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How Moonlightng in Turandot came about and what I’m trying to do

I really hadn’t planned to write anything at all about moonlighting as an amateur opera singer in a professional production of Turandot – neither the anecdotes nor, much less, the musings about all those topics in my subtitle. It was only later that I realized I had a book on my hands.

In 2003 I had the opportunity to sing in the chorus of the Portland Opera’s production of Puccini’s Turandot. As a serious but only amateur musician, I found myself more and more fascinated by the “insider” view of an opera production, and started keeping notes, artifacts, and photos, just so I would remember all that fun even better. Then I considered writing, maybe for the AARP magazine, an article about what fun it all could be: the bumbling late-middle-age professor, somewhat chafing at the academic business and inevitably approaching retirement, has a blast going on stage, and maybe others can learn from his experience how to do it themselves and add some pep to the pasture they will be put out to.

But soon I was intrigued also by the interplay of the world of opera, and of this opera, with the big outside world (history, current events), and of both those realms and with my littler world of literary study and aesthetics. The initial impetus for the latter, the first extension of the idea beyond the phase of a cute AARP article, was Arthur Danto’s controversial book, After the End of Art. While I was reading his discussion of the possible end of art (or just of art history), I was performing in what is regarded as the last major work of Italian Grand Opera. I wasn’t at all ready to believe that art had reached its end-point in our time, and my love of the Western cultural tradition and my confidence (hope?) in its viability made me irritably skeptical of Danto. But I had been away from serious aesthetic discussion for a long time, and felt it was time to catch up on the newer important ideas.

I found myself re-experiencing and rethinking, with much emotion and some new insight, the works and concepts of the humanities all the way back into my childhood, with particular focus on my literary studies at Yale and the lifetime I had spent as a professional humanist. Doing Turandot so intensively – as a performance and as a refresher program in studying the humanities – was also a welcome emotional refuge from some setbacks in my “day job” as a language professor. So I was earnestly and bitterly contemplating early retirement, yet also eagerly or desperately thinking what new openings the future might bring, whether for more personal involvement in the arts, some sort of community service, or turning professional as a woodworker and selling handmade canoes.

I also thought Turandot would be a nice refuge of another kind, from our society’s nasty conflicts about politics and foreign policy. These were and are particularly painful to me because I do not share most of the opinions that characterize the “dominant paradigm” of the secular intellectual Left, especially that of the academics, and because I do not enjoy uncivil discussions. But soon enough I found that Turandot and the big world outside, especially of terrorism, war, and the “clash of civilizations,” had a lot to say about each other, and that I was not going to have a refuge backstage and on stage after all. I was performing in an opera where an absolutist culture terrorized its own people and the “barbarian” world around it. The violence to which individual persons were subjected – torture and beheading – absolutely forced comparison to the real world around me. And yet this was an opera: beautiful music, a foam-plastic executioner’s ax, and a prop that looked like a bloody head in a bag – but was not.

It also seemed that everything I was reading was demanding to interact with my experience of Turandot: Thomas Friedman and Bernard Lewis on the Middle East, Fernández-Armesto and Jacques Barzun about civilizations, yet more studies of Jefferson, the books about anthropology and art history, even a biography of my childhood hero, the paleontologist Roy Chapman Andrews, with its gruesome pictures of decapitations in the Chinese civil war that was going on when Puccini was working on Turandot.

There is a personal “happy end” to the interaction of Turandot and the rest of my life as one individual human being. I don’t know, though, whether Turandot caused it or if it was just coincidental. I find myself emerging from a major slump in my attitude toward my profession, and also readier to assert my political, cultural, moral and religious views. Very little of this “warm and fuzzy” stuff comes out in Moonlighting in Turandot; it does not belong on the “self-improvement” shelves at the bookstores. I dwell more in the book on another “happy end:” performing in Turandot, and my re-examination of the humanities convince me that art and maybe even art history are not dead, and that the arts still have much to say to us.

As for ideology, political conflict, and the clash of civilizations, the end is not so clear, but neither is it pessimistic. After much deliberation I found that I could relate my renewed examination of aesthetics, which had begun with reading Danto, to my thoughts about culture and history: there, too, we have long been attempting to determine what the “narrative” is, what it means, whether it is over (Fukuyama’s “End of History”), or even whether it has ever existed. But to get to those thoughts I had to wade through a lot of historical gore: Nazi prisoners murdered by being hung from meat hooks and strangled with wire, the Chinese Death by a Thousand Cuts as it is recorded in original documents and even some rare photos, Japanese officials beheading Allied prisoners, and the grim numbers of casualties in war. A major current in my deliberations is the occasional real-world necessity of war. In modern societies, decisions about that now no longer depend on autocratic rulers, but demand instead the attention of the ordinary citizen: our society, like the characters in Turandot, must choose, collectively but also very personally, whether or not to enter life-or-death situations, and to do that capably we must solve the riddles of history.

Another theme is the description and graphic presentation of real absolutism, real despotism, and real imperialism in a time when accusations of fascism and comparisons to Hitler are so casually voiced. Involved in both those themes are the objective numbers involved in discussing war, which are paralleled in Turandot by the executioners’ mocking tally of their victims. American dead in WWII were a fraction of the casualties incurred by Poland, Yugoslavia, the Soviet Union, and Germany (whose civilian dead alone, aside from military dead and Holocaust dead, far exceed the number of American military dead). In France there is an ossuary (and it is not the only such one) that holds the bones of 300,000 WWI soldiers who could not be identified; that corresponds to a hundred 9/11s, and it exceeds the entire total of American WWII dead. But what do those dead mean, both for how we decide about wars now, and also when we ask whether the wars of the past were worth it? To what extent do we agree which of our wars, or other struggles, were worth it? How will later generations feel about them?

The most problematic conclusion I have reached (or am still working toward, and will be, even after the book is over) has to do with both the course of history, especially totalitarianism, war, and the “banality of evil,” and the course of art, especially as instanced by the destruction of language in totalitarian societies and the problem of “how can there be poetry after Auschwitz?” On the aesthetic side, it appears that art will go on, despite Danto. A key element, I learned with Turandot and in some other kinds of music, is the act of performance, which keeps the work of art alive, continues and develops the tradition, allows the lover of art to express that love, and may even relate to religious ritual. On the ideological and historical side, it appears that violence and death recede into the past; what is subjectively experienced by the immediate survivors eventually becomes something objective and indirect.

One hopes that something is learned from history, and that history has meaning, despite what post-modern historians tell us. But it is inevitable that the present becomes past, including the traumas, and maybe that is not all bad. It is human nature to go on, and the alternative – no more language, no more poetry, no more culture – is apparently unacceptable to most of us. At the end of my narrative I look at some of the people who have insisted that, even after Auschwitz, language has meaning and there can be poetry: the Jewish-German scholar Victor Klemperer, who survived above ground in Nazi Germany and produced both a recent best-seller autobiography and, right after 1945, a study of the language of the Third Reich – I read him before he was a posthumous superstar; and the poet Paul Celan, whose “Fugue of Death,” about extermination camps, is regarded as the greatest German poem of its time. It answers the question “How can there be poetry after Auschwitz” by saying: there will and must be poetry after Auschwitz, and it can be about Auschwitz. Another personal experience as a performer is important here. In 2002 I sang in the chorus which joined the Oregon Symphony in the original production of “The Definant Requiem,” a re-creation of the performances of Verdi’s Requiem put on by the prisoners at the Terezin / Theresienstadt. “model” concentration camp. (The performance since has been broadcast nationally several times on Public Broadcasting, and re-staged by other groups.)
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