fact, I’m interested in doing the whole opera 
at some point. Not singing it, but directing it. Has it been done again since…? 
 

RESPONDENT. It has not been done again. No. 
 
INTERVIEWER. Has there been any interest in doing it, because that perplexes 

me. 
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RESPONDENT. Uh, no. Isn’t that interesting? 
 
INTERVIEWER. Why do you think that is? 

 
RESPONDENT. I think opera itself right at this particular time underwent a shift, 

so at the time…this is what I think…I have nothing to back this up, but you know I’ve 
been kind of watching the opera world a lot and writing into it. But at the same time this 
was being produced, Stewart Copeland was writing an opera for Cleveland Opera. Now, 
that is a different kind of musical sensibility, you know, that’s more rooted in American 
pop, the feel of it, the connection to it. I think, although I’m not sure, that musical 
connection to historical sound has undergone a huge shift. So, I think that’s it, because 
everything else about it is eminently producible, you know—small cast, well-realized—
but no, we really have for the last 25 or so years been shifting to the downtown pop 
scene. 

 
INTERVIEWER. Do you think it was a bit ahead of its time? Because when I 

hear it, I think, “Oh, I think this would go over really well right now.” 
 
RESPONDENT. I think it would too. [laughing] Probably, you know it probably 

is. I’m old enough now to look at my work and think. And also my husband and some of 
my friends say, “You know, you’re always about twenty to twenty-five years ahead.” I 
think maybe, yes. Also, maybe the culture’s caught up to Virginia Woolf. So, I’m not 
ahead. Virginia Woolf was ahead. 

 
INTERVIEWER. Well, that is also true. [laughter] 
 
RESPONDENT. [laughter] She can see it. “Me too.” 
 
INTERVIEWER. So on that same topic, that’s a good segue, how do you perceive 

her unique and strong authorial voice? How do you perceive that shaping your music? 
Did it take your music in a different direction than other writers had taken you before? 
Do you feel like your music responds to the authority of the author at all? 

 
RESPONDENT. Good question. Yes, I think it does. I’m thinking a lot about…I 

have a pretty large art song repertoire, and in that repertoire, I am always looking for 
authoritative first person texts—you know, “I”—which I find in women writers, in 
general, more than in male writers. There’s some male writers that… For instance, do 
you know Richard Florida? 

 
INTERVIEWER. I’ve heard of him, but I’m not familiar with him. 

 
RESPONDENT. In general, female texts, really from the time of the troubadours, 

the trouveresses, in general, are much more apt to say, “I feel this. I do that. I think this,” 
whereas, in general, male texts tend to put a frame, or some distance on presenting the 
feeling. So, you were asking about Virginia Woolf. Virginia Woolf for me makes perfect 
sense, because she’ll say, “I’m mending my dress for the party tonight.” You know, very 
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direct language, which I’m drawn to, very direct language. Where Willa Cather, on the 
other hand, since I mentioned her before, it’s much harder to find the direct—the “I feel 
this. You are that. We are…” And so the characterization of Virginia Woolf into opera 
makes for very good theatre. If you can deal with her language, the rhythm and syntax of 
her language. She never tells, she always shows. Even when she’s telling, right. 

 
INTERVIEWER. And how does that then translate into your music? Do you feel 

like your music is very different writing for her text than say for Willa Cather? 
 
RESPONDENT. Oh, hmm. I don’t want to set myself up here. Uh, yes. I don’t 

need… The strength in Woolf’s technical writing, the strength of technique in her writing 
is overwhelming to traditional musical operatic techniques. That makes me… I’m sorry, 
I’m looking at my score as we’re speaking… It’s very, it’s quite sparse, the writing, 
except for a moment between a thought, is where I can go [singing] “bi-di-ba-di-boo.” 
But her choices of vowel, her choices of consonants, really demands a certain kind of 
sparse writing. So for instance, at the end of page 13, I’m looking between 20 and 22, just 
looking at the language…the language is “But was it love?” Now that, “love” is a word 
we recognize, even if it’s not particularly well-enunciated by the singer. But if I set “But 
was it” in a way that it doesn’t sound like there’s a noun with an adjective, like 
“butwasit.” I can do things there, but if you look at 21, her words: “But now, invisible, 
unknown, Missus Richard Dalloway.” If I want to help you, the singer, be understood, 
I’ve got to deal with the diphthong on “now,” but also the “n” and the “w,” and also the 
word “invisible,” which is a word that is almost invisible when you sing it. But this is 
Woolf at her best—choosing words that actually are the thing, that she’s getting at. And 
then presenting me, Libby, with “So now what are you going to do, ha ha, composer?” “I 
don’t know, I think maybe tremolo really low, with a wok top,” [laughter] which is what 
it is. So that you have this feeling that nothing competes with “now, invisible, unknown,” 
yet, it’s musicalized. That’s three measures of serious technical work on both our parts. 
Your question was, did it affect the music? Absolutely! 

 
INTERVIEWER. Absolutely. And I’m finding that with most of the composers—

there are six composers that I’m dealing with in the dissertation. And it seems to me in 
my knowledge of their other music, that their music does take on a different form when 
they’re setting Woolf.  
 

RESPONDENT. Oh, interesting. 
 
INTERVIEWER. And this is basically my thesis, that her voice is so strong that it 

has this magnetic effect on what the composer does with the music, because in order to 
be able to capture its uniqueness… 

 
RESPONDENT. Yes! I agree.  
 
INTERVIEWER. Good, I’m glad my thesis is not busted here at the end. 

 
RESPONDENT. Not with me, it’s not. 
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INTERVIEWER. On to a more sort of philosophical question…I know that 

you’ve spoken quite a bit about the importance of her writing A Room of One’s Own 
about finding your own concept of a creative space as a female artist. 

 
RESPONDENT. Yes. 
 
INTERVIEWER. And how does that having such a personal connection in that 

way through that sort of feminist ideology, how does that change how her voice comes to 
you when you’re setting her words to music? Did you feel that you had a different 
connection with her words because she was a model for you as an artist? Do you know 
what I’m trying to say? 
 

RESPONDENT. I do, and I’m wrestling with saying this. I do not revere Virginia 
Woolf. I respect her as an artist, and as a person, and as a forthright, very strong, 
culturally situated voice. I’m not writing…and this is what I’m hesitating saying…when I 
work with any author, I’m not trying to pay them homage. I don’t want to pay them 
homage, because then I’ll lose my own voice.  

 
INTERVIEWER. That’s brilliant, yes. 
 
RESPONDENT. So the fact that she’s female, yeah, 50 percent of us are. No 

biggie. The fact that she wrote and insisted on writing, of course she did. It’s not like, 
“Oh wow, so that means I can too.” No, not at all. The fact that she so brilliantly talks 
about making a space for one’s self, that’s Victorian, that’s post-Victorian, and that’s the 
way I see it. When I am doing a residency or when I’m among other young artists who 
are looking for their voices, I don’t say, “Oh, you know Virginia Woolf said ‘you should 
have a room of your own.’ You’ve gotta make your own room. No one can make that for 
you or give you permission. Maybe that’s what she’s saying in A Room of One’s Own, 
but if I were to say, “Oh good, now I can too—that gives me permission,” then I lose. 

 
INTERVIEWER. Right. But the resonance that you find in what she said does 

sort of embolden you, I guess, right? Not that she’s giving you permission, but it’s sort of 
an inspiration, maybe? 
 

RESPONDENT. No. 
 
INTERVIEWER. No, not at all. 
 
RESPONDENT. That’s why I’m worried about talking about this. Here’s how it 

may resonate, is that she clearly says that she’s her own inspiration. So do I. Maybe that’s 
the resonance. Maybe that’s also why I felt like, alright, it’s okay, I think we can be 
partners here. Whereas, I would never pair with Walt Whitman in this way. 

 
INTERVIEWER. And that’s because there is no resonance with his voice? 
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RESPONDENT. I guess I’d have to go into therapy for quite a while to 
understand that tremendous ego. You know, “I am the earth. I realize it now.” [laughter] 

 
INTERVIEWER. [laughter] I know, it does sound preposterous, doesn’t it? 
 
RESPONDENT. Yes. [laughter] So maybe we’re getting at it. Maybe it is Mrs. 

Dalloway or Virginia Woolf, that in the detail of one’s life is where the monster lives. It’s 
anti-Whitman. 

 
INTERVIEWER. Anti-Whitman, okay. Well, that’s good. I think I understand 

what you’re saying with all of that now. Did you have any sort of intimidation factor in 
approaching this project, because she’s such a titan of literature? I’ve been feeling that as 
I’ve been approaching writing the libretto for one of her novels.  

 
RESPONDENT. Oh, are you making a libretto? 
 
INTERVIEWER. I am, yes, I’m working with a composer to adapt one of her 

novels, and it is daunting, for sure. 
 
RESPONDENT. What’s daunting to you? 
 
INTERVIEWER. I think because her art…because it’s so good. And I think in 

adapting it, you know, you don’t want to make less of what’s already there, but you also 
don’t want to verbatim put it on the page. You have to have some sort of your own 
interpretation of it. You have to be doing something of your own artistic creation. So I 
think just the fear of messing with it. I remember the interview I just had with Daron 
Hagen last year about a setting of hers, and he said, “After all, I did realize it’s Virginia 
Woolf, and don’t mess with it, dummy,” he said. It’s kind of that feeling, you know. 
Should I even just mess with it at all, because it’s just so good. 
 

RESPONDENT. Yeah, I understand that, and maybe…I was just thinking, “What 
gave me the courage to do this?” I was presented with the libretto…we’re moving into 
Bonnie Grice…Bonnie was the librettist for this. The original libretto was something like 
85 pages long. And then we met to make it actually into like 18-19 pages, which is all 
you need. We kept trying and trying. I remember this now, thinking, “Well, then I’ve got 
to suggest something from the subtext without saying it.” And that allowed me into 
Virginia Woolf’s writing by doing a deep dive out of the surface of her writing and into 
the technique of everything she doesn’t say. I don’t know if that’s helpful to you. In this 
case, I think it was Elizabeth that I thought, “Ah, there’s the key right there, Elizabeth. 
That’s the key. What is she not saying. What’s not being said?” And then you stop 
writing about Woolf. And I thought, “Then I’m not writing about Woolf, I writing with 
Woolf.” 

 
INTERVIEWER. Partnering with her.  
 
RESPONDENT. Partnering, yeah, partnering with her. 
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INTERVIEWER. On the topic of the libretto, did you write any of the libretto 
yourself? 
 

RESPONDENT. No, I didn’t. I needed to maintain the narrative that Bonnie 
constructed and the arc of the narrative also, so that I didn’t take one scene and put it in 
another spot. You know, not mess with the arc of the narrative, or her sense of climax, or 
any of those things. What I did do was to just tailor each one of the scenes down to 
Virginia Woolf’s words, but the ones that I felt could represent the arc, the emotional arc 
that Bonnie was going for. The question about what to trim and what to leave becomes 
central to putting it in musical time, in a musical arc. 

 
INTERVIEWER. Okay, and then my last two questions… So, you studied with 

Argento? 
 

RESPONDENT. I did, yes. 
 
INTERVIEWER. And were you familiar with his cycle, From the Diary of 

Virginia Woolf? I imagine you had to have been. 
 
RESPONDENT. Yes, very familiar with it. Yes. 
 
INTERVIEWER. And were you studying with him at the time? When were you 

studying with him? 
 

RESPONDENT. I got my doctorate in 1978. 
 
INTERVIEWER. Oh, okay, so you were studying with him at the time that he 

wrote it. 1975, I think? 
 
RESPONDENT. Yes, I was. Though I was young enough not to know. “What?” 
 
INTERVIEWER. So you became familiar with it after it gained popularity and 

won the prize and all that stuff? 
 

RESPONDENT. Yes. 
 
INTERVIEWER. Do you feel that that cycle served as any model for how to set 

Virginia Woolf, either subconsciously or consciously? 
 
RESPONDENT. I was less thinking of the cycle and more thinking of a central 

issue that I challenged myself with when I am setting texts is to try…my issue is, what is 
the rhythm of the text itself? And how does the text want to be set in time and space? 
And so, with Argento, one of the hallmarks of his work is how very composer-ly he is, 
and yet, how natural he is. In a time of European modernism, Dominick Argento chose a 
different path, and is brilliant technically with every instrument. His settings for voice are 
brilliant and singable and wonderful, and I owe him so much. One of the ways that I held 
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Virginia Woolf as a model…or his settings of the diary…while I was working on this 
opera, instead of writing a fugue for voice, for voices, I made fugal entrances in the 
instrumental nature, so that the voice itself was not involved in the fugue. The voice was 
being itself in a fugal society. So with Dominick’s work, which is very, very…sometimes 
though, it bothers me that his desire to display his technique in musical form trumps the 
drama of the moment. But he knows that. [laughter] So that won’t get me in trouble. And 
with Diary, formalism in music, and formalism in literary writing, they can clash. A 
parallel is a composer working with a choreographer in a different art form entirely, the 
definition of beat for a dancer is quite different than the definition of beat for a composer. 
So they can clash. So it’s a question of recognizing what can clash. 

 
INTERVIEWER. Do you have any other plans to set other Woolf texts? 

 
RESPONDENT. [Laughter] No. 
 
INTERVIEWER. No? Are you done with her? 
 
RESPONDENT. It’s not like, “Ugh, I’m done with her.” I’m really much more 

interested in contemporary English, contemporary American English in particular, but the 
contemporary, all of the kinds of English. I’m much more interested in what music comes 
from the contemporary iterations, which is why…never Whitman. [laughter] You know, I 
haven’t been tempted to set any more Woolf, although I love her work. 

 
INTERVIEWER. I think it’s brilliant what you did with her, and I have to say that 

the process of working on…I performed several of the pieces that I’m writing about from 
all these different composers, but I would say that of all of them…and I do think that part 
of it is because you’re a woman, and you understand her voice…that I felt the most 
synergy with Woolf and with the character when I was performing your aria. So I’m 
excited to perform more of your music. I hadn’t performed any of your music before this, 
so I’m going to have to look into it more. 
 

RESPONDENT. Oh thank you, that’s very kind of you. I can’t wait to read your 
dissertation. 

 
INTERVIEWER. Oh yeah, I think it’s going to be interesting, because there’s 

such a wide range of composers who have set her, and they all sort of…One piece is by a 
traditionally electronic music composer, Morton Subotnick.  

 
RESPONDENT. Oh sure, I know Morton. 
 
INTERVIEWER. And then Hagen. I’m dealing with a piece that he wrote back in 

the 80s. And then there’s a song by a British composer named Geoffrey Bush, which is 
an amazing adaptation of a scene from To the Lighthouse. It’s really interesting. And 
then, the Argento I’m dealing with sort of peripherally as sort of the prototype for all of 
them, because he was the first that I know of to write a published work of hers. And then 
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there’s a Ned Rorem song, so those are the ones I’m dealing with. There are more for 
sure, but I couldn’t deal with them all. 
 

RESPONDENT. Right. Well, it’s just fascinating. And why, if I could ask you, 
what drew you to want to make Virginia Woolf the centerpiece of your dissertation? 

 
INTERVIEWER. Well, about four years ago, I got remarried to my current 

husband… 
 
RESPONDENT. Congratulations! 
 
INTERVIEWER. Thank you! And he’s an English professor, and he introduced 

me to Woolf, and I started voraciously reading her. I had not read her before. My 
relationship with her has sort of coincided with a period in my life of finding my voice, 
my own voice. It makes me a little emotional, actually, to talk about it. So, it was just a 
very personal project to me, because I feel that she’s such a…you know, I have qualms 
with how she was as a person sometimes, I don’t know that she was the best person to 
emulate in her own life. She wasn’t a very nice person, I don’t think. But in the way that 
she was able to carve out a path and say that it is important that we have women’s voices 
able to be heard. And that’s been very important to me. So really the dissertation has been 
a point of personal journey, because I wanted to do something that I was interested in. A 
lot of times they’ll direct you to find some piece that no one’s ever written about and just 
make it easy on yourself, and this has not been an easy project, but it has been a very 
rewarding one, so I’m happy to have done it. 
 

RESPONDENT. Well, congratulations, because you’re right, it’s not an easy 
subject. 

 
INTERVIEWER. No, it’s not, and also just to do a comparative project is also 

really difficult, when you’re dealing with multiple pieces. It just makes things much more 
complicated.  

 
RESPONDENT. You’re getting there. You’re almost done. 
 
INTERVIEWER. I am! I’m almost done. Is there anything else you’d like to say 

about the opera that I haven’t asked about? Or is there something that you want the world 
to know about it? That’s a really broad question, I’m sorry. 
 

RESPONDENT. I think that might be your job. [laughter] 
 
INTERVIEWER. I just hope the world gets to hear it again. 
 
RESPONDENT. I do too. I do too, and I know Bonnie does too. We really threw 

ourselves, heart, soul, bone, and marrow into the project. And I know that…this is kind of 
an aside…but there was a betting pool in Cincinnati that I wouldn’t be able to finish. 
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INTERVIEWER. Well, you showed them. 
 

RESPONDENT. Yeah, we did. We showed them. But I agree with you, I think 
now the piece will have much more resonance with this next generation of women.  

 
INTERVIEWER. I do too. I do too. And I, you know, I’m finishing up the 

dissertation and have got to graduate and all that, but I’m a stage director. That’s my 
main thing. 

 
RESPONDENT. Oh, you are? That’s fabulous. 
 
INTERVIEWER. I’m a singer as well, but also a stage director, so I’m hoping, 

and I have an idea of a place in Houston that would be a great place to produce it. 
 

RESPONDENT. Oh wow, I’d love to work with you on it if you ever… 
 
INTERVIEWER. But I’ve got to figure out how to fund it. 
 
RESPONDENT. Right. 
 
INTERVIEWER. But I think it would go over really well down here, especially at 

this time. I feel like her work has such resonance with everything that we’re experiencing 
with the Me Too movement and all of that. 
 

RESPONDENT. Totally, absolutely. 
 
INTERVIEWER. I think it would go over really well and be something that 

doesn’t get heard very often in Houston. 
 
RESPONDENT. Let me help you if I can. I’d love to help you do this. You’re 

right, it would be really fun, wouldn’t it? 
 
INTERVIEWER. It would be so much fun, so much fun! 
 
RESPONDENT. Well, this is just a delight speaking with you. 
 
INTERVIEWER. Yes, it’s been such a lovely conversation. I so appreciate your 

time and your model for so many of us female artists out here. We appreciate what 
you’ve done in the field of composition. 

 
RESPONDENT. Thank you. Thank you. Thank you. That means a lot to me, as I 

sit in my room alone today. [laughter] 
 
INTERVIEWER. And me too! See? 
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RESPONDENT. See? You’re right, there’s tremendous resonance with Virginia 
Woolf. Okay, take care of yourself. 

 
INTERVIEWER. Thank you so much! Have a lovely day! Bye bye. 
 
RESPONDENT. You too! Bye bye. 
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Appendix E 
Mapping of Source Texts, 1989 Version of Jacob’s Room 

 
Part I 
 
Jacob’s Room, pp. 93-94—Woolf Phaedrus—Plato 
There is in the British Museum an 
enormous mind. 
(humming, tongue trills, throat singing) 
This great mind is hoarded beyond the 
power of any single mind to possess it. 
(tongue trills, vocalizations, throat singing, 
gasps) 
An enormous brain. 
Coal…dropped…from…fire…coal… 
dropped…from…fire.. 
Jacob stood beneath the porch of the British 
Museum. 
From fire…dropped…coal…dropped…from 
fire 
From…the fire…dropped…coal…from 
fire…dropped. 
People scuffled quickly…people scuffled 
close to the wall. 
And Jacob walked off, much as if he had 
been in the country, and late that night there 
he was sitting at his table with his pipe and 
his book. 
Coal dropped. A coal dropped from… 
The rain poured down. 
Coal dropped from 
fire…coal…dropped…from… 
(scatting) 
The rain…the rain poured down. 
The British Museum stood in one solid 
immense mound, very pale, very sleek in 
the rain, not a quarter of a mile from him. 
The vast mind…(gasps)…was… 
(gasps and throat singing) 
…sheeted…(vocalizations)…with 
stone…(vocalizations) 
Stone…lies…as bone…lies…as 
bone…lies… 
(scatting) 
Stone lies solid…(scatting)…over the 
British Museum,  
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Stone lies...as bone…lies…stone lies…as 
bone…lies….as stone lies…as bone 
as bone lies cool over the visions and heat 
of the brain. (vocalization) 
Bone, bone (vocalization) 
Only here, the brain is Plato’s brain and 
Shakespeare’s; the brain has made pots and 
statues, great bulls and little jewels, and 
crossed the river of death this way and that 
incessantly, seeking some landing, (gasp) 
now wrapping the body well for its long 
sleep; (gasp) now laying a penny piece on 
the eyes; (gasp) now turning the toes 
scrupulously to the East. (gasps) 
(vocalizations) 
Plato (vocalizations, gasps) continues 
(gasps) his dialogue; (vocalizations)  
in spite of the rain 
 
 
in spite of the cab whistles 
 
 
in spite of the woman in the mews 
 
 
 
who has come home drunk (vocalization) 
 
 
 
 
 
and cries (gasp) 
 
 
all night long (gasp), 
 
 
“Let me in!” 
 
“Let me in!” (gasp) 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
in the heaven, which is above the 
heavens 
 
there abides the very being with which 
true knowledge is concerned 
 
colorless, formless, intangible essence 
visible only to the mind, the pilot of the 
soul 
 
divine intelligence, being nurtured 
upon mind and pure knowledge, and 
the intelligence of every soul which is 
capable of receiving the food proper to 
it 
 
rejoices (gasp) at beholding (gasp) 
reality 
 
and once more gazing upon truth 
(gasp) 
 
is replenished and made glad (gasp) 
 
until the revolution of the worlds bring 
her round again to the same place. 
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In the street below Jacob’s room voices 
were raised. But he read on. For after all 
Plato continues imperturbably.  
And Hamlet utters his soliloquy… 
Plato and Shakespeare continue; and Jacob, 
who was reading the Phaedrus, heard 
people vociferating round the lamp-post, 
and the woman battering at the door and 
crying, (scatting)  
“Let me in!”  
as if a coal had dropped from the fire 
(vocalization), or a fly (gasp), falling from 
the ceiling, had lain on its back (gasp), too 
weak to turn over. 
Coal…dropped…from fire…dropped…too 
weak…to turn…a fly…too weak…to 
turn…dropped….from 
fire…coal…dropped… 
And Jacob, reading the Phaedrus, heard the 
battering at the door, 
as if a coal from the fire. 
dropped…too weak…to turn…a 
fly…dropped…a coal…dropped…too 
weak…to turn...coal…dropped… 
(vocalization) 
Jacob (vocalization), with the woman 
(vocalization)…Jacob (vocalization), with 
the woman at the door, crying 
(vocalization), “Let me in!,”  
as if a coal had dropped from the fire, or a 
fly, falling, too weak to turn (vocalization).  
Coal…from fire…dropped…from…a 
fire…(vocalization)…coal…from 
fire…(scatting) 
Coal…coal…from…from…coal…dropped… 
(scat)…coal…from fire...coal…dropped… 
(scatting)…  
Coal…dropped…from fire…coal 
dropped…coal…dropped…from…the fire  
This great mind…(scat)…is 
hoarded…(scat)…beyond the power of any 
single mind…(vocalization)… 
to possess it. 
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Part II 
 
Eleni—Gage Night—Wiesel Phaedrus—Plato Jacob’s Room  

(p. 69)—Woolf 
It was late 
afternoon, when 
one of the canvas-
topped army trucks 
roared past me, 
stirring up clouds 
of dust, and I 
glimpsed my 
grandfather’s shock 
of white hair in the 
back. I shouted and 
began to run after 
the lumbering 
vehicle, nearly 
catching up, when I 
saw my grandfather 
turn his face away 
from me. A week’s 
growth of beard 
making him look 
old and ill. 
“Papau,” I called, 
as the truck picked 
up speed entering 
the long, shady 
avenue with plain 
trees. The dust and 
exhaust stung my 
lungs as I hurtled 
into the tunnel of 
shame, tears of 
frustration dimming 
my sight, as I 
emerged in the 
sunlight, where 
passengers were 
climbing out of the 
parked truck. I 
spied my 
grandfather 
walking away from 
me, staggering. 
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Trying to catch my 
breath, I reached 
him and seized his 
arm. “What is it, 
Papau?,” I asked. 
Where is Mana? 
 
(singing) Mana, 
Mana, Mana 
(vocalizations) 
 
“Papau!” 
He looked away, 
new furrows of 
pain inscribed on 
his forehead. He 
gazed up at the 
unfinished house on 
the hillside then 
reached into his 
pocket and pulled 
out two one-
hundred drachma 
notes. 
“Take this. Go 
down to the harbor 
and buy sweets,” he 
said in a choked 
voice. “Buy enough 
for many people.” 
Then he walked off, 
leaving me standing 
in the dust staring 
after him. 
(singing) “Mana!” 
(vocalizations) 
 
Those two wilted 
drachma notes were 
to buy sweets… 
 
(vocalizations) 
 
…to serve the 
mourners who 
would come to our 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 189 

door with 
condolences… 
 
(vocalizations) 
 
I tried to believe 
that I was mistaken. 
(vocalizations) 
Perhaps the sweets 
were for a 
celebration. 
(vocalizations)  
I ran at top speed to 
the pastry shop and 
my hands trembled 
as I waited for the 
huge, white 
cardboard box to be 
filled up, 
elaborately tied 
with a golden 
ribbon. I grasped it 
by the knot and 
sprinted toward our 
house. As I came 
near, a wave of 
sound rushed out, 
draining the last 
strength of my legs. 
It was a cry of 
despair, a sinuous 
rising and falling, a 
chorus of pain. 
 
(singing) “Mana” 
(vocalizations) 
 
The box became 
too heavy and fell 
from my hand into 
the dirt. I couldn’t 
deceive myself any 
longer.  
 
(vocalizations) 
“Where is Mana?” 
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(vocalizations) 
 
The sound of grief 
knotted my 
stomach and… 
 
(vocalizations) 
 
I ran, not knowing 
where I was 
going… 
 
(vocalizations) 
 
Until I threw 
myself in a pool of 
grass, a tree stump 
with a 
checkerboard… 
(growl) 
 
I pressed my face 
into the musk-
smelling earth and 
clapped my hands 
over my ears, trying 
to shut out the 
awful screams. 
 
“Papau!” 
Staggering, trying 
to catch my breath, 
I reached him and 
seized his arm. 
“Where is Mana?” 
(singing) “Mana!” 
(vocalizations) 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In the wagon, where 
the bread had fallen, 
a real battle broke 
out. Men threw 
themselves on top of 
each other, stamping 
on each other, 
tearing at each other, 
biting each other, 
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wild beasts of prey 
with animal hatred 
in their eyes, an 
extraordinary vitality 
seized them, 
sharpening their 
teeth and nails… 
(vocalizations) 
…a crowd of curious 
spectators had 
collected along the 
train. Soon nearly 
everywhere, pieces 
of bread were being 
dropped into the 
wagons. The 
audience stared at 
these skeletons of 
men, fighting one 
another to the death, 
for a mouthful… 
(vocalizations). 
A piece fell into our 
wagon. Not far 
away, I noticed an 
old man dragging 
himself along on all 
fours. He was trying 
to disengage himself 
from the struggle. 
He held one hand to 
his heart. I thought 
at first he had 
received a blow to 
his chest… 
(vocalizations)… 
Then I understood. 
He had a bit of bread 
under his shirt. With 
remarkable speed, he 
drew it out and put it 
to his mouth. His 
eyes gleamed. A 
smile like a grimace 
lit up his dead face 
and was 
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immediately 
extinguished… 
(vocalizations)… 
I clapped my hands 
over my ears, trying 
to shut out the awful 
screams that were 
the death knell of 
my mother. 
“Papau!” 
(vocalizations)  
A shadow had 
loomed up near him. 
The shadow threw 
itself upon him, fell 
to the ground, 
stunned with blows, 
the old man cried… 
(vocalizations)… 
“Mayim, Mayim, 
my boy, don’t you 
recognize me? I’m 
your father… 
(vocalizations)… 
“You’re hurting me! 
You’re killing your 
father”… 
(vocalizations)… 
“I’ve got some bread 
for you too”…I 
clapped my hands 
over my ears. My 
hands trembled. A 
wave of sound 
rushed out. “Where 
is Mana?” 
(vocalizations)  
My hands trembled, 
fell to the ground. A 
wave of sound 
rushed out. The old 
man cried, “I’m your 
father! You’re 
hurting me!” A 
rising and falling 
chorus of pain. 
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“You’re killing your 
father!” I clapped 
my hands over my 
ears. “I’ve got some 
bread for you too!”  
(vocalizations) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
In the revolution, 
she beholds justice 
and temperance 
and knowledge 
absolute, not in the 
form of generation 
or of relation 
which men call 
existence, but 
knowledge 
absolute and 
existence absolute 
and beholding the 
other true 
existences in like 
manner and 
feasting upon 
them, she passes 
down into the 
interior of the 
heavens and 
returns home. And 
there, the 
charioteer, putting 
up his horses at the 
stall gives them 
ambrosia to eat 
and nectar to 
drink. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The dialogue 
draws to its close. 
Plato’s argument is 
done. Plato’s 
argument is 
stowed away in 
Jacob’s mind, and 
for five minutes, 
Jacob’s mind 
continues alone, 
onwards, into the 
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darkness. Then, 
getting up, he 
parted the curtains 
and saw with 
astonishing 
clearness how the 
Springetts opposite 
had gone to bed, 
how it rained, how 
the Jews and 
foreign woman at 
the end of the 
street stood by a 
pillar-box arguing.  
(vocalizations) 
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Appendix F 
Transcript of Phone Interview with Morton Subotnick 

 
 

Interviewer: Nicole Kenley-Miller 
Interview Date: March 28, 2018, 9:00am CST 
 
 

RESPONDENT. Hello. 
 
INTERVIEWER. Good morning, Mr. Subotnick. 
 
RESPONDENT. Hello. 
 
INTERVIEWER. Can you hear me okay? This is Nicole. 
 
RESPONDENT. Right, can you hear me okay? 
 
INTERVIEWER. Yes, yes, clear as a bell. 
 
RESPONDENT. Ok, good, good. 
 
INTERVIEWER. Well, let me start by saying thank you for your time in granting 

this interview. I know you’re a very busy person. I’m actually a little bit late in arriving 
to the party in discovering your music, because I’m a traditionally-trained classical 
singer, so I’ve really been enjoying listening to it and discovering it and researching 
about it, so— 

 
RESPONDENT. You’re listening to the Wergo CD, right? 
 
INTERVIEWER. Yes, the 1989, and then your editor at Schott also sent me a 

recording which I believe is of the San Francisco performance from 2012, though I’m not 
totally certain about that. 

 
RESPONDENT. No, what did they send you? 
 
INTERVIEWER. Well, I had asked him for a recording of the monodrama, the 

one that’s available for rental. 
 
RESPONDENT. No, that one’s from New York. That was a Juilliard 

performance. 
 
INTERVIEWER. Oh, okay, that was at Juilliard. That is very helpful to know. 
 
RESPONDENT. Yeah. 
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INTERVIEWER. It seemed a little bit different than the score. 
 
RESPONDENT. Yeah, it went through a bunch of—I think I sent you the 

transformation that it started off with a string quartet. It was the Kronos and Joan. That 
was, I think ’84—1984—and I was aiming toward, over a long period of time, an opera, 
and I used the string quartet version as the beginning. It was for string quartet and Joan 
and they toured it. It was their first season that they became known, and then we were 
going to record it, but they were just signing a contract for a year later, they were going 
to—I had a record/CD coming out that was going to be The Key to Songs and they ended 
up doing the Jacob’s Room, but they had just signed a contract where they couldn’t do 
any recordings without their name being—it had to be about them. They were going to 
become famous, and of course, they did. So, I did The Key to Songs, and I moved, I just 
gave up on the string quartet version and then gradually moved toward working on the 
opera. I got commissioned by Minnesota Opera to develop an opera, and that was going 
to be Jacob’s Room, and I had like 6 actors and singers and it was a full-fledged opera, 
but I didn’t like the direction they were going, so I pulled it and went back to the original, 
and instead of using quartet, I used just cello and Joan and added video and the voice of 
Jacob overhead. 

 
INTERVIEWER. And that’s the one you did with The Kitchen? 
 
RESPONDENT. That was the first version of that before I added the voice and 

was moving the original string quartet toward cello, voice, and electronics. So the Wergo 
is very close to the string quartet version, almost identical, and then I moved from there, I 
used that and we toured with it as a way to give me time to earn some money and have 
the time to develop this new version replacing the Minneapolis version, and I added 
Jacob’s voice overhead. 

 
INTERVIEWER. And that was Thomas Buckner as the voice [of Jacob]? 
 
RESPONDENT. Right, that was after the recording you’ve been listening to, and 

then I went and expanded that and in 1993 [laughter], we finally premiered that version 
of Jacob’s Room which was voice, cello, electronics, and video, and then it had Jacob’s 
voice, he was the other character overhead, you never saw him. We were in his mind. 
And then I put it to bed and then got a final, another commission to put it back together 
again in a bigger opera form. You can see that on YouTube. I don’t know if you’ve seen 
that. 

 
INTERVIEWER. Yes, from Austria? 
 
RESPONDENT. That toured Germany and Austria, and then I did one more shot 

with the monologue to try to get it in a form that someone could perform it. It goes 
back—it sort of puts everything together and has some of the—it goes back a little bit 
halfway in between the original and the extension of the opera itself, so—And there were 
two versions of that, so [laughter]—I’ve given up on it now. It’s finished, as far as I can 
deal with. 
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INTERVIEWER. Well, ok, it’s been 27 years, so I think you’ve done it. 
 
RESPONDENT. Since you’re working on Virginia Woolf, let me just give you a 

quick—I think basically what you’re listening to from the Wergo has the most Virginia 
Woolf in it. I think—I said there was more in the first opera, but there wasn’t. It was 
Jacob’s voice, and he’s reading—in Jacob’s Room (Woolf’s version), Jacob is reading 
the Phaedrus, and so in the opera, he’s actually reading it overhead. That’s not Virginia 
Woolf [laughter]. But in my mind, it was Virginia Woolf, but it wasn’t, it was, you know, 
it was from the Virginia Woolf, but he’s actually reading the Phaedrus, and other things 
at that point. So, I think you get the most from that—of the actual Virginia Woolf. And 
what happened, it’s not actually based on Virginia Woolf. It was—when the Kronos—
when it was commissioned, I knew I wanted a serious subject matter that had philosophic 
content, because that was my first major attempt to have words, and not just a word or 
two, and being dramatic and theatrical but actually something you have to really think 
about, and so, the reason I know it was 1984 is that our younger son was going to be 
born, and I picked up a bunch of books—the Kronos were desperate to—when they 
premiered it, it was going to be the beginning of their real career, and they wanted the 
program notes and name of the piece a year in advance, and of course, I was just 
beginning on it, so I had a series of books I was going to take to the hospital— 
[laughter]..I don’t know what I was thinking—I have two other kids, and I know you 
don’t read a book while you’re waiting for your kid to be born, but I kind of thought it 
was something I could do while I was waiting for our son. He was going to be named 
Jacob. So I obviously had a bunch of books, but one of them was Virginia Woolf’s 
Jacob’s Room, which I hadn’t ever read. So when they wanted it, I decided the most 
likely thing was to somehow make Jacob’s Room, so I gave them the name Jacob’s 
Room, and then when we got home with our son, I still need to get them program notes, 
so I wrote program notes that sort of hinged around, a year in advance, hinged around the 
whole thing with a lot of technology, and I said, you know this is a year in advance, and I 
hadn’t started it, so it’s actually going to be a little different, I said to Kronos, and I’ll 
correct it later. And so I immediately read Jacob’s Room, and I immediately read it a 
second time, because I couldn’t find anything to make an opera out of it, and it’s a very 
languid book to deal with, introverted, and so, what stuck in my mind was this one 
passage where he comes home from the British Museum, and her description of the 
British Museum sort of rolled around in my head, and then he’s reading the Phaedrus at 
night, and I don’t know how this happened, but he became, in my mind, a Holocaust 
survivor, whose whole family was killed in the Holocaust, so I built this imaginary story 
out of Jacob’s Room, where Jacob was a Holocaust survivor, and the British Museum 
was the entire—well, it is true, I mean, it’s a metaphor—Virginia Woolf makes it a 
metaphor for civilization, and the mind of—at least, the Western mind—but no, actually, 
the intellectual mind, the mind of the human history and culture, and this big mind, this 
great mind—I can’t remember the words now— 

 
INTERVIEWER. “Enormous brain.” 
 
RESPONDENT. The stone, you know, is an incredible metaphor, and so this, 

when I came up and then if you have that against reading the Phaedrus, which denies 
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anything, that there’s this perfect world out there, and you have this Holocaust which is 
destroying the entire Western civilization, humanity basically, and then the Phaedrus 
somehow and the experience of the British Museum allows him to see clearly—I think he 
goes to the—It’s in her, I think that’s a quote from her, that whole thing where he goes to 
the window and sees clearly that it’s been raining and the woman is crying “Let me 
in!”—so somehow, he remembers, so then I added a Guide who comes from the dead to 
try and bring his Grandfather and the Mother back to make him remember, and so he’s 
reading the Phaedrus, but that’s what the story—that’s the background of it, so that one 
long passage becomes the metaphor for it, and the idea that I took in the opera, which 
really got crystallized in the final version in Austria, is not so much the Holocaust itself, 
as the destruction of—sort of what we’re going through, in a mild form compared to the 
Holocaust, right now. The whole notion of law and all the things that hold us together are 
really so flimsy. We actually know that they’re not true. They’re only true because we 
make them true, including God and everything else, but we hang onto them, because 
we’re the only creature on earth that is aware—this kind of existential thing of knowing 
that we’re just a creature and there is nothing out there but what holds us together as a 
community of humans—when it fractures, which is what Hitler does. He redefines, he 
says, “Forget about all this stuff. We’re just going to use brute force and take over and do 
what we want.” And once you do that, you risk losing humanity itself, and we become 
alone in the universe. The end of the final one in Austria (I wrote it in Berlin, but), they 
all go back—the Grandfather, the Mother, and the Guide—they go back into the earth, 
and he’s left alone. And you saw that floating thing, it’s like an island in the universe, and 
he’s alone in the universe at that point. 

 
INTERVIEWER. Ok, so that platform that moved is representing that island of 

solitude? 
 
RESPONDENT. Yeah, the last one, the Austrian one. That really resolved the 

whole piece for me. I couldn’t do that, you just can’t say that in a theatre, so it never 
really came to fruition in its final form until then, but all of that came from the Virginia 
Woolf, but it wasn’t what she would do with it [laughter]. And the metaphor is true, you 
know, I’ve thought about it a lot over the years, and I think she wasn’t talking about the 
Holocaust, but I think she was talking a lot in a kind of metaphorical way—I think that’s 
why it’s prudent to me, because I put the basic metaphors together. And I never called 
this a “holocaust opera.” It was called a “holocaust opera,” and there was nothing I could 
do about that. It just kept going that way, because the original had language from Greece 
and various places. There’s a Lord’s Prayer which I picked up from the dream of a 
Holocaust diary—it’s the Lord’s Prayer, “where were you God when all these things 
terrible happened?” 

 
INTERVIEWER. Which source was that from, the Partnoy or the Donat? 
 
RESPONDENT. I’m sorry. 
 
INTERVIEWER. Which source was the Lord’s Prayer scene from? 
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RESPONDENT. It was a book—I can’t remember now—It was a book about a 
bunch of things written in concentration camps. It was a collection of things, and this was 
a dream of somebody—I can’t remember—I mean, I don’t have the list—You’ve got all 
the sources— 

 
INTERVIEWER. I do, there was an author named Partnoy and another named 

Donat, but I’m not familiar with them, so I was interested to know— 
 
RESPONDENT. I don’t remember now—I can’t tell you for sure—I did 

document them all at one point, but it’s a long time ago, so I can’t remember anymore. 
So, it always ends with—all of those metaphors, there’s a lot of Virginia Woolf in it, but 
it’s all from the same spot. Oh no, no, there is—I also picked up “a coal drops from fire” 
is from an essay, one of her essays, “A fly falls from the ceiling, too weak to turn over”—
I think it may be “The Moth”—it’s a long time ago that I read those, but I think there was 
an essay called “The Moth” or something like that—I can’t remember which, it may be 
listed in there—156 

 
INTERVIEWER. Ok, and that one line is from that, about the coal dropping. 
 
RESPONDENT. There are several lines actually from that related to that. Those 

are not part of the dialogue. Those are in the sort of back and forth scat singing, the 
rhythmic stuff. It doesn’t sound like it’s part of the Virginia Woolf, but that was there 
also. 

 
INTERVIEWER. I noticed that in the 1989, the Wergo recording, that most of her 

text is spoken. Is that because her text presents some kind of challenge that makes it 
hard? 

 
RESPONDENT. No, no. Years ago, early ‘60s, I became close friends with 

Luciano Berio. I was just graduated and I was teaching at Mills College, and he came to 
teach every other year at Mills College, and we got to be, for about two or three years, we 
got to be very close friends. Obviously, he’s almost a generation older, but we became 
very close. We had very long discussions about music obviously, and he had said that he 
felt there had to be—he was very, very involved, and we had these discussions about 
language and music, and somehow those discussions—I had not written any songs or 
anything at that point, and as years went on, they sort of stayed with me, this dialogue I’d 
had with him—it’s nothing he said particular, I don’t even know why I’m telling you 
that, but that it was where I started thinking about language and music. And I finally 
ended up feeling that if language is dealing with ideas, it can’t be musical. It can’t be 
music. It can’t be set easily. And that got verified over the years for me and I stayed away 
from using words—and that all my reading and studying and work, I discovered that, in 
fact, it’s true, if you use, if you go to the brain where music—I don’t know if you know 
this—but they’ve tested and if you play [sings “dee”]—there’s a portion of the brain that 
deals with language and math and a portion and things like that that deals with emotion 
                                                
156 Subotnick is misremembering the source text for these lines. They both appear in the same British 
Museum passage from Jacob’s Room. 
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which includes music, and if you play a scale [sings a scale], it actually exists, shows up 
in the part where language is, but as soon as you go [sings a scale, lengthening one note], 
as soon as you hold that one note, it jumps to the other place in your brain. 

 
INTERVIEWER. Interesting. 
 
RESPONDENT. So, if you’re dealing with ideas, that goes to the part of the brain 

where to really understand it, it stays with language and math. As soon as it emotes, tells 
you not what it is, but how you feel about it, it jumps to the other. And so it’s this 
jumping back and forth. It’s not in a single place. It’s jumping around in your brain. And 
so, if you want people to understand philosophically, you’ve got to develop a technique. 
This was what I came up with finally, to develop a technique where it jumps back and 
forth between idea and how you feel about it. So you’ll hear her saying something 
gruesome and then suddenly jump into this almost childlike ability(?), but without words 
in it. So she’ll say, you know, “they found a body,” (vocalizes), so that “musical” part is 
how you feel about whatever’s going on, and so it’s bouncing back and forth, and where 
you’re supposed to understand the—where it comes—it’s paced exactly—I mean, not 
exactly, but very close to exactly, so that I’m dealing with it with pauses and breaking up 
words sometimes almost gasp-like, but it still stays in the language domain, and then 
suddenly breaks into melismas and things, and the in-between is what later became called 
rap [laughter]. Before rap, where “the coal drops,” where you get a rhythmic—they’re 
not singing it exactly, so it’s still musical, but at the rhythmic thing, because rhythm and 
pulsing is another part of the brain which causes us to feel bound together. That’s what 
we use in marching, and now with raves where they don’t have any music at all, just a 
pulse, and people all bouncing back and forth, and you feel like one. So that was the in-
between area that I used “coal drops from the fire,” you know that, all those things. And 
that is what grows to that horrible thing where Joan says, “a world, in a world, purged in 
blood.” That comes from that—philosophically, that was the rhythm which eventually 
becomes this absolute pulse and like, that’s what drives, that’s what Hitler used, that’s 
what people use to pull people together and be mindless crowds. My latest piece, which 
is probably my last big one, is called Crowds and Power— 

 
INTERVIEWER. Crowds of Valor, you said? 
 
RESPONDENT. Crowds and Power. It’s from a Canetti book called Crowds and 

Power. 
 
INTERVIEWER. There has been—I was just going to ask, there’s been a lot 

written about how Virginia Woolf’s text, her writing style, is inherently musical within 
itself and has a sort of poetic flow to it, even though it’s prose. And I’m wondering if, 
when you’re working with her text, does it sort of present its own idea of the music to 
you. Does her authorial voice have any power over what you’re composing? 

 
RESPONDENT. I think the problem for me is—this is going to get too long—the 

problem for me—I’m going to—as soon as my memoir comes out, I’m going to write 
another book. At 85, I’d better get started [laughter]. I keep going through this in 
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interviews, and then it takes too long. But essentially, I think we’ve got a serious—just as 
language exists in a different part of the brain than music exists, it’s actually not—we 
mistake “music” for “musical”—so what we’re really talking about is—I think it was 
Sartre, Jean Paul Sartre, who said, “Music doesn’t mean anything; it’s meaningful.” And 
by that, the meaning comes from the use of language to create a language understanding 
of something, whereas—and in order to do that, you don’t talk about how you feel about 
it. If you want to know how to get to the moon, you don’t want to mix it up with how you 
feel about it, and the human brain and all that stuff, and what it makes you feel—you 
want to make sure the mechanics work. And you want to make sure to devoid all the 
metaphoric qualities, the musical qualities, that tell you how you feel about it. So what 
we’re really talking about, when you talk about prose and poetry—prose is what you do 
at the extreme level of getting to the moon, that scientific prose where you’re talking 
about “the person walked five feet,” and there are novels, you know, modernist novels 
where they use nothing but that kind of descriptive stuff that you put in the rest. But 
that’s prose at its extreme form. Poetry is at the other end of the spectrum where it 
borders on not quite understanding what’s going on, but getting the picture through. The 
words become rhythmic and have metaphoric and sound and things that—they approach 
the musical aspect of our cognition, right, but music is something, simply an artifact of 
our musicality that we call music. Poetry is an artifact of the combination that is not—and 
that assumes that you meant—music—that you meant no words in it, but that’s not really 
true, we use words, but—I won’t go into all that. I think in reading most of what Virginia 
Woolf, not everything, but most of what she wrote, even the essays, you get this musical 
language, but not because—not the rhythm, not pitch, but the fact that it’s musical—I can 
give you an example of this that’s really easy: I can ask you the question, “Do you like 
what you do?,” and you can answer that yes or no, and that’s simple. But if I say, “Do 
you like what you do? Do you like what you do?” Suddenly, that’s the musical thing 
coming in and you can’t answer that yes or no. You may have to write a novel in order to 
be able to express that. We have no way to put it on the page. It has to have context. We 
can’t make those things—that slight change in it. And if you do that—that’s what poetry 
does. It gives you—not all poetry—but poetry gives you—it turns things into metaphors. 
It’s not exacting. It starts—each person will get something a little different out of it, and 
that’s what you don’t want to do when you’re going to the moon [laughing]. That’s the 
big difference. So I think her writing is highly musically metaphoric. I think music is a 
kind of metaphor for how you feel about things. It’s not—It takes you to new places, and 
I think her language does the same thing. So, I tended not to want to make her language 
into music, but to deal with it metaphorically at the language side, but because the whole 
work is musical, her language becomes—her use of metaphor really lends itself very well 
for it. 

 
INTERVIEWER. That’s fascinating. I look forward to reading that book if you 

get around to writing it. 
 
RESPONDENT. Well, you know, she gets mixed up with stream-of-

consciousness, or the Ulysses, you know, the— 
 
INTERVIEWER. Joyce, yes, 
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RESPONDENT. Yes, she gets mixed up with Joyce, or included in part of that. I 
never thought that she really was—I think we just don’t have words for it. I think she’s 
more musical than Joyce was. She’s dealing with—because she’s dealing with—you end 
up in that strange world of not knowing what you’re talking about, whereas with Joyce, 
you actually do know all the time what he’s talking about. It’s very descriptive. Hers is 
not as descriptive. Even the descriptions are metaphoric. She does it with metaphor. So 
that, “a coal drops from fire,” immediately she sees a fly. A piece of coal becomes a fly. 
So it’s like, so that’s the metaphor which, a coal becomes— [correcting himself] a fly 
becomes a metaphor for a coal. So a fly falls from the—I can’t remember now what the 
words are. But even in the essays, she’s dealing with metaphors. Metaphors can’t get you 
to the moon [laughter]. So it may be an essay, but it’s not the kind of prose that’s going 
to get you to the moon. Ulysses, in a strange way, could get you to the moon, if you just 
put it together [laughter]. Joyce has a lot of metaphor too, but hers is almost like—it’s 
very musical—it’s musical, but not like a piece of music. 

 
INTERVIEWER. So where does—and I hope I’m not showing my ignorance here 

about electronic music—but how do the electronic sounds fit into all of this that you’re 
talking about. 

 
RESPONDENT. Well, originally—Jacob’s Room doesn’t use electronic music 

the way I usually use electronic music. 
 
INTERVIEWER. Ok, what’s different about it? 
 
RESPONDENT. Well, first of all, the electronic music in Jacob’s Room is 

actually an extension of the cello. It plays the same music basically that the cello is 
playing. And in the opera, the final opera, it is identical. It’s an overlay of the actual 
music. And then there is electronic music, electronic sound, and that, I break the 
language—Jacob’s Room is a special work in my— there is nothing else I’ve done that’s 
like that. That’s why it took me so long to get it perfected. It’s not the way I usually 
work. I usually work with music—musical—without too many words. The Crowds and 
Power doesn’t have any words in it, but when you get done, you think it does. But there 
aren’t any actual words. And it’s dealing with an idea, but only from the musical 
standpoint. But Jacob’s Room, I was aiming at the use of language, and I wanted to work 
on one piece that had that. So I layered it, in this particular work—music—you have 
language itself, which is spoken, and then you have language which is words that become 
a melisma, and things like that, which border on music. And then you have music, which 
are things that you can call music, that sound like music—they have melody and rhythm 
and so forth. And then you have metaphoric sound itself, which is what has become 
sound design and things, where you get a sound that evokes, evocative sound. And so in 
the final version of Jacob’s Room, in the version you’re listening to, there is no 
evocative, very little evocative sound by itself. It’s actually in relation to either the voice 
or the cello, and there would be something that the cello can’t play, because it can’t play 
more than one line, so you may have other things that it’s playing. But in the final 
version, I used—well, in the monodrama, for instance, it’s a string orchestra, and so, the 
cello itself, became the musical metaphor for that music of the Holocaust. It’s a 
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sorrowful, sad, soulful music—it’s all in the—it does go up high, but it’s basically in that 
particular register. So the electronics become a kind of orchestra around the cello, 
sometimes detuned a little bit, which give you sort of Middle Eastern qualities, other 
qualities to it, so an expansion of—it’s evocative music that’s based on the cello itself. 
But in the final version, the Grandfather comes halfway through the opera, he comes in 
and you see him just for one minute, a couple of minutes, but he comes in halfway 
through, and he condemns Jacob—he doesn’t condemn him, but he ostracizes him for 
having survived and not dying with them. “You will be alone forever, not with us. You 
can’t be.” That’s one of the things. “You can’t be buried with us. You no longer belong.” 
That’s the worst thing you can possibly say. It’s a horrifying moment. And when he 
comes, he comes like from the dead. He can’t speak at first. He grunts, and he groans, 
and he bellows. And when he bellows, it sends out an electronic sound that, for the first 
time, flies through the auditorium. And his whole—he does these cadenzas, which are 
terrifying. And that’s the only place I used sound, electronic sound, as evocative sound, 
in the whole opera. It’s 90 minutes, and there’s only like 10 minutes of evocative, pure 
electronic sounds. And it’s really terrifying when it happens in there. But now, like with 
Crowds and Power, there are no words, so I’m doing the whole thing with evocative 
sound, both from the voice—Joan is in it—the voice, and the electronics, and the 
imagery. So you get it, but only with the grunts and groans and sighs and bellows, and 
you sometimes think she’s talking, but she’s not. There are no real words there, and 
things are always flying through the air. And so it’s all evocative, you know. So, you 
have to sort of separate it, Jacob’s Room, from the rest of my work, because the irony 
was, I didn’t know I was going to do that. The irony was once I got involved in the 
subject matter, that’s why I’ve been talking about Virginia Woolf, this whole, this is 
where I learned it, that the musicality of Virginia Woolf is not in the rhythm and the pitch 
and all that, it’s in her use of idea, which is at the musical part of the brain, the 
metaphoric part of the brain, which doesn’t give you direct meaning, but indirect 
meaning, and meaningfulness is probably 70% of what you’re getting. If you want to 
analyze what she says, you lose it, because you can only get it from listening to it in your 
brain. And remember this, everybody’s reading it differently, so all the music you’re 
getting is different for every person [laughter]. 

 
INTERVIEWER. That’s what’s so amazing about her. It just blows my mind. 

And in a similar way, she uses—you’ve got that sort of musical quality to her writing, but 
also a visual quality, where she is incorporating ideas from visual art— 

 
RESPONDENT. That’s right. 
 
INTERVIEWER. And I found it interesting to read your, I think it’s the liner 

notes to your [Until] Spring piece, where you talk about sculpting sound, and I just 
wonder if that is another point where your ideas converge with hers, in the way that you 
view art and music, that it’s all sort of this coming—that it’s all linked somehow, 
connected— 

 
RESPONDENT. Right, I think, you know, I don’t think she thought through this 

thing, and if she had lived as long as I’ve lived, she may have thought through it more, 
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but she had a lot of problems, so who knows what would have happened. But it’s only 
over time that I have come to understand what I’m really doing. But I really wanted to 
make, with electronics from the beginning, I was conscious of wanting to actually offer a 
different approach to what music is, and it turns out, I got picked up—I’ve been touring 
all over the world, because I’ve been picked up by the young avant-garde, electronic 
people who came out of the pop world. I don’t know anything about that world. But I go 
in, and because of—they think I’m their daddy. But it made me think about a lot of 
different things. So my approach was not to do pop music, but was to find a different 
thing. And when I located—really, really by the late 60s—was that with electronics there 
was a possibility of this evocative—what I call, it’s not really sound—evocative sound 
gesture, when I go [makes a sighing sound], that’s musical. It becomes a piece of music 
when you turn it into a piece of music, but that’s the ingredients—there is pitch, but it’s 
not based on modes and that kind of stuff. It’s very direct. That’s what I’m talking about. 
The electronics I’ve developed and—Until Spring and those pieces, was the sense of 
sculpting, and I don’t think Virginia Woolf was—to some extent she was conscious of 
the same kind of thing in language, but she came to it in a different way, I think. But I do 
think they intersect, because her—and that’s why she’s hard to pin down as to what she’s 
doing. There’s narrative, but it’s not narrative. It’s not stream-of-consciousness, but it 
is—not in the Joycean sense—but it is coming from the inside, the gesture I’m talking 
about, but they’re language gestures, and they’re metaphors, and her descriptions are—
they’re good descriptions, you can see it. But everyone’s going to get a different picture, 
because it’s not a real description. It’s a metaphoric description. So her metaphor goes to 
almost being the thing itself, to being about the thing, about a substitute for the thing. It 
moves in and out. I’m minimizing what it is, but I think there’s a cross-position there. I 
don’t think it’s philosophic, because it just grows out of being, and living and making, 
but I think her emphasis—I think she was trying to do a different kind of writing. It was 
in the air. 

 
INTERVIEWER. Absolutely. 
 
RESPONDENT. Many people were—what she came up with was very personal. 

Who knows, it had to do a lot with her brain and the problems she had, but anyway. I’m 
going to have to stop. I hope that helps. 

 
INTERVIEWER. Yes, absolutely. It’s been fascinating to speak with you. Do you 

mind, if I have another question that come up later when I’m reflecting back on all of 
this, if I just email you with that.  

 
RESPONDENT. Yeah, sure. 
 
INTERVIEWER. Thank you so much for your time. I really enjoy the piece, and 

you’ve given me a lot more to think about it when I listen to it again, so I’m looking 
forward to that. Thank you so much. Have a great day. 

 
RESPONDENT. You too. 
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