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Philip Glass's opera Satyagraha had its American premiere at Artpark in Lawiston, New York this past summer and its New York City premiere at the Brooklyn Academy of Music in November. It was commissioned by the City of Rotterdam in 1980. Since 1968 Glass has composed and performed in over three hundred concerts as both a solo performer and with The Philip Glass Ensemble. He received a special OBIE award in 1976 for his composi- tions for Mabou Mines. His opera Einstein on the Beach, written in col- laboration with Robert Wilson, toured widely in Europe in 1976, and receiv- ed its American premiere at the Metropolitan Opera in November of that year. Among his many albums are Music With Changing Parts and North Star; Glass recently signed a recording contract with CBS Masterworks.
 This interview was conducted by John Howell in October 1981. John Howell is the editor of LIVE (a PAJ Publications magazine) and a Contributing Editor of Performing Arts Journal.
 Why do you think very few composers have worked in both opera and con- cert music at the same time?
 Is that true? There's Mozart, Beethoven did one opera, Dvorak wrote about nine....
 Handel, Britten too, but the list is very short. I know you've written vocal music since the beginning of your composing career.
 I wrote a lot of vocal music when I was just out of music school. Within the first two years after I left Juilliard, I wrote some twenty choral pieces, so I was pretty well prepared when I began writing Satyagraha. Of course, I had written that big choral piece for the Carnegie Hall concert in 1978, Another Look at Harmony, Part 4, and there was a lot of choral music in Einstein on the Beach. [Glass's notes on Einstein appear in PAJ 6, 1978.] So I've done a lot of vocal music but it's not that well known because most people associate me with Ensemble music.
 When I met you, you were making up pieces for The Saint and the Football Players, and had already written music for The Red Horse Animation and for Music for Voices, all for Mabou Mines. So I thought of you as a vocal composer as well because you didn't seem to make any distinctions bet- ween vocal and instrumental music composition.
 Writing for voices is kind of a specialty, it takes a long time to learn how to do it. There's a lot to be learned about the voice and I'm still learning. Satyagraha is the most vocal piece that I've done in the sense that the
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Page 5
						

voices really stand out as voices and are not used instrumentally. With the Ensemble, the voices are used in an instrumental way, but by Dance 5, the voice has separated from the Ensemble. That happened partly because I began to work more and more with people who had legitimate vocal train- ing.
 You used to avoid those people.
 Yes. For the most part, singers work within a very limited range of music and sing in a certain style which is not appropriate for my music. With the Einstein On the Beach music, I was working with non-singers and I got out of them what I wanted, but there were real limitations in what they could do. Since Satyagraha was commissioned by an opera house, I was given train- ed singers, and at that point I addressed myself to the problems and possibilities of real vocal writing. Then what I tried to do was to convey the style of singing I wanted in the opera, and I was more or less successful. Doug Perry has a beautiful, clear tenor and I can find nothing wrong with the way he sings. With some of the others, it was a problem to get them to adapt to the kind of very extended singing that was required. For example, I didn't want heavy vibrato or warbling on stage.
 Does all of that come under the heading of bel canto?
 Generally speaking it derives from bel canto although my knowledge of opera history and tradition is pretty sketchy.
 In your vocal work for Mabou Mines, you asked for a reasonable voice and good timing, not training.
 But in the preparation of those pieces, they had to undergo rudimentary vocal training. We did a lot of singing to get the actors to be able to sing at all. I did that with the Einstein people too, we began every session with vocal exercises. There were some professional singers in that company and we had a vocal coach, Gene Ricard, for the others. So we did prepare their voices even if they were untrained. It's very hard to take someone who has no vocal training and have them sing for any length of time on the same pitch. They just don't know how to breathe, and being able to sing with so- meone else, to be able to tune the notes-that's all part of basic training. With people who regularly work in an opera tradition, which is the case with the Brooklyn cast, those aren't problems at all. But there are other pro- blems, like conveying a unique style and convincing them that it's a legitimate pursuit.
 So you're trying to re-direct operatic vocal technique?
 It's not the technique but the mentality that's a problem. It's when a singer says, "How do I know who I am if I'm not saying it in words?" "How do I create my character if I don't have literal actions?" For singers, creating
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character is an important part of what they do, and operatic acting is unlike any other kind of acting in theatre. So there are special problems in the music itself, then other problems in the presentation of character on the stage; how do they create that character if the text or scene doesn't relate to who they are?
 You mean relate directly and literally, don't you?
 Yeah. Here we're using the Bhagavad-Gita which is an allegorical Indian religious text and it serves as a commentary on the action, like a subtext. So the cues for the fingers' characters have to come directly from the stage action. I also told them that since we were dealing with historical persons they could find out who those persons were. There are writings about them, photographs, descriptions. They weren't imaginary people but real ones.
 So you ran up against the tradition of operatic acting as well as of operatic vocal technique. Many contemporary composers would probably ignore or attack those conventions. Yet here you are with two operas to your credit.
 I got into opera by accident. I backed into it by working with Robert Wilson. We did Einstein which, whether or not it was an opera, could only be done in an opera house. I didn't really care what people called it, we performed in opera houses, opera people came to see it and one of these people was Hans De Roo of the Netherlands Opera. He was not convinced by Einstein, but he was certainly intrigued enough to ask me if I would like to write "a real opera." I said sure, I had an idea for an opera, and that's how I got com- missioned to do Satyagraha. But had that not happened, it's doubtful that I would have written another opera. Because of the success of Einstein and the obvious theatricality of it both in Bob's work and mine, De Roo was will- ing to take a chance. Of course it's a big gamble for him. He commissioned a piece from a man who had never written "a real opera" before, he commit- ted himself to a major world premiere and a big expenditure of their annual production money, so I give De Roo a lot of credit. There are a lot of pro- blems with opera and I can see a lot of reasons why people wouldn't want to do it at all. For one thing, the tradition is so moribund who would want to get involved with it? When you walk into an opera house, you're walking back a hundred years, and you're dealing with people who are quite happy back there. Most of the repertory comes from the nineteenth century and that's what they want to do: Verdi, Donizetti maybe a token modern piece like Menotti. Because of singing this confined Italian literature, people learn roles and they go through their career, doing this or that part for dif- ferent companies. Many singers aren't willing to take on the challenge of creating a new character. All this is more true in America than in Europe where there's more of a tradition of contemporary opera. There's another obstacle: who wants to write an opera which at best opera companies are reluctant to stage? There aren't too many people who will write an opera and put it in their drawer hoping someone will do it. So then you get into this Catch-22! How do you get commissioned to write an opera if you haven't
 72
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written one?
 The Satyagraha gamble paid off didn't it?
 I never doubted that it would, but you try and convince somebody before do- ing it and that's a different game. A lot of people have great ideas, it's get- ting someone to do them that's the problem. From the beginning, Hans was interested and intrigued, and committed himself to a production very quick- ly after our first conversations. I think that he's happy with the way it turned out. It takes people with that kind of courage to do new opera, and in America I can't think of anyone like that in a major opera house at the mo- ment. There are people who will produce work but they're not opera people, like Harvey Lichtenstein at Brooklyn Academy of Music, and David Midland up at Artpark, and there may be others.
 c_
 'a
 CD
 CD
 Douglas Perry (center) as Gandhi in SATYAGRAHA (Dutch premiere)
 Did you have the same kind of problems with the orchestra that you did with the singers?
 Oh yes, we had quite a few problems. First, I had written a lot of orchestral music, I think the last piece when I was twenty-five. By then, I had written a violin concerto, two or three symphony-type pieces, pieces for strings. When I began writing for the Ensemble, which I did because no one would play my music, there was simply no one to play the orchestra music so I didn't write any for eleven or twelve years. Not until Satyagraha did I have the opportunity. In fact, I think that Hans wasn't even sure that I could. If you heard my music between '65 and '79, you wouldn't know I could write
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for an orchestra because I didn't write any orchestra music. At any rate, I produced the Satyagraha score, and we had quite a go-around about that. Bruce Ferden, our conductor in Holland, had quite a time persuading the or- chestra to do the music at all. They almost couldn't rehearse the last act, people just refused and walked out of the pit. Even in Stuttgart where we had a much better orchestra I remember one rehearsal in which the clarinetist tied a handkerchief to his clarinet and waved it. Now the Buffalo orchestra which we had at Artpark played with almost what you could call enthusiasm. Because it was an American orchestra I think it was more recognizable to them in an idiomatic way.
 What do musicians object to in your music?
 The way it's written. The kind of continuity that's required throws them. They sight read the score and think it's impossible where, in fact, what you do is to trade off parts: people take breaths at different times and they just arrange to do that. There's a way of splitting the music up among the peo- ple so that I can get the continuity the music requires and not kill the players to get it. Of course I was aware of that when I wrote the music, but when muscicians look at the score for the first time they say "what's this?"
 On tape, the orchestra sounds like your "sound."
 That's an interesting point. When I was younger I asked myself, "What can I make the orchestra do?" This time I thought, "What can I make the or- chestra do to sound like my music?" As a twenty-five year old composer I was trying to discover the orchestra, to find out what it was able to do. At thirty-nine I had already created a sound image which was so clear that the question was how to bend the orchestra to produce that image. In a simplistic way, I tried to make the orchestra sound like the Ensemble.
 I think you succeeded.
 I think so too. For example, you almost never hear an instrument by itself. If you hear a clarinet you're hearing a clarinet and a flute. All the timbres are mixed. I wasn't interested in solo writing but in the mixed timbres that I had become accustomed to working with in the Ensemble. That whole style of orchestration can be called, by modern standards, either very reactionary or very radical depending on which point of view you want to take. It's definite- ly not post-Ravel, post-Rimsky-Korsakov orchestration in which you listen to the brilliance of the instruments. My intention was to make the orchestra disappear into the music to create an overall sound. When you look at the score, it looks wrong, it doesn't look like an orchestration is supposed to look, but when you hear it, you hear a sound that you haven't heard before which is what's interesting for me.
 If you've heard the Ensemble, you've heard something like it.
 That's right. People familiar with the Ensemble music will recognize the
 74
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C_ P) 9)
 'O
 CD
 SATYAGRAHA (Dutch premiere)
 sound.
 It surprised me that the voices sounded so good in that kind of orchestra- tion.
 There's no problem with hearing the voices, they come through very well. There's always the problem of balance when you're mixing voices with in- struments, but that can largely be solved by a very astute conductor. In fact conductors often have the burden of that problem. If Christopher Keene, our conductor at Brooklyn, hears that a voice is being covered, he knows how to
 SATYAGRAHA (Dutch premiere)
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o
 t- c3
 I,
 Philip Glass Ensemble at the Peppermint Lounge
 balance things from the pit. On the whole, I find that I had not created un- solvable problems in the Satyagraha music. I had created some moments that needed sensitive conducting but you hear the voices quite well.
 Earlier you said you didn't know much about opera, but Satyagraha cor- responds to some operatic traditions. For example, there's "opera seria," a three-act opera on a serious subject which was an innovation in eighteenth- century Italy, and Wagnerian "Gesamtkunstwerk," "leitmotiv," continuous orchestral music, and mythic subject matter, all used or alluded to in Satyagraha.
 That's been pointed out to me, that there are historical operatic periods that this opera corresponds to, but it isn't my intention to revive any antique forms. At some point in my music studies years ago, I had to study that stuff, but at the time I was studying composition and was not interested in opera, so my survey of the opera literature was very cursory.
 Some of those operatic features are hardly definitive since it's not unusual, for example, for drama to have three acts.
 It's also been pointed out [by Andrew Porter, New Yorker, August 17, 1981] that there are strong resemblances to the structural principles of Montever- di's operas. But by now there's so much history that you're bound to sound like somebody here and there. I never set out to create a totally original form and it doesn't surprise me that I unwittingly come close to music done years ago. After all, theatre is theatre and there are only so many ways you can put something on stage. Certain formulas come up again and again. For example, three acts seems a comfortable form for this material so why
 76
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Sunday afternoon loft concerts in the early seventies
 not use it?
 Are there more parallels between Satyagraha and older operas than with newer, twentieth century ones?
 Certainly contemporary opera has not been a big success although there's been a lot written. The operas we hear the most are Benjamin Britten's and recently, Berg's at the Met.
 What about their Brecht-Weill Mahagonny?
 That's a conceit of the Met to do that. I'm not saying the work doesn't belong there, but I don't think that Brecht and Weill ever intended it to be there. That the Met puts it on has more to do with how they like to think of themselves than what the authors intended. I think there's a kind of ex- ploitation involved, and it's being done at the expense of works that might more legitimately be there.
 What do you think of Britten operas?
 I don't like them very much. He writes in the grand tradition.
 What about Berg?
 I'm not sure that those operas are so successful, certainly Lulu wasn't for me. Woyzeck seems to work better, it's actually a pretty opera. In 1959 1 thought it was a very radical work, charged with emotion and daring ideas. By 1979, I thought of it as a very lyrical work, very pretty, and a bit inconse-
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quential. That's a minority view of Berg, since most other composers con- sider him the major operatic composer of our day. I certainly don't.
 You don't even think Lulu is pretty?
 I just don't like it, and I'm not the only one.
 Who do you think is the audience for all these recent Lulu productions?
 I wonder if that wasn't just some publisher pushing it off on the world, if there weren't some: heavy financial interests involved in the promotion of that opera. I have dark suspicions about all those Lulu productions because it's just not an appealing work. Arguably, it's an important work, but it depends on who's doing the arguing. So those Berg operas aren't an issue in contemporary opera for me, nor are the Britten operas because I don't feel that they're fully contemporary in any way.
 Does that have anything to do with your theatre background?
 It's important to remember that my background in theatre is non-narrative theatre. My first contact with new theatre was The Living Theatre in 1957, and after that came The Performance Group, Meredith Monk, Robert Wilson, Richard Foreman, Joseph Chaikin, and Mabou Mines, all theatre which rarely began with a literary source. When I began doing operas, it never occurred to me to take a play and set it to music although that's how operas are written. I never did that because my theatre tradition is the non- literary tradition by my friends and associates which is all around me and my work in New York.
 Mabou Mines production of THE RED HORSE ANIMATION
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When you worked with Bob Wilson, his theatre and your music shared an aesthetic point of view.
 They are extremely close, and Satyagraha was a development of that way of working. Almost all opera composers start with the play and set it to music. With Satyagraha I worked with a writer, Constance DeJong, but we worked on scenes and the action together, getting an overall shape for the opera, and also we worked with the designer Robert Israel, who had a large say in the dramatic shape of the opera. So we worked as a team on what we called the book.
 How did you decide what the singers sing?
 The lyrics were adapted from the Bhagavad-Gita by DeJong whose job it was to find the passages that were relevant to the scene we were looking at and to work with me on what seemed appropriate. Also we discussed how much we could expect people to memorize because memorizing a language you don't know is much more difficult. So even though I worked with a writer, there was never any question of starting with a finished literary ob- ject and setting it.
 Yet you've written the score itself within certain operatic traditions.
 I made a point of writing duets, trios, quintets. There's a lot of operatic stuff in there, but it doesn't sound the same in Satyagraha. There are reasons to do that; for example, singers are trained to sing together and good ensem- ble singing sounds good, and I availed myself of those conventions when they suited my needs.
 Satyagraha's language is Sanskrit, a clichd for an esoteric language, and I would think that current opera audiences often don't know the language of the opera they're listening to, but did you ever think of doing it in English?
 Real opera buffs will not accept that argument. They say "Of course we know what they're singing, and if you don't, you're some kind of buffoon." My motivation for separating language into two components, sound and meaning, which is a conscious separation on our part, is that I felt to hear the words sung de-mystified the experience. I prefer to have the meaning and the sense of the drama conveyed by images and sound. I felt that put- ting the words on the images and sound over-literalized the experience and made it less interesting. For example, in one scene in Satyagraha the characters burn their registration cards: they hold up the cards, walk over to a black pot, and throw them in. Now they're singing a language we don't understand, Sanskrit, but I picked a language which is a vocal language, one of the main languages of the vocal literature of South India, and it has a beautiful sound. Now what if, when they walk over and put their cards in the pot they sing "We are now putting our cards in the pot?"
 Couldn't they have said something less literal, maybe more abstract, and
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said it in English?
 Well, I had another experience that convinced me not to do that. I saw Brit- ten's Billy Budd in English about two years ago and I understood maybe 40 percent of what people sang. Most of the time I was in an agony trying to understand the other 60 percent. It definitely limited my ability to ex- perience the opera. You can relax in Satyagraha since you don't have to understand the words.
 Language is just one level in any opera.
 DeJong, Israel, and myself consider that Satyagraha exists on three levels: one, the idea that the main gist is conveyed by images and music; two, that if someone was interested in knowing what was being sung, the text was provided in the program; third, there's a whole historical social context in which the opera exists, and the book produced by Standard Editions was meant to supply that kind of information. It's up to listeners to decide to what extent they want to listen. The idea of untying language from meaning is perhaps a novel idea, maybe even a subversive one for opera, but it's one that's given me a lot of freedom in the way I work. Also, it's one that comes from my experience in non-literary theatre. With Mabou Mines, for example, it's not necessary to understand every word, and often language works as sound along with image rather than as meaning.
 So your problem with trained singers is compounded by a staging which gives them as few clues as Sanskrit.
 The non-literary theatre doesn't exist for opera people, they don't even know it happened. By the end of the production in Holland though, our company had all gotten well involved in the piece in the way I had intended. So this mode of presenting characters on stage seems to be a learnable ex- perience.
 I know you've had a personal interest in India for a long time, but why pre- sent Gandhi as an opera subject?
 I'd been to India several times and I couldn't help but find out who Ghandi was: he's on the money, his picture is in every post office, the style of dress which he identified with himself is common among a certain generation of Indians. I came on Gandhi in the natural course of going to India. Of course he's not merely an Indian national but an important figure in world history, so I don't think it's a particularly Indian opera.
 What about the use of the Bhagavad-Gita?
 That was Gandhi's favorite book, the one he measured his actions against and referred to constantly, so that became a natural choice, it's not an im- position of mine.
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EINSTEIN ON THE BEACH
 You've also chosen to present what is, for most people, a relatively unknown part of his life which is his work in South Africa, a very topical Anglo-Third World subject.
 That's part of the opera's interest. Those years in South Africa were when Gandhi created himself. He went there as an English lawyer, a barrister, in a pin-stripe suit, and he comes out looking like the Gandhi we know. After that, all the events which unfolded in India were inevitable given the character who left South Africa in 1914, but they certainly weren't from the character who left India in 1893. There was no way of knowing that the man who left then would come back and change that part of the world and really change the world for most of us.
 Gandhi in South Africa has to be a blank subject for maybe ninety-nine per- cent of your audience.
 I suppose so, and it's particularly interesting because of contemporary events in South Africa. In fact, Gandhi's place in South African history is almost forgotten whereas his main adversary, General Smuts, is one of the national heroes of the country. And the events of South Africa in the late nineteenth century have repeated themselves in a much more devastating way in recent years.
 The Dutch were in South Africa too.
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I asked De Roo how he felt about a Dutch opera company commissioning a piece about this situation in South Africa between the Dutch and the Indian community, and he said that the contemporary Dutch don't feel that much connection to the Boers. But I've talked to other people who have relatives in South Africa who've said that wasn't exactly true. So showing this story in Holland was quite a curious twist, a kind of ironic and lucky accident in a way because perhaps it made Satyagraha more relevant to them somehow.
 Satyagraha's subject is a near-legendary person and a very idealistic idea, non-violence. How did you choose material which fit that concept?
 0
 z 0
 (0 0- 13
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The intention is certainly towards an epic form. I was conscious of it, and that goes well with my music which, because of its non-narrative flow, tends to hint or allude to some kind of non-ordinary experiences. To turn the music to the uses of mythic or epic theatre seems particularly appropriate. I didn't have to alter my aesthetic very radically in any way to take on this epic operatic form.
 Do you think of Satyagraha as political music, related in any way to a Brecht-Weill tradition in opera?
 No, that was a very conscious decision to politicize art. I'm not saying that isn't interesting, but it's not the intention of Satyagraha . I didn't set out to write a political opera or a period piece. I got interested in a person who liv- ed at a particular time and who was involved in a certain kind of political ac- tivity, but it was not the primary intention of the opera to delineate that political idea or that historical period. Those facts happen to come along with who Gandhi was.
 83



					
LOAD MORE                                    

            


            
                
                

                

                
                
                                

                                    
                        
                            
                                                            
                                                        

                        
                        
                            Philip Glass Mad Rush Sheet

                            Documents
                        

                    

                                    
                        
                            
                                                            
                                                        

                        
                        
                            789 Philip Glass Saxophone Quartet

                            Documents
                        

                    

                                    
                        
                            
                                                            
                                                        

                        
                        
                            Philip Glass - Violin Concerto (Piano)

                            Documents
                        

                    

                                    
                        
                            
                                                            
                                                        

                        
                        
                            Philip Glass book

                            Documents
                        

                    

                                    
                        
                            
                                                            
                                                        

                        
                        
                            philip glass

                            Documents
                        

                    

                                    
                        
                            
                                                            
                                                        

                        
                        
                            Philip Glass - Etudes No. 1 - 10

                            Documents
                        

                    

                                    
                        
                            
                                                            
                                                        

                        
                        
                            Philip Glass, The Hours

                            Documents
                        

                    

                                    
                        
                            
                                                            
                                                        

                        
                        
                            #Philip Glass - Solo Piano

                            Documents
                        

                    

                                    
                        
                            
                                                            
                                                        

                        
                        
                            Philip Glass - The Piano Collection

                            Documents
                        

                    

                                    
                        
                            
                                                            
                                                        

                        
                        
                            Philip Glass-10 Études-SheetMusicTradeCom

                            Documents
                        

                    

                                    
                        
                            
                                                            

                                                        

                        
                        
                            Metamorphosis V - Philip Glass

                            Documents
                        

                    

                                    
                        
                            
                                                            

                                                        

                        
                        
                            Philip Glass - Mad Rush

                            Documents
                        

                    

                                    
                        
                            
                                                            

                                                        

                        
                        
                            Philip Glass Mad Rush Sheetzbox

                            Documents
                        

                    

                                    
                        
                            
                                                            

                                                        

                        
                        
                            Philip Glass and Steve Reich

                            Documents
                        

                    

                                    
                        
                            
                                                            

                                                        

                        
                        
                            The Orphee Suite Philip Glass

                            Documents
                        

                    

                                    
                        
                            
                                                            

                                                        

                        
                        
                            Philip Glass - Metamorphosis

                            Documents
                        

                    

                                    
                        
                            
                                                            

                                                        

                        
                        
                            Philip Glass Metamorphosis

                            Documents
                        

                    

                                    
                        
                            
                                                            

                                                        

                        
                        
                            Glass, Philip - 06 - Mad Rush

                            Documents
                        

                    

                                    
                        
                            
                                                            

                                                        

                        
                        
                            Interview with Prof. Philip Kotler (Translation)

                            Business
                        

                    

                                    
                        
                            
                                                            

                                                        

                        
                        
                            Koyaanisqatsi (Complete Score) Philip Glass

                            Documents
                        

                    

                                    
                        
                            
                                                            

                                                        

                        
                        
                            Philip Glass - Metawdwdmorphosis 4

                            Documents
                        

                    

                                    
                        
                            
                                                            

                                                        

                        
                        
                            Philip Glass Sax Quartet

                            Documents
                        

                    

                                    
                        
                            
                                                            

                                                        

                        
                        
                            Philip Glass: Group 9- Pascal

                            Education
                        

                    

                                    
                        
                            
                                                            

                                                        

                        
                        
                            Musik: Philip Glass

                            Documents
                        

                    

                                    
                        
                            
                                                            

                                                        

                        
                        
                            Philip K. Dick - Starlog Interview

                            Documents
                        

                    

                                    
                        
                            
                                                            

                                                        

                        
                        
                            PHILIP GLASS - Numilog

                            Documents
                        

                    

                                    
                        
                            
                                                            

                                                        

                        
                        
                            An Interview With Philip K. Dick

                            Documents
                        

                    

                                    
                        
                            
                                                            

                                                        

                        
                        
                            The Hours - Philip Glass

                            Documents
                        

                    

                                    
                        
                            
                                                            

                                                        

                        
                        
                            Philip Glass - Metamorphosis 3

                            Documents
                        

                    

                                    
                        
                            
                                                            

                                                        

                        
                        
                            Philip Glass - Metamorphosis.pdf

                            Documents
                        

                    

                                            

        

    


















    
        
            	About us
	Contact us
	Term
	DMCA
	Privacy Policy


            	English
	Français
	Español
	Deutsch



            
                

				STARTUP - SHARE TO SUCCESS

									
							
	


					

				            

        

    












	



