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Structure and themes

My annotated Table of Contents, on a separate page, provides an overview of the chapters and their sub-sections. But the structure of the book demands further explanation. Moonlighting in Turandot is not a uni-linear book where I try to keep all my plates spinning at once. Instead, there are three themes or “threads.” They are developed in parallel through nine steps, with a prelude and postlude where I and the reader enter and then leave the world of opera and what interacts with it. Each theme could be read as a separate essay or article, but I intend them at each stage to comment on each other.

In order of their presentation within each chapter, the three parallel themes or “threads” are:

A)
entertain the reader with some insider anecdotes – a quasi-diary of the performance; but the anecdotes prefigure what is to come in the other two thematic pieces of their chapter;
B)
relate Turandot to a larger cultural context (not just opera, but also German literature and even Hollywood film) and come to grips with my past and my study and experience of culture;

C)
conduct a dual discussion of the concept of End, as it applies to art and to history: (1) examine Arthur Danto’s notion of the end of art (history) and, juxtaposing it to Hölderlin’s poem, re-assert the meaning of culture as a social experience, as a personal and emotional experience, as a ritual / religious experience, as an active rather than passive experience, and as something more than an intellectual manipulation or a chance to spout polemic; and (2) at the same time meditate about the political events of 2003 and later. I want to do something very specific: take issue with / explore (not necessarily directly refute) Arthur Danto’s notorious ideas about the end of art / art history, to make the point that visual arts, literature, and music may be quite different with regard to having an ending; specifically, that music, at least in the here and now, involves active performance by a huge community, where visual arts don’t, and literature is sort of in the middle. But while I was doing Turandot, I was also reading other material which surprised me by its relevance, both to Turandot and to the quotidian world; and while I was reading Danto, I found that he also addressed issues that were coming to the fore in the world of spring/summer/fall 2003 (and that will be with us for a long time to come).

In my structure I aimed for a tight correspondence between every part of the experience, both “longitudinally” through the course of each “thread,” and “latitudinally,” in the way each stage of each “thread” relates to its neighbor. The Turandot plot provides the overall structure, and I’ve taken up its ubiquitous use of three-ness and run with it. There are (in addition to Prelude and Postlude) nine parts. The first three elucidate questions; the middle three focus on information; the final three progress toward answers and resolutions. Each part is titled with a quote from the libretto that is intended to declare the topic for all three of the part’s threads. (See also the nine topics in the book’s subtitle, which parallel the chapters). Thus Chapter 3, “Fuoco e sangue / Fire and Blood” (“war” in the subtitle) tells about violence in the opera and how we staged it (thread A); describes the very serious nature of German drama, often considered to be a vehicle for political and cultural discussion, rather than being “mere” entertainment (thread B); and makes the first main correlation of the little world of fire and flood in Turandot with all the violence going on in our world in these opening years of the century and millennium (thread C). These parallels become ever more assertive, sometimes even grotesque, and with the humorous occasionally check by jowl with the grotesque (which fits the emotional world of Turandot). Even by Chapter 5, “Vuoi morire così? / Is this how you want to die?” (“death” in the subtitle), thread A parallels light-hearted anecdote about onstage opera mishaps (including one that could have been fatal but turned out funny) with a discussion (thread B) of why characters in operas make choices that lead to their deaths, and (thread C) some very explicit numbers, descriptions, and pictures of what it meant to die in WWII.

I’m also crafting a parallel to Friedrich Hölderlin’s poem “Brod und Wein” (ca. 1801), which was the subject of my senior thesis at Yale and also addresses the nature of art, history, language, and civilization in ways that unify all three threads and, especially, elucidate thread C (both history and the history of art and culture). Each chapter of MiT opens with a quote from the poem (my draft translation).

A third source of structure is provided by the quotes from Danto’s After the End of Art which open each section of the discussion of history and the history of art.
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