Abstract of Moonlighting in Turandot

Moonlighting in Turandot explores the boundary and interaction between art and life: one work of art and one person’s life. That encounter is expanded onto a consideration of history, global issues, education and aesthetics. Real wars and a war on the operatic stage are juxtaposed to examine topics of current and historical interest, above all: Which of our wars have been worth it, in our society’s collective judgment? What price in casualties have we been willing to support?

The relation of past to present is explored with the same parallelism, since our time has been notorious for proclaiming both the end of history and the end of art, after which, though, more history has occurred in the ever closer encounter of cultures, and more art has been both created and, because of the artists’ love of their art, re-created.

But Moonlighting in Turandot was not the planned offspring of an intellectual undertaking.

An amateur musician is accepted to perform in the chorus of a professional production of Puccini’s opera Turandot. While reveling in the outrageous fun of dress-up, make-believe, and wild music, he comes to realize that Turandot is no escape from the rest of life. Its garish world – despotic empires, wars, mass suffering, torture and execution by beheading – demand comparison to current events and the educated, concern citizen’s response to them. The themes and structures of Italian Grand Opera, especially as experienced from the inside, also require him to re-examine what he knows and thinks about his education for his “day job” as a professor of language and literature. Along the way he wonders whether, as some critics have suggested, art (or at least art history or maybe just the history of painting) is dead, and how that relates to Turandot, which is regarded as the end of the line in Italian Grand Opera.

The performer-citizen’s examination of current events and history cannot avoid the grim statistics of war casualties, the gruesome images of the dead and how they are killed, and the question of what is gained from it all. He thinks that something is.

Along the way the performer-professor highlights some parallels and contrasts between Italian Grand Opera and the classics of literature and other opera: Goethe’s Faust and its various musical settings, Don Giovanni, Hölderlin’s poem “Brod und Wein,” Celan’s poem “Todesfuge,” and Kleist’s Penthesilea, a startling drama of egoism and erotic cannibalism. Common to all these works is the question of human worth and the concept of morality; most of them also take up the issue of causality in history. Popular culture – specifically the Hollywood of Puccini’s musical successors and the European refugees who created the Western film genre, especially its music – comes in for consideration in the discussion about the end of Italian Grand Opera and re-emergence of its music and themes in new cultural productions.

The “encounters” of Moonlighting in Turandot are presented as a set of nine topics, the ones in the book’s subtitle. Each is explored along three threads of thought and narration that are intended to let the opera and our world enlighten each other: (a) the author’s anecdotes about his opera experience on- and backstage; (b) analyses of music and literature; and (c) discussions of aesthetics, history and current events. Each topic is keyed to a major moment in Turandot and titled with a key phrase from its libretto. The nine topics are paralleled by quotations from the nine stanzas of “Brod und Wein”, the poem about which the author wrote his senior thesis in college and to which he now returns as he rethinks it all.
The conclusion of this amateur stint in Turandot is a wistful departure from the stage but a post-post-modern reassurance that history has meaning, Western values remain valuable, and that art is not dead, as long as we continue to perform the expressions of our culture and to re-experience them as something other than, or more than, isolated artifacts in which artists seem only to communicate with themselves and each other, and only about the nature and media of art. As long as life consists both of insecurity, imperfection, doubt, conflict, and suffering and yet also of ideals, self-expression, belief, ritual, and love, there will be art, and the dialogue between art and life will continue. Whether the “real” world will have a positive a history in the future as art will have is left an open question.

