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Abstract 

In 2014 while working as guitarist in the Iranian folk ensemble ‘Sweet Sound’ I was asked 

by Shirin Majd to write a setting of poetry for guitar and spoken voice for the combined 

arts project ‘Rebirth’. The question arose of how to combine speech with music in such a 

manner as to aid both performance and comprehension of the work. To achieve this, 

existing works in this field were examined through their scores, recordings, relevant 

literature and historical context, then used as inspiration for new compositions. The 

process of writing, rehearsing, performing and sometimes recording these compositions 

then fed back into the research. The scope of the investigations was limited to works from 

the Western Art Music canon that have an available score, and use at least some live 

component in both the narration and the music. Of particular interest was the 19th century 

genre of the musical declamation, and its way of notating the text-music correlation which 

I call ‘checkpoint’. The research revealed that what appeared at first to be a small field 

was in fact a large but poorly examined field, and that many of the accepted facts in the 

relevant literature were incorrect.  
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Introduction 

 The question of how, when, or if to combine spoken recitation with music is an 

old one. Opinions on the matter have been split ever since Melodrama first gained 

popularity in the late 18th century. While some composers immediately grasped it as a 

perfect solution to the artificiality of recitative, others considered it a poor mix with little 

to recommend it. A century and a half later, F. Howes summed up these misgivings well 

when he claimed “the conjunction of the speaking voice with music is never satisfactory 

for the listener, who perforce must try to be attentive on two different planes at once” 

(1954, p. 183).  

 Howes did however concede that the ‘temptation’ may arise to use it when a ‘dry’ 

sound is required for the text. This association of the speaking voice with ‘dryness’ or 

‘realism’ runs through much of the commentary on the subject. Those who favour the 

practice, praise its matter-of-factness, while those who do not criticise its blend and claim 

it as unworkable.  

 The genre commonly associated with this practice is known as ‘Melodrama’, 

meaning simply the combination of spoken word and music, not to be confused with a 

form of sensational theatre that arose in the late 18th century in France, England and the 

United States. The differences between these two shall be discussed in more detail later. 

To differentiate between the two, the stage form shall be referred with a lower case ‘m’: 

‘melodrama’, while the musical form shall use a capital ‘M’: ‘Melodrama’. 

 Several composers came to work in the genre through commission, from Schubert 

accidentally creating a new sub-genre as part of a minor commission of incidental music 

for a play (Hellborn, 1865), to Richard Strauss having two surprise popular successes in 

a genre he personally loathed, thanks to the request of a famous actor (Fleischer, 2000). I 

myself began no differently, with a request for accompaniment to the English translations 
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of Farsi poems in a stage which incorporated commissioned songs and dance settings for 

poems of the same poet, Forugh Farrokhzad. 

 What struck me upon commencing, was the difficulty in writing for a text the 

exact rhythm or pace of recitation of which I would have no say in, given the limited 

opportunity for rehearsal with the speaker. While the performances went well, I did not 

believe the method I had chosen was satisfactory for large-scale reproduction of the work, 

given the dangers of quasi-improvisatory pieces in an otherwise carefully written stage 

work. To address this, I began to look for works of a similar nature, which initially 

appeared to me to be rare. Further research proved this to be an illusion, but not an 

altogether unfounded one. 

 While a rich and extensive genre existed, it had been on the whole, poorly 

investigated. Even biographies of major composers with major works in the genre, 

ignoring or skipping over said works, or relating them to deceptive or incomplete 

definitions (Elfline, 2007, pp. 31-32; Hirsch, 1993, p. 21; Robinson, 1996, p. 17; Sublett, 

2010, p. 451). As such, I sought to find out whether there were established methods for 

writing with this combination of speech and music, and whether these methods might fall 

into era, genre, or stylistic groupings. While there had been some attempt to classify and 

categorise forms of Melodrama in the past, including Judith Mabary’s Redefining 

melodrama (1999), and Robert Elfline’s A kind of composition that doesn’t exist yet 

(2007), the categories these suggested did not prove to be overly helpful for my purposes, 

as they were limited in their scope and design. 

 

Method 

 As the focus of this Masters of Music Research is music research through artistic 

practice, the lens through which I have examined Melodrama is that of 

developing/enriching my own compositions through the study of existing works. 
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Examination of scores provided a clear insight into the methods used to co-ordinate text 

with music, means of balancing corresponding parts, and means of enriching relationship 

between these components. By listening to recordings of Melodramas I was able to hear 

the tangible effects of these methods in the performance, a process that was reinforced by 

the rehearsal and performance of original works modelled on these methods. 

 Examining the current research brought an awareness both of the historical 

context, and of the lack of a basic set of agreed conventions. Historical sources showed 

that several commonly made statements regarding Melodrama had no basis in fact, from 

remarks about when it was prominent or lost prominence, to questions of its relationship 

the theatrical genre, to broad timelines of its milestones.  

 During this process, I composed numerous melodramas using different elements 

drawn from the works examined. Some of these elements have been mere details of 

notation, while others were related to deeper structural issues within the work. Where 

possible, these new compositions were then rehearsed and performed, and subsequently 

edited dependent on observations of their effectiveness. This process was cyclical: new 

compositions and performances raised questions that directed further research, which 

then in turn influenced the compositions (fig.1) 

 Over the course of the degree, three hour long lecture-recitals were given (fig.2), 

summarising the findings and presenting selections from the pieces written. Of 

approximately an hour and a half of music written during the degree, just over half an 

hour’s worth was recorded in a studio using funds granted by QCRC.  
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Figure 2 Chart of lecture-recitals given during degree 

 In the examination of scores historical trends and delineations of subgenre began 

to emerge, which have been summarised briefly within this essay. Those areas which 

already have had substantial attention, such as the 18th century classical melodrama of 

Benda et al, or the ‘Sprechstimme’ form of ‘Bound melodrama’ have been addressed in 

less detail. Some of the questions raised during this degree have proved to be much larger 

than the time allocated permitted, and so would be much better addressed with a PhD 

project, and so will only be addressed to the extent that they can fit.  

 

Context Scan 

 To the best of this author’s knowledge, just four books exist on the subject of 

musical melodrama: Jacqueline Waeber’s Le musique dans le texte, which is only 

available in French, Melodramatic voices: understanding music drama (2011) by Sarah 

Hibbert, which largely focuses on music in theatrical melodrama, Heinrich Marten’s Das 

Lecture-recital 1: 
Songs of death 
and madness

Lecture-recital 2: 
Mapping the 'lost' 
art of melodrama

Lecture-recital 3: 
Rebellion with a 

word count: music 
and the spoken 

word

Reading relevant research and historical 
sources

Score-reading/Listening to recordings

Composition using techniques drawn from 
works.

Rehearsal/Performance/Recording

Figure 1 Cycle of artistic research 
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Melodram (1933) which is in German and out print, and Jan van der Veen’s Le 

mélodrame musical de Rousseau au romantisme (1955) which is in French and out of 

print. Three more book length dissertations exist on the topic: Judith Ann Mabary’s 

Redefining melodrama, Robert Elfline’s A kind of composition that does not exist yet, 

and Elinor Olin’s Le ton et la parole: Melodrama in France.  

 Mabary’s examines in detail the world of Czech melodrama, as embodied by 

composers such as Zdenech Fibich, as well as examining the Jesuit school dramas that 

Eberlin’s Sigismundus grew from. While it was the first study in recent years to point out 

that Rousseau and Coignet’s Pygmalion was not the first work to combine speech and 

music, it was not as it supposed the first to make this discovery, as this was mentioned in 

van der Veen’s Le mélodrame… in 1955. Like the book by van der Veen, it also fails to 

mention a passage in Gréty’s Les mariages Samnites of 1768, which also predates the 

melodrama version of Pygmalion (Tischler, 1956). 

 Elfline’s A kind of composition… examines Schumann’s works involving 

recitation, as well as their immediate context. He splits the genre of Declamation into two 

divergent parts corresponding roughly to Lied and sung Ballad forms: the ‘spoken lyric 

poem’ and the ‘spoken ballad’. The spoken lyric poem, which by his own admission 

contains a poverty of examples, he is strangely dismissive of, directing all his attention 

towards the ballad form. He also makes the odd claim that the spoken lyric poem bears 

“little or no resemblance to melodrama”, despite one being a form of the other (Elfline, 

2007, pp. 31-32).  

 Le ton et la parole looks more specifically at the role of melodrama in the music 

of the Third Republic in France and its cultural context. The author examines journal 

articles, newspapers and magazines from the era to better understand late 19th century 

French composer’s passion for the combination of poetic declamation and music. Among 

the claims included is the assertion that despite being associated with the birth of the 
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‘mélodrame’, Rousseau and Coignet’s Pygmalion was not referred to as a ‘mélodrame’ 

until 1900. This perhaps may be true for French publications, however, as early as 1889 

an article in The musical times used the French term to discuss Pygmalion ("Declamation 

and music," 1889).  

 One rarely referenced book on the art of elocution from the late 19th century had 

chapters on both recitation, and recitation and music, written respectively by elocutionist 

Clifford Harrison, and composer Frederic Corder. This book, Voice, Speech, and Gesture 

is of special interest in that it would appear to be the lengthiest tract on the art-form prior 

to 1933’s Das Melodram. It also makes several quite unexpected remarks that will be 

further discussed later in this essay. 

 The richest source on musical melodrama available to researchers, is the vast 

collection of scores of melodramas, by composers both well-known and obscure. Indeed, 

some of the melodramas that were best known to contemporaries have been largely 

forgotten today. One such example is Dream of Jubal by A.C. Mackenzie (Mackenzie & 

Bennett, 1889), which while it turns up again and again in journals from the era, has yet 

to be once be recorded. This is despite it being performed regularly over a fifteen year 

period, and it being claimed twenty-four years later that it was the first to “develop [the 

form] to the fullest extent” ("Reciting the music," 1913).  

 Of the articles that directly reference it, several are riddled with inaccuracies, such 

as Melodrama two ways by Dan Wang (2012), which not only confuses musical 

melodrama with its theatrical counterpart, but also repeats the falsehood that melodrama 

as a form began with Rousseau & Horace Coignet’s Pygmalion of 1762 despite this 

having been known to be false since at least 1955, given Eberlin’s Sigismundus displayed 

all the same features in 1751, and there existing a similar passage in Grétry’s Les 

mariages Samnites in 1768 (Tischler, 1956). The article seeks to find if there is anything 
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“inherently melodramatic” in the use of speech over music, making the questionable 

remark that “music is rarely far from the melodramatic” (Wang, 2012, p. 123).   

 In those articles with only tangential relationships to melodrama, even more 

inaccurate statements on the subject emerge. One example can be found in Pierrot 

Lunaire at 95, in which Virginia Sublett, who for a start defines melodrama as “texts 

recited to a musical accompaniment, generally provided by piano”, thus excluding the 

wide variety of stage works that began the genre and continued it past the decline of the 

Deklamation mit Musik phase (2010, p. 451). She also assigns this subgenre to the wrong 

half of the century (the “first half of the 19th Century”), and dismisses it as “a sort of ugly 

step-sister to Lieder”, relegates it to German speaking countries despite many works 

existing in English, French, Finnish, Hungarian and Russian (Sublett, 2010, p. 451).  

 Additionally she claims it had died out during precisely that era it gained its peak 

popularity: “Mozart, Beethoven, Schubert, Schumann, and Mendelssohn all wrote 

melodramas with piano, but the genre had virtually disappeared by the end of the 

nineteenth century” (Sublett, 2010, pp. 451-452). Quite the contrary, the last decade of 

the nineteenth and the first decade of the twentieth century were, in terms of sheer 

numbers of published works, melodrama’s pinnacle. The keen observer may also spot 

that neither Mozart nor Beethoven wrote melodramas with piano.  

 Apart from these articles, there exist numerous short passages in biographies and 

catalogues of composers’ works, though these often are in passing even when the works 

themselves were significant. Many of the available biographies of Schubert do not contain 

a single reference to ‘melodrama’, despite his having written numerous melodramatic 

passages in his operas as well as what would appear to be the melodrama to be directly 

written for solo piano accompaniment. This situation is repeated with numerous 

composers, even with those composers whose melodramas stand among their most 
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groundbreaking achievements, such as Franz Liszt’s Der traurige Mönch, which 

contained the first extensive use of whole-tone scale.  

 By far the most informative sources then, are the scores and recordings of 

melodramas throughout the eras. Through these a composer can examine what has been 

done, what has worked, and what has been less successful. Furthermore, historical 

reviews of these works inform an understanding of their cultural context, as well as 

contemporary opinions on the subject. 

 

Melodrama: A Tale of Two Meanings 

 If it appears difficult to define melodrama, it is because it describes 

simultaneously two markedly different phenomena: theatrical melodrama (melodrama), 

and musical melodrama (Melodrama). One was a genre in the theatre popular across 

Europe and America for around a hundred and thirty years, where virtue is always 

triumphant and sin always punished. The other is a combination of music and speech, no 

more no less, though many have tried to restrict it to the characteristics of just one of its 

eras. 

 There is a plethora of examples of the combination of speech and music outside 

the Western classical music canon, likely dating back at least to Old English epics such 

as Beowulf, with evidence suggesting performances were often accompanied by the harp 

(Hamer, 1970, p. xiv). Obvious examples of this combination in popular and folk musical 

styles include Rap, ‘Talking-blues’, ‘Spoken-word’, and many other varieties of folk and 

popular song, but an examination of all things is beyond the scope of this investigation.  

 There exists a gulf between the theatrical and musical definitions of melodrama, 

indeed, between the popular and technical understandings of the word. Oxford’s A 

dictionary of media and communications defines it as “a sensational genre in theatre and 

film… [featuring] exaggerated conflicts between stock heroes or heroines and villains, 
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evil intrigue, suspense, improbable plot twists, and happy endings” ("Melodrama," 2016). 

This is also the most common understanding of the word, with the Oxford Dictionary of 

English’s first listed definition being “a sensational dramatic piece with exaggerated 

characters and exciting events intended to appeal to the emotions” ("melodrama," 2010). 

 In contrast, The Oxford dictionary of music, describes the melodrama as a 

“dramatic composition, or part of play or opera, in which words are recited to a musical 

commentary. Popularized late in 18th century” ("Melodrama," 2013). This confusion 

came arises from the forms having evolved side by side, both beginning life as ‘music-

dramas’, with one offshoot proving to be far more monolithic in style and influence. 

 For some in the theatrical field the connection between melodrama and music has 

been so thoroughly forgotten that an examination of English melodrama: From its 

beginnings to 1642 by T.A.L. Aghar-Jaffar not only finishes two centuries before the term 

and the genre’s birth, but manages to avoid mentioning ‘music’ once in its entire abstract 

(1981). Similarly, in his introduction to The golden age of melodrama: Twelve 19th 

century melodramas, Michael Kilgariff confidently assures us that “the word, derived 

from the French mélo-drame, music-drama, tells us nothing, being merely a convenient 

nomenclature” (1974, p. 15). This is by no means just a 20th century phenomenon either: 

in 1889 a writer for The musical times took to using the French term ‘mélodrame’ to 

“avoid confusion with the more general meaning of the English term melo-drama” 

("Declamation and music," 1889). This is especially ironic as, according to Elinor Nichols 

Olin, the term had only come to be used in France to describe the combination of 

declamation and music four years earlier in 1885 (Olin, 1991). 

 The short article in The musical times also appears to have the dubious distinction 

of introducing the misconception that Rousseau and Coignet were the first the write a 

melodrama, which has since been repeated countless times since in journals and books, 

emerging again as recently as 2012 ("Declamation and music," 1889; Wang, 2012). This 
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admittedly displaced another misconception, that Georg Benda was first to write a 

melodrama, this inaccuracy dating back to a review of Benda’s Ariadne auf Naxos back 

in 1782 by Reichardt, which was then picked up and repeated by Benda’s obituarist 

Friedrich Schlichtegroll (Drake, 1971, p. 1058). Certainly the claim is made in Le ton et 

parole that the term mélodrame was first applied to Pygmalion in French journals over a 

century after its writing, in 1900 (Olin, 1991). 

 Negating the supposition that the two fields are unconnected are reviews of 

Thomas Holcroft’s A tale of mystery (1802), which was one of the earliest melodramas 

to grace the English stage. In these, much is made of the novel combination of music and 

drama, with The monthly mirror commenting “By Mélodrame we suppose is meant a 

drama, in which the language, situations, and passions are accompanied and heightened 

by music” (Anonymous as quoted in Kilgarriff, 1974, p. 56). The Times similarly 

remarked that the style “until the present instance unknown to our Drama… strengthens 

the mixed composition… by the powers of music” (Anonymous as quoted in Kilgarriff, 

1974, p. 53). Thomas Holcroft’s own testimony adds more weight to this argument, noting 

in his first published edition of the play the part that “the Composer of the music.. 

contributed to success” (Holcroft as quoted in Kilgarriff, 1974, p. 30). How much he 

relied on the composer is indicated by the numerous markings within the play such as 

“music: to express chattering contention”,  “music plays alarmingly (sic.), but piano when 

enters and while he says…” or “hurrying music, but half piano” (Holcroft, 1802, pp. 3, 

15 & 16). 

 It was even suggested that music often took the place of dialogue, “leaving the 

situations to tell for themselves”, where even if sometimes there was too much of it, it 

had “a counterbalancing advantage in not being clogged up by excess of speech” (Arnold 

as quoted in Booth, 1965, pp. 38-39). According to Booth, “music was and remained an 
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essential part of the form” and “never lost its place on the melodramatic stage” (1965, p. 

36 & 38).  

 Melodrama’s French origins can be seen in the use by early English 

melodramatists, of the term ‘mélodrame’. While Rousseau and Coignet’s Pygmalion 

(1775), was not the first piece to combine music and speech under the name melodrama 

(this honour goes to Sigismundus by Johann Ernst Eberlin, written 24 years earlier in 

1751), Pygmalion did prove to be the catalyst for the early French interest in the genre 

(Booth, 1965, p. 44; Eberlin, 1751; Mabary, 1999). Where Pygmalion was subtle and 

sentimental, the works that emerged in the wake of the French Revolution corresponded 

far more closely with our current concepts of melodrama, thus the double meaning of the 

term was established within two decades of its popular flowering (ibid). 

 Melodramas of the type that very soon came to the dominate the stage, would not 

have come about were it not for the collapse of the ancien régime. Where at first 

melodrama received most interest from Czech and German composers, the most devoted 

of whom, Georg Benda, wrote three full length concert melodramas, the French 

Revolution proved to supply a far more enthusiastic audience.   

 In 1791, in the midst of the Terror, France, in a burst of Revolutionary zeal, 

completely deregulated the theatre, removing restrictions on the number of theatres in 

Paris (Booth, 1965, p. 44). These new theatres were soon full of so-called ‘lower-class’ 

patrons, who having recently overthrown an entire monarchic institution were keen to see 

more instances of class triumph and violence played out on the stage, with some 

playwrights consciously targeting these demographics. Pixérécourt, the most famous of 

the melodramatists of the time, wrote 120 melodramas which he openly acknowledged 

were aimed at the illiterate (Booth, 1965, p. 44). Many early English melodramas were 

directly plagiarised from French works, and these French works were themselves often 
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taken verbatim from court-cases, or informed by trips to the morgue, madhouse, or 

orphanage (ibid, 1965, p. 45). 

 In the theatrical field there are some aware of this double meaning of sensational-

drama/music-drama. In Blood and thunder, M.W. Disher discusses a form “that gave 

spoken words musical accompaniment”,  and whose creation he credits to Rousseau. He 

furthermore acknowledges that “on the Continent, these divergent meanings still exist”, 

though his description of musical mélodrames as “those dungeon dramas that ‘painted the 

scene’ with music”, (Disher, 1949, p. 49), would leave some musicologists perplexed, as 

only one scene, that in Beethoven’s Fidelio combined speech and music with a dungeon 

setting. 

 A substantial musical component had been a feature of theatrical productions in 

Great Britain since the 1737 Licensing Act gave the Drury Lane and Covent Garden the 

monopoly on English language plays, in an attempt by the then prime minister Robert 

Walpole to curb the rise of political satire (Thomas, 2014). The incorporation of musical 

components into performances, converted them into ‘variety shows’, ‘vaudevilles’ or 

‘music hall’, which helped to side-step such licensing restrictions. Consequently, when 

another form of theatre emerged in France at the turn of the 19th century, in which music 

was woven into the fabric of plays, it was seized upon as a way to perform plays without 

risking closure by Government forces (Hibbert & Nielsen, 2002, p. 30). 

 That this stratagem was necessary is attested to by the case of The Fall Of The 

Bastille; or, The Triumph Of Liberty, a play on the subject of the French Revolution, 

which was then a contentious subject in monarchist England. As the theatre, ‘The British 

Riding School’, was technically licensed only as a ‘musick-house’, the government was 

able to jail the lead actor, John Palmer, as “a rogue and a vagabond” (Disher, 1949, pp. 

51-52). This process was repeated with the lead actor who followed him, though his 
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replacement in turn was so poor, it was not considered worth the effort of arresting him 

(ibid.). 

 The Act gave the Lord Chancellor total powers of censorship, allowing him to 

censor whole plays, individual acts or scenes within a play, or words or lines, even on 

opening night (Thomas, 2014). Perhaps as a response to this, the form evolved when these 

lower class theatres made their plays un-censorable, mostly featuring faultless heroes and 

heroines who were pictures of virtue, and villains that always fold at the final moment 

and profess their sins. Nothing too profound or politically ‘difficult’ made its way onto 

the stage, and so the censors saw nothing that needed removing. As Disher put it in 

Melodrama: Plots that thrilled, “Shakespeare’s audiences liked blood, Restoration wits 

preferred sex, eighteenth-century exquisites favoured sentiment and Victorians demanded 

morals” (Disher, 1949, p. xiii). 

 While the music was an important element for the creation of suspense and 

emotional response, the music was not in itself the feature. Even in ‘musical melodrama’ 

it has been argued by some that the music is subservient to the text (Corder, 1895; Elfline, 

2007), but this scenario is heightened in stage melodrama. Many scores no longer exist 

and indeed much of the music was improvised to directions like “music piano, agitato”, 

“music descriptive of warbling birds”, “music to express pain and disorder”, or, upon the 

entrance of a character “chord” (Booth, 1965, pp. 37-38). 

 All this is not to say that as a genre, it was without its influence: it has since been 

acknowledged as a clear forerunner to cinema in its ongoing atmospheric use of music in 

spoken plays (Preston, 2012). As one writer put it: “Although earlier plays had frequently 

included songs that were either incorporated into the action or served as background, 

spoken dialogue did not occur simultaneously with music nor was music used to 

punctuate the action in so thoroughgoing a way” (Frank, 2013, p. 4). How thoroughgoing 

a manner was described by a contemporary who witnessed a rehearsal: “Nearly all the 
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performers had a bar of music to bring them on each time, and another to take them off; 

a bar when they sat down, and a bar when they got up again; while it took a small overture 

to get them across the stage” (Jerome, 1891, p. 39).  

 Neither incarnation has fared particularly well with posterity: even according even 

to its advocates, the stage form has “never been highly rated by dramatic critics or 

historians, whose most contemptuous word is ‘melodramatic’”, while some of history’s 

best known composers and theorists have heaped opprobrium on the musical genre, and 

many have forgotten its existence (Booth, 1965, p. 13; Mabary, 1999). Even its greatest 

advocates realised its potential for mediocrity, with one prominent ‘elocutionist’, Clifford 

Harrison addressing the topic of amateur reciters with this quip: “Has not recitation added 

a new terror to Society, and a new danger to domestic furniture? When will the day come 

when people will realise and believe that recitation is not an easy but a very difficult art?” 

(1895, p. 189) 

 Despite occasional crossovers, there are however important differences, 

differences which justify a fresh look at the subject from a musical perspective. In 

theatrical melodrama, we are unlikely to find a playwright or composer who remains 

familiar to any but a scholar on the subject. In musical Melodrama, it is almost rare to 

find a composer who didn’t at least dabble in the genre. Beethoven, Mozart, Schubert, 

Weber, Mendelssohn, Berlioz, Schumann, Liszt, Albeniz, both Johann and Richard 

Strauss, Tchaikovsky, Bizet… a complete list would take most of a page, all composed 

some examples. Even Richard Wagner, who later professed to the loathe the form, wrote 

in his youth a melodrama setting of J.W. Goethe’s Gretchen am Spinnrade (Trippett, 

2012, p. 76; Wagner & Goethe, 1831)  

 Additionally, some composers’ melodramatic works have either been lost to 

posterity, or been reworked without narration. Olivier Messiaen, while not listing any 

melodramas in his official opus, began Trois petites ligurgies with the intention of 
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including a narrator, even going so far as to suggest someone for the role to the woman 

who commissioned the work (Hill & Simeone, 2007). A work of incidental music by the 

same composer was also lost.  

 If a distinction between the two definitions is not drawn, one is liable to run into 

a great deal of confusion, perhaps asking, as Dan Wang did, what exactly makes the 

combination of music and speech inherently ‘melodramatic’ (2012).  More worryingly, 

one might propose answers to this spurious question. Even some musicologists are 

seemingly ignorant of the double meaning, referring to entirely sung operas as 

‘melodramas’ and discussing the influence of ‘melodrama’ upon music, without once 

referring to speech. 

 These genres have existed in parallel, and largely operated independently, but 

have never achieved parity in public awareness. The popular, if not critical, successes of 

the stage version were such that today the common understanding of the word depends 

entirely on its stage history. Meanwhile many fine works of musical Melodrama have 

been almost erased from history, or their melodramatic components forgotten. 

 

A Brief History of Musical Melodrama 

 Definitions of musical Melodrama in popular texts have tended to be narrowly 

focused and contradictory. Those written about pieces from the classical era tend to define 

it as a form in which text is spoken against pauses in an orchestral accompaniment 

(Elfline, 2007, pp. 31-32; Hirsch, 1993, p. 21; Robinson, 1996, p. 17), while those written 

about Romantic era melodramas tend to define it as a form in which a poem is spoken 

directly against solo piano accompaniment (Sublett, 2010, p. 451; Walker, 1987, p. 507). 

 In reality, both are correct within their subgenre. Across eras, the popular musical 

understanding of melodrama has changed depending on its dominant incarnation at that 
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time. However it should be noted that these forms are accumulative rather than 

consecutive, as some of the earliest forms still occasionally occur today.  

 In the classical era was born a form that pits spoken dialogue against orchestral 

accompaniment. Eberlin, Rousseau & Coignet, and Benda have all been credited with the 

genre’s birth ("Declamation and music," 1889; Mabary, 1999). While Eberlin has the 

claim to the earliest date, Rousseau gave the genre its philosophical justification and 

helped popularise it in France, while Benda gave the form its first truly accomplished 

large scale works. In any case, it is far from clear that each had heard the earlier works 

beforehand, as Rousseau appeared to be under the impression that it was his invention, 

and Benda wrote Ariadne auf Naxos before Pygmalion had ever been performed in 

Germany ("Declamation and music," 1889).  

 This form relies largely on a movement back and forth between speech and music. 

As Rousseau originally theorised it, there would be no direct interaction between these 

two forces at all: “Convinced that the French language, destitute of any accent, is not at 

all appropriate to (setting in) music, and is particularly unsuitable for recitative, I have 

devised a dramatic genre in which the words and the music, instead of going along 

together, are heard successively” (Rousseaua as quoted in Olin, 1991, p. 6)  It should be 

noted however, that from Benda’s operas onwards, there was at least occasional 

synchronisation as the following passage from the piano reduction of Medea (Benda & 

Gotter, 1775, p. 10, mm. 7-13)(fig.3), demonstrates: 

 

Figure 3 Benda and Gotter’s Medea, p.10 mm. 7-13: Simultaneous text and music 
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 Quite early in the form’s existence it began to be used not as a large scale form, 

but as a texture within operas and works of incidental music. Mozart, Beethoven, Weber, 

Mendelssohn and others wrote works which had one or more melodramatic scenes within 

them, and this came to be the norm for this form, with a few large-scale exceptions from 

Fibich and other composers. Other than the Czech lands from the 1840s onwards and 

Russia from the 1820s where the form took on a Nationalist element, melodramas were 

largely restricted to individual scenes within operas or works of incidental music, or small 

stand-alone works (Mabary, 1999; Seaman, 1967). 

 Its inclusion within works of incidental music is perhaps unsurprising given the 

similarities between the genres, both setting music and spoken dialogue. Indeed, many 

works contained melodrama scenes in their original form which have largely forgotten in 

modern renditions, the most obvious example of which being Mendelssohn’s A 

midsummer night’s dream (1842), where countless recordings exist, but only a couple 

feature speech.   

 Many of these ‘classical melodramas’ were available as piano reductions for more 

intimate performances including with the home. Late in the 19th century the practice of a 

single speaker performing scenes from plays accompanied by relevant incidental music 

passage in piano reduction was still common in both private and public settings (Corder, 

1895). Perhaps inspired by early examples of this practice, Franz Schubert in 1828, at the 

request of Adolf von Pratobevera wrote a piece as an envoi to a larger work of incidental 

music in which a lyric poem was spoken directly against a continuous solo piano 

accompaniment (Hirsch, 1993). This commission unwittingly was the first piece in a style 

that came to be popular in the latter half of the 19th century, as in it a poem was spoken 

to a solo piano accompaniment. However, as it was not published until 1873, it would be 

foolish to unquestioningly attribute Schubert with the style’s creation, especially as only 

three years later, in 1831, a teenage Richard Wagner wrote a work similarly setting a lyric 
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poem directly against solo piano accompaniment (Trippett, 2012). This too was not 

published till long after Wagner’s death. 

 In 1849, Schumann put into practice an idea that had occurred to him four years 

earlier, setting the ballad poem Schön Hedwig by C.F. Hebbel to a solo piano 

accompaniment (Jensen, 2012, p. 284). This was published far more promptly and 

appears to have prompted a flowering of the genre, with works by Liszt and others 

following close on its heels. The use of a narrative poem, and the setting with substantial 

portions of the text unaccompanied by the piano was markedly different to the approach 

of the few piano melodramas that had preceded it, leading Robert Elfline to split the 

piano-melodrama genre into two separate categories: the spoken lyric poem, and the 

spoken ballad (Elfline, 2007). 

 According to David Trippett, these piano melodrama settings of existing poems 

were referred to by German critics as ‘Declamation mit Musik’ (2012, p. 73). Similarly, 

an article in the Musical times, from 1889 termed it “Declamation and music” 

("Declamation and music," 1889). However, upon investigation, nowhere was a single 

phrase used exclusively: piano melodramas were referred to as ‘Recitation with 

pianoforte’, ‘Recitation with music’, ‘poésies accompagnement au piano’ (Vidal & 

Martin, 1892, p. 1), ‘melodias con recitado’ (Albeniz & Becquez, 1888), and of course as 

melodramas, or even melodramatic pianoforte-accompaniment (melodramatischer 

Pianofortebegleitung) (Kienzl & Eichendorff, 1880).  

 Schumann one year earlier than Schön Hedwig (1849) wrote Manfred (1848), a 

work for orchestra, choir and spoken dialogue, on the face of it a classical melodrama. In 

some passages in it he used spoken voice but dictated the rhythm in which it should be 

spoken. While it has since drawn attention from some writers, it has been suggested that 

this was not the first usage of this technique, with this style of notation turning up in C.M. 

von Weber’s Preciosa as early as 1821 (Tischler, 1956). However, the vocal score itself 
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is inconclusive, in that it mostly uses text with underlined syllables on strong beats 

(Weber, 1821, mm. 10-13)(fig. 4), with just a few instances of a phrase in a melodramatic 

section written with rhythm on either a repeated C or D note (ibid, mm. 39-43) (fig. 5). 

Whether this was intended to represent speech with rhythm but not pitch can only be 

guessed at from the context. 

 

Figure 4 Weber’s Preciosa, mm. 10-13: Pseudo-rhythmic control: underlined syllables 

 

Figure 5 Weber’s Preciosa mm. 19-43: Rhythmic control 

 This process of binding the recitation to a rhythm came to be used in the works of 

Zdenek Fibich, Edvard Grieg’s Bergliot, and Italian verismo opera, but it took till 

Engelbert Humperdinck’s Königskinder in 1897 for speech melody to be added to this 

process, and a name: ‘Gebundes Melodram’, which Smith translates to “metrical 

melodrama”, but can be more accurately translated to “bound melodrama” (Kravitt, 1976, 

p. 575; Smith, 2016, p. 548). This technique of dictating both rhythm and contour came 

to be known as Sprechstimme or Sprechsgesang, but as Kravitt points out in Joining 

words and music in late romantic melodrama, “[the term] may be applied to this or any 

melodramatic composition or passage in which the spoken text is to be recited in a precise 

rhythm to musical background” (Kravitt, 1976).  

 In the 20th century, works started appearing involving a single narrator, a prose 

text, and generally an ensemble of musicians, spoken largely across the music. These 
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works often did not use the descriptor ‘melodrama’ at all, instead being classified by their 

composers as works for ‘Narrator and orchestra’ or similar. Some of these works have 

come to be the most prominent melodramatic works, including the immensely popular 

Peter and the wolf by Sergei Prokofiev, and A beginner’s guide to the orchestra by 

Benjamin Britten (Britten, 1945; Prokofiev, 1936). 

 The focus of this paper though, shall be that 19th genre, the accompanied 

declamation. In contrast to both stage melodrama and concert melodrama, most of these 

works should rather be considered as vignettes, in which a single scenario is detailed and 

used to its emotional potential. In this era, poems were used as sources, and just as in the 

poem, the scenario was an excuse for descriptive writing and a parade of emotional states. 

Common musical evocations include horse-riding (Der traurige Mönch, Lenore, Die 

Weise von Lieb und Tod by Viktor Ullmann), stormy seas (Die Flüchtlinge, Enoch 

Arden), or violent blows (Ballade vom Heideknaben). One author devoted an entire article 

to the evocation of bells in 19th century and melodrama, so common was the ploy in the 

music and poetry of the time (Kimber, 2015).  

 Declamation is an art-form of miniatures, even when the work itself is quite 

extended. By this I mean that while the stage form has comparatively complex plots 

involving generally at least six key characters, in the declaimed form, there are generally 

less than four, and usually a single, easily summarized plotline. In Der traurige Mönch 

(Liszt & Lenau, 1860), there is the knight, his horse and the ghost; in Lenore (Liszt & 

Bürger, 1857), the widow, her mother, and her dead husband; in Schön Hedwig 

(Schumann & Hebbel, 1849), a knight and a cupbearer; in Ballade von Heideknaben 

(Schumann & Hebbel, 1853), the murdered boy, his master, his killer and a shepherd; in 

Die Fluchtlinge (Schumann & Shelley, 1853), the fugitive lovers, the jilted lover and the 

father.  
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 This tight focus of these melodrama plots is probably due to the choice of texts, 

which were always poems, by the very nature of the genre. While usually narrative, the 

focus of the poems was generally upon evocative use of language, just as the musical 

accompaniments themselves focused on evocative use of music. The pieces can seem 

somewhat mercenary responses to the poems, often featuring easily identified leitmotifs 

associated within individual moods or characters. 

 In Schön Hedwig, the piece begins and ends with a heroic major key theme, 

relying on a series of full chord cadences executed with a persistent dotted rhythm figure 

(Schumann & Hebbel, 1849). This theme, evocative of the character of the knight, stays 

until the entrance of the cup-maiden. Here a melancholic, love-sick mood takes over, 

which is not broken until the marriage proposal by the knight (mm 51-55).  

 The plots of piano melodramas were rarely as convoluted as in their stage 

equivalents, relying as they did on a single speaker. As such, as texts they work as 

monodramas (a term itself originally associated with melodrama), though the speaker 

would generally have to break into a character at least once or twice within the work.  

 The age of the spoken texts’ vary, with some from the 18th century, and others 

written contemporaneously to the composers. As seen above, in content the poems set are 

largely what would now be termed Gothic, and occasionally sentimental. They ranged 

from the extremely short (as with Schön Hedwig by Hebbel, set by several composers 

besides Schumann), to works of 20 pages or more (as with Enoch Arden by Tennyson).  

 Unlike in theatrical melodrama, the texts just as often had unhappy endings as 

happy ones. Ballade von Heideknaben features a young boy stabbed in the throat for a 

bag of gold he was tasked to carry by his master, despite the boy’s premonitions and best 

efforts against them (Schumann & Hebbel, 1853). In The death-potion (Stanley  Hawley 

& Reese, 1897), the plot involves the murder of a bride on her wedding day by her fiancé’s 

ex-lover, while Die Flüchtlinge merely features disownment of an eloped daughter by her 
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father while her spurned intended mopes “like a dog well-beaten” (Schumann & Shelley, 

1853).   

 Focusing from this point onwards on musical melodrama, it must be noted that 

even when restricted to its musical meaning, the use of the term has been intermittent and 

controversial. Many composers have opted against using the term or improvised terms of 

their own. By the mid 20th century, the use of the term to refer to ‘music-drama’ seems to 

have largely dropped from circulation, with Igor Stavinsky’s Perséphone being one of 

the only full scale melodramas to be termed such by its composer (Stravinsky & Gide, 

1933). 

 Perhaps the most widely known melodrama of the century, Sergei Prokofiev’s 

Peter and the wolf,  was termed by its composer “a symphonic fairy tale for children” 

(1936). Toru Takemitsu chose a similar tack for Family tree, which he subtitled ‘Musical 

verses for young people’ (Prokofiev, 1936; Takemitsu, 1992). Meanwhile Astor Piazzolla 

calls his Maria de Buenos Aires (Piazzolla & Ferrer, 1968) an “Operita”, despite its use 

throughout of speech over music with only scattered arias; while Akutagawa’s 

melodrama The twin stars is described as a “Symphony for children” (Akutagawa & 

Miyazawa, 1957). In a more religious bent, Arthur Honegger’s melodrama Jeanne d’Arc 

au bûcher is termed ‘oratorio dramatique’, and Bohuslav Martinu’s Epic of Gilgamesh 

similarly finds itself labelled a ‘cantata’ (Honegger & Claudel, 1939; Martinu, 1955). 

 While ignorance of the term melodrama became commonplace in the 20th century, 

even before this it was far from standardised. The Hofmeister database went through 

several categories for piano melodramas throughout the 19th century. In 1874 it 

introduced the category of “Declamation mit Begleitung des Pianoforte” for just one 

volume, which first included just two items, both by the same composer ("February, 

1874," p. 42)(fig.6). The next time it received its own category was 1883, where it 

changed to “Für Deklamation mit Pianoforte” ("May, 1883," p. 96)(fig.7), and stayed as 
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such till 1885, where it changed again, this time to “Melodramatische Musik” 

("December, 1886," p. 483)(fig.8). This category remained a regular part of the database 

till 1896, when it was replaced with the term “Melodramen”  ("March, 1896," p. 113)(fig. 

9) for just a few months before reverting to “Melodramatische Musik” till 1898 when it 

changed yet again, this time to “Deklamatorische Musik”, before changing back to 

“Melodramen”, “Melodramen mit Pianoforte”, then finally back to “Melodramen”.  

 

Figure 6 Hofmeister XIX: February, 1874, p.42   Figure 7 Hofmeister XIX:  May, 1883, p.96 

 

Figure 8 Hofmeister XIX: December, 1886, p.483  Figure 9 Hofmeister XIX: March, 1896, p.113 

 What this all adds up to, is a difficult and convoluted search for anyone attempting 

to familiarise themselves with the field, as there are no consistent descriptors for the genre 

or its subcategories. Indeed, prior to 1874, and between 1874 and 1883 there was no 

separate category for these works, despite dozens upon dozens of pieces being released 

in these periods.  

 

 A Question of Balance 

 As when writing for any instrumental combination, it is necessary to consider 

balance when writing for spoken voice. There is a great degree of variation when it comes 

to the volume of speaking voices, though they are usually somewhat softer than their sung 

equivalent, this has long been observed anecdotally, with comments on matter as early as 

Le Fanu’s The room in the Dragon Volant: “I need not remind you how much farther the 

voice is heard singing than speaking (italics original 1872, p. 129). The most common 
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exception to this is Theatre trained actors, who in the 19th century were trained not merely 

to project, but to control the melodic contour of their speech: “By practicing to speak 

words on different pitches, the actor could emphasize and differentiate key words and 

phrases according to their importance” (Kravitt, 1976, p.16). 

 However, it is far from guaranteed that reciters will have both music and speech 

training, a problem outlined in Barker’s With one voice: Disambiguating sung and spoken 

voices through a composer’s experience: “The voice itself is often segregated in 

pedagogy into the spoken and the sung, approached as if they were separate entities, with 

separate theories and practices” (2015, p. xx). This problem was raised as early as 1897, 

with some critics arguing that his ‘Sprechsnoten’ in Königskinder could only be realised 

by a specialised actor-musician (Kravitt, 1976). 

 In fact, it is sometimes the case that the performer have neither music nor speech 

training. If Aaron Copland’s Lincoln Portrait (1942), is taken as an example, speakers 

have included former President of the USA Bill Clinton, first man on the moon Neil 

Armstrong, and author Maya Angelou (Berneking, 2016; "Clinton takes symphony role," 

2003; Dickinson, 2014). In other cases, roles fall to children, or teenagers, as with 

Takemitsu’s Family tree, in which he dictates that “The narrator should be a young 

woman in her mid-teens” (Takemitsu, 1992). 

 The question of balance is of particular concern when large instrumental forces 

are in use, such as in an orchestra. As mentioned earlier in this essay, the process of 

alternation between speech and music can be useful in dealing with this, but even the two 

are merely side by side, the volume of one can affect the comprehension of the other. As 

such, from the full orchestra, a smaller selection of instruments would generally be used 

in the melodramatic passages. For example, in Beethoven’s Fidelio (Beethoven, 1805), 

the reduced instrumental forces of strings, oboe, and tenor horn are used throughout the 

Melodram und Duett, where in the sung passage immediately following this is expanded 
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to strings, trombones, contrabassoon, horns in C, bassoons, clarinets, and flutes. While 

the selection of instruments fluctuates throughout the opera, only one other brief passage 

uses such a small selection (pp. 4-5). 

 Similar patterns can be found in other melodramatic passages within operas of 

this era. With the advent of high quality amplification the need to balance the musical 

forces against the speaker became less imperative, and so in the 20th century works for 

narrator and orchestra became more common, with works such as Peter and the wolf, 

Family tree, and many other lesser known works.  By the end of the degree, I 

introduced the use of lapel microphones, whenever possible for my compositions as it 

allowed a far greater degree of subtlety on the part of the speaker. The importance of the 

form of the microphone stems from the art of the reciter: as the texts are often as much to 

be acted as spoken, the ability to gesture on the part of the performer is beneficial. 

 While music can make it difficult to consistently hear a text if balance is poor, it 

can also be used to punctuate or clarify meaning with a text, or conversely, to question it. 

As Hibbert and Nielsen put it: “[Music] has its own language of signs that do not 

necessarily support the written text.  Indeed [music] can complicate our understanding of 

a particular moment” (2002, p.33). This complication can be intentional or unintentional, 

either the effect of shoddy editing or careful planning.  

 

Between two art-forms: Musicians or actors? 

 One issue with melodrama, is that its form falls somewhere between two art-

forms, those of music and the broader stage. It is far from guaranteed that an actor will 

have musical training, just as it is far from guaranteed that a singer will have training in 

speech. As such, from the first, the speakers in melodramas have tended to be from either 

one discipline or the other.  In the 19th century, it was commonly actors and 

‘elocutionists’ who performed the spoken component of melodramas in the concert hall, 
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though occasionally singers took up the challenge. Several melodramas by well-known 

composers were commissioned by actors of the day: Ernst von Possart commissioned 

both Enoch Arden (Strauss & Tennyson, 1897), and Das Schloss am Meere (Strauss & 

Uhland, 1899) from Richard Strauss, touring the works with the composer himself 

accompanying (Elfline, 2007, pp. 76-81). Similarly, Franz Liszt’s Lenore (Liszt & 

Bürger, 1857) was commissioned by the actress Marie Seebach, though she refused to 

use the accompaniments he wrote for her, leading to the work’s premiere instead being 

performed by Franziska Ritter, a singer who was also Richard Wagner’s niece (ibid, p.66).  

 Wagner himself often performed his operas in private company, speaking the roles 

himself as he performed the piano reduction (Trippett, 2012, p. 73). In 1853, publishers 

Breitkopf & Härtel began publishing his operas in this manner, with precise placement of 

text over the piano reduction accompaniments. Officially, Wagner renounced melodrama, 

referring to it as “a genre of the most disagreeable miscellaneousness”, but in private he 

had written a piano melodrama setting of Goethe in 1831, though it was not published in 

his lifetime (Trippett, 2012, p. 76) 

 With a little sensitivity to their complementary art-forms, either an actor or a 

singer can perform the narration in a melodrama. The famous actor Vincent Price, was 

said to have had, from childhood, little in the way of musical aptitude (Price, 1999), and 

yet, in his long career he performed with George Antheil on the latter’s melodramatic 

setting of John Keat’s Odes (Antheil, 2000), as well as speaking in line with music on 

Alice Cooper’s Black widow (1975, track 3), and Michael Jackson’s Thriller (1982, track 

4), amongst others. Indeed, aside from his screen work, much of Vincent Price’s output 

was that of a 19th century ‘elocutionist’, recording spoken renditions of a variety of 

literature from poems to full stories, sometimes with musical accompaniment .  

 On the other side of the divide is Dietrich Fischer-Dieskau, an operatic baritone 

who despite lacking any theatrical training recorded all of Schumann’s piano 
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melodramas, two of Liszt’s, Schubert’s Abschied von der Erde, Strauss’s complete Enoch 

Arden, Viktor Ullman’s complete Die Weise von Liebe und Tod des Cornets Christoph 

Rilke, and even Friedrich Nietzsche’s little-known melodrama Das zerbrochene Ringlein. 

Even the briefest of listens assures that nothing is lacking in his performances of these 

works.  

 By the late 19th century, some elocutionists preferred to accompany themselves. 

In Voice, speech, and gesture (1895), advertised at the time as “a practical handbook to 

the elocutionary art” (Stanley  Hawley & Reese, 1897, p. 2), both Harrison and Corder 

suggest the speaker accompanying themselves not merely as an option, but as the only 

means of perfectly achieving a satisfactory combination of speech and music (Corder, 

1895, p. 193; Harrison, 1895, p. 180). This may come as a surprise to those who associate 

the so-called ‘speaking musician’, whether piano, percussion or guitar with Modernism, 

but it is perhaps unsurprising when it is considered that it was not unheard at the time for 

Lied singers to accompany themselves (Elfline, 2007). 

 

Methods of Coordinating Text with Music 

 The numerous means by which a composer can co-ordinate text with music range 

from the extremely prescriptive to the extremely vague. These fall into three main 

categories that I shall refer to as ‘Musical punctuation’, ‘Checkpoints’, and ‘Binding’. 

The first relies on stop-start mechanisms and interjections; the second on pseudo-metric 

semi-regular points of co-ordination; and the third ‘binds’ the text to a specified rhythm, 

and potentially, in the case of ‘Sprechstimme’, a melodic contour as well. 

 Exactly which is preferable for a particular passage is largely a matter of context 

or of personal taste. Of primary importance when deciding on a manner of setting is the 

question of affect or naturalness, as the more tightly the rhythm of the speech is 

controlled, the less the natural speech rhythms can come through. While issues of co-
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ordination could be easily solved by notating the rhythm of the speech, this has a real 

effect on the performance of the text. The text may for instance feel more stylised, or even 

stilted, and perhaps the vibrancy of the speech rhythms may be more subdued when they 

are ‘bound’.  

 Certainly there are diverse examples that may be examined when deciding 

whether ‘bound melodrama’ is a style the composer wishes to work with, from Alban 

Berg’s more sung-sounding Sprechstimme in Wozzeck (Berg & Büchner, 1924) to the 

simple rhythmic binding of Fibich (Fibich, 1891). Works like Schoenberg’s A survivor 

from Warsaw come somewhere in between, with its use of contour marked melodically, 

but on a single line staff unlike the full staff of most earlier Sprechstimme works 

(Schoenberg, 1947). 

 If we examine recordings, while there is certainly a great deal of variation from 

performer to performer, we can hear that overall there are clear differences in effect 

between these different notational styles, with even vague rhythmic indications such as 

in Rzewski’s De profundis (Rzewski & Wilde, 1994), sounding more stylised than those 

which used checkpoint style co-ordination.  

 At the most prescriptive end of the spectrum is Sprechstimme, in which both the 

rhythm and the contour of speech are notated, allowing the composer to manipulate the 

exact speech melody of a vocal performance. The least prescriptive manner of working 

with speech is specifying that a certain chunk of text should be performed over a certain 

piece of music, but leaving the exact spread of the text over the music to the performer, 

as happens in some incidental music 

 A midpoint between the extremes of Sprechstimme with its two fold direction, 

and incidental music, with almost no direction, is the ‘checkpoint’ method. For the 

purpose of this essay, it will be termed as such because for this collection of notational 
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variations, the defining features is the combination of freedom within certain regular 

confines, ‘checkpoints’ at which speaker and musicians can aim towards.  

 

Musical Punctuation  

 In early melodramas there is less concern for exactly how the text is spread over 

the music, as the two are very rarely performed simultaneously, instead alternating back 

and forth in very brief passages. This distinctive visual feature allows this style of 

melodrama to be identified at sight from Eberlin’s Sigismundus (1751, mm. 62-

68)(fig.10), through to works from the current day. The approach has numerous 

advantages, resolving questions of balance by not pitting the voice directly against the 

instrumentation, and resolving questions of co-ordination by allowing lines of music and 

speech to finish before exchange to the other.  

 

Figure 10 Eberlin’s Sigismundus, mm. 62-68: musical punctuation 

 In Fidelio, melodramas of agency and identity, Jonathan Goldberg discusses the 

idea first put forward by Thomas Elsaesser that melodramas like we find in Fidelio use 

music as a “‘system of punctuation’ through which the emotional weight of the moment 

is underscored” (Goldberg, 2013, p. 547). This concept of punctuation works quite well, 

as the various forms of punctuation line up in a useful manner with the manners in which 

the music and text can associate. In other words, music doesn’t just ‘underscore the 

emotional weight’ of the text, it can also question it, subvert it or enrich a text through 

the use of imagery. 
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 A common approach to the coordination of speech and music is to move back and 

forth between the words and the music, placing the ‘interjections’, mostly in silences and 

over sustained notes. This has numerous advantages, from how it allows a readjustment 

should the speech and the music become out of sync, to the manner in which it allows a 

fast movement through the text, should the piece become sluggish. This approach 

remained common, and most of the substantial works of the 19th and 20th use it. One 

reason for this practice was identified by Robert Elfline in A type of music that does not 

exist yet: length (2007, p.629). In Liszt’s setting of the notoriously long ballad Lenore by 

Gottfried Burger, more than half of the lines are unaccompanied, allowing quick 

movement through passages that do not greatly contribute to the plot. 

 In the early years of Melodrama this approach was used almost exclusively, with 

only occasional examples of the speech and music coinciding. Speech in pauses of music 

was not a new phenomenon, as Cantatas and Masses, as well as secular forms such as 

Singspiel, Zarzuela and drame lyrique, while often performed now as compact musical 

works, were all originally designed to have substantial pauses for the regular spoken 

components of the religious ceremonies they were written for. However, what was new 

was the rate at which these new works went back and forth between music and text, with 

sometimes as little as a word in between. 

 There exists several forms of pause in this style, with different effects and 

seemingly different intentions, with some metric, some pseudo-metric and some a-metric. 

In early melodramas, six basic types of interaction occur: 

a) text in system break (fig.11) 

b) text in blank measure (fig.12) 

c) text over specified rests 

d) text over sustained notes (fig.11) 

e) text over sparse background (fig.13) 
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f) sparse text over involved background (fig.14) 

 In the first form, we find a great degree of variation in text lengths, from a single 

word between bars 19 and 20 of Mozart’s Zaïde Act 1, scene 2, to entire paragraphs 

between mm. 41-42 of the same work (Mozart & Schachtner, 1779). These would seem 

to imply a freedom of timing, and certainly recordings would suggest this is how they 

have been interpreted by numerous orchestras. With these breaks, coordination, balance 

and comprehension are no longer issues, as there is no direct interaction between the parts.  

 

Figure 11 Mozart’s Zaide Act 1, Scene 2, mm.18-21 musical punctuation forms a) and d)  

 

Figure 12 Benda and Gotter’s Medea Act 1, p.16: musical punctuation form b)  
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Figure 13 Beethoven’s Fidelio Act II, Scene 2, m. 9: musical punctuation form e),  

 The second form is perhaps interchangeable at times with the third when the 

specified rests last an entire bar, however, even when b) has typically been interpreted 

with more freedom than type c), there is a degree of flexibility with both. The third form 

could be seen as implying a more strict sense of timekeeping by the actor/speaker. The 

text in these cases could be described best as interjections, and generally much shorter, 

allowing the speaker to fit them in the specified time without having to rush. 
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Figure 14 Weber’s Der Freischütz, Act II, Scene 4, p.71: type f), very sparse text over a very involved background.  

 

Checkpoints 

 One method of coordinating parts involves using a relative sense of rhythm. One 

may set up a series of ‘checkpoints’ that the text must fall within, such as a bar, a line or 

a section. At its most open ended a text is provided with the intention that it be read over 

the instrumental parts, as occurs in Peter Sculthorpe’s “radiophonic” work The fifth 

continent (1963)(fig.15), a setting of a passage from D.H. Lawrence’s Kangaroo. At its 
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most prescriptive, arrows may point to regular points meant to coincide or syllables may 

be underlined to show the intended coincidence. Throughout this essay, ‘coincidence’ 

shall be used to describe the simultaneous sounding of a syllable and a beat. 

 

Figure 15 The fifth continent, mvmt. III, m.1 

 More often than not, these checkpoints are vague and unacknowledged. In many 

pieces, the text is simply arranged directly above the instrumental part with no more 

precise description of how the two should interact. While it may be presumed that words 

rather loosely align with the notes they are positioned over, this proviso is rarely remarked 

upon by the composer, with a few notable exceptions. For instance, in Schubert’s 

Abschied von der Erde (1828) it is stated that “one line of text should correspond with 

one measure of music” (Hirsch, 1993, p. 21)(fig.16), while in works such as Liszt’s 

Lenore (Liszt & Bürger, 1857), the relationship is less regular, with occasional points at 

which hyphen’s space out syllables over beats as they would in sung vocal music, and 

semi-regular pauses in which the music stops altogether, making interactions clear 

(fig.17). Elsewhere coincidences are merely implied, such as in Richard Wagner’s 

Gretchen am Spinnrade (Wagner & Goether, 1831), where certain important words are 

placed directly over the downbeat (fig.18).  
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Figure 16 Schubert’s Abschied von der Erde, mm. 7-9: one line per measure 

 

 

Figure 17 Liszt’s Lenore mm. 19-21: syllabic placement 

 

Figure 18 Wagner’s Melodram Gretchens mm. 43-45: Important words on downbeats  

 When a written rhythm is not present in one part but is present in another part it 

must be coordinated with, there arises a question of how the two parts may be coordinated. 

Natural speech rhythms are often quite complex when attempts are made to transcribe 

them, and the same sentence may be said in numerous ways and at numerous speeds 

depending on the speaker and the performance. Put simply, when matching a flexible or 

shifting rhythm with a fixed, notated one, how may a composer plan the interactions 

between them? 

 Norman O’Neill commented on the necessity of an awareness of how fast a text 

will be spoken to a composer writing well for the medium: “Where music is to accompany 



Spoken Lieder 
 

 

41 

 

the dialogue he the composer must, before writing the music, know the tempo of the 

speeches, the pauses and business to be introduced… He will find otherwise his musical 

effects clashing or coming in the wrong place” (O’Neill as quoted in Hibberd & Nielsen, 

2002, pp.35-36). However, this commentary was in relation to the stage form of 

melodrama, where presumably the expected musical literacy of the actors was not as high 

as would be expected from a performance where the music was dominant, such for 

melodramatic scenes as part of a larger opera or cantata.  

 Tighter controls are often desired by composers, who have by and large invented 

their own methods to cope with this. One manner where the exact details have been 

different but the purpose the same is beat-syllable alignment. Weber in Preciosa, Strauss 

in Enoch Arden, and Stanley Hawley in his ‘Declamation-music’ series all opted for 

underlining important syllables that were meant to correspond with the beats they were 

positioned over, while more recently Lee Hyla chose to use arrows for the same purpose. 

A variation on this places portions of a single spoken line within measures, creating an 

approximate pace at which the reciter must read the lines (Stanley Hawley, 1899, mm. 

14-16) (fig.19). 

 

Figure 19 Stanley Hawley: A balllad of Hell, mm. 14-16 

 If Zwei lieder (1852) by Robert Schumann is examined it may be seen that when 

the speech is directly over the top of active music, it is arranged in single file (fig 20) 

(Schumann & Hebbel, 1853, mm. 10-11), whereas over sustained notes or rests, the text 

is stacked upon itself (fig 21) (Schumann & Hebbel, 1853, mm. 6-7). That specific words 
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within the spread text are intended to coincide with specific notes may be inferred from 

the way in which it is artificially bunched or spaced in an uneven manner (ibid). This 

would appear to be to force certain words after a bar-line, whilst others are intended to 

occur before. 

 

Figure 20 Schumann & Hebbel’s Ballad von Heideknaben, mm. 10-11: text arranged in single file 

 

Figure 21 ibid, mm. 6-7, stacked text over silence 

 One advantage of the checkpoint approach is its flexibility, especially in relation 

to translation. So long as the portions of text between checkpoints are of similar length in 

both languages, the two may be interchanged without a great deal of difficulty. Many 

publishers throughout the 19th century chose to include the text in more than one language 

on the score, laying out one above the other.  

 For instance, in the 1912 edition of Franz Listzt’s Lenore, the original German is 

laid out above Alexandre Picot’s French translation, which in turn is laid out above the 

piano part. The two texts and how they coincide with the music varies significantly, 

especially bar to bar. On page 6 measure 7 the French reads “et la triste Lénore” (“and 

the sad Lenore”), while the German reads “Ihr in Gehirn und Adern” (“you in brain and 

veins”) (fig.22); and so caution should be used when attempting this method if the 
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placement of the words over the music is quite specific in its relationship (Liszt & Bürger, 

1857).  

 

Figure 22 Liszt’s Lenore, p. 6,  m. 7: a mismatch of lyrical meaning 

 In Enoch Arden (1897), Richard Strauss uses a similarly bilingual approach, with 

the English written beneath the piano part while the German is spread out above it. The 

inclusion of the English in this case is quite appropriate, given that Alfred Lord 

Tennyson’s text was originally in English. Interestingly, the text is similar enough in both 

languages that the underlining of syllables used by Strauss to align certain syllables with 

certain beats in the German version he likely worked with are also mostly present in the 

English laid out beneath. For instance: “des Müllers einzig Kind” vs. “the miller’s only 

son.” The advantage to this manner from a composer’s perspective, is that the music need 

only align precisely in one language, rather than the composer having to think for each 

musical gesture in three points (the musical, their own language, and the secondary 

language). Thus a certain flexibility is allowed for, for the natural differences in word 

order that must occur.  

 Concessions are sometimes made, though sometimes inexplicably, for instance 

the dropping off of Phillip’s last name “Ray” despite the fact the phrases would have 

exactly the same number of syllables in English and German were it to remain (Strauss 

& Tennyson, 1897). At other points it becomes clear that Strauss wrote to the German 

translation, given the space left around words such as “Winterschiffbruch”, where the 

English word “shipwreck” requires no such consideration (p.4, m.1). Where the phrases 

differ too drastically between the languages, the German is prioritised, so on page 5 “Der 
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Beiden Hertz” receives an underline where the English has none (fig.23), with many 

similar examples on pages 5 and 6. 

 

Figure 23 Strauss' Enoch Arden p.4, mm. 1-4: Bilingual melodrama 

 This situation of bilingual melodrama scores can be found as far back as 

Schumann’s Die Flüchtlinge, written on a German translation of a text by P.B. Shelley. 

Given the focus on the text in melodrama, it is perhaps unsurprising that audiences should 

wish to know what is being said when hearing these works performed. Now, translation 

of melodramas is so common that works such as Stravinsky’s L’histoire du soldat have 

even been performed in the Inuit language of Inuktitut (Dufour, 2010).  

 I engaged in a similar experiment to these with my Rebirth suite. As the poems 

were originally written in Farsi and I was merely working with the translation, it seemed 

appropriate to allow for the possibility of its being performed in its original language.  

 One peculiar aspect I dealt with when working with the Farsi original having 

written the piece to the English translation, was the substantially different speeds between 

the two, the Farsi moving on a whole much faster. It was unclear is this was a difference 

of language or of speaker: though the speaker in question assured me it was the former, 

my lack of familiarity with Farsi did not allow me to make this judgement myself. This 

caused the pauses in the opening bars to feel unnaturally long in performance, but the 

nature of the writing (dense sustained chords) did not allow for the pauses to still sound 

‘right’ when cut short. One potential solution would be to specify a period of time to wait 

after the striking of the sustained chord, thus making the space after the speaker finishes 

their line feel less strained. 
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 Another issue that required some consideration, was the manner in which the text 

was written. As music, like English and most European languages, moves from left to 

right, this caused problems when working with Farsi, which, using extended Arabic 

script, moves from right to left. A similar problem can be found in Arnold Schoenberg’s 

A survivor from Warsaw (1947), with its use of a Hebrew chant, as Hebrew also moves 

from right to left. The solution used is a simple one: Schoenberg uses a Latin 

transliteration (fig.24). The practice of writing Farsi using transliteration, is known in 

Iranian culture is referred to as ‘Pinglish’ or ‘Finglish’, an abbreviation of ‘Persian-

English’, or ‘Farsi-English’ respectively ("Behnevis Persian Transliteration," 2017).  

 

Figure 24 Schoenberg’s A survivor from Warsaw, mm. 80-82:  Hebrew chant in transliteration 

 As it happens, this solution to direction clashes with music dates back to the 1940s 

at least, with the folk song collections adapted for choir by Rouben Gregorian. His 

solution goes one step further, including the full Farsi text at the end to allow easy 

comprehension by Iranian performers, with the transliteration merely showing the 

alignment of the syllables (fig.25). 

  

Figure 25 Ruben Gregorian, Aysar Kotal in transliteration 

 
 
 
 
 



Spoken Lieder 
 

 

46 

 

A Fairer Trade for Putrefaction 

 A fairer trade for putrefaction, began as the second movement of a two movement 

work entitled An elegy to waste and ego, based around two original poems imagining the 

motivations of artists who died while young, the so-called ‘27 club’. The two works 

finished as companion pieces, as each had its own distinct identity, although both used 

drop E-flat tuning and both worked with the same concept.  

 For this piece I used a separate single-line staff for the spoken component to aid 

in the separation of the performance instructions from lines intended to be spoken (fig.26). 

The coordination method was pseudo-metric, using a combination of word placement and 

rests preceding the starts of spoken phrases, to imply approximate starting-points and the 

pace of the recitation.  

 

 

Figure 26 A fairer trade for putrefaction: mm. 11-12  

 
 The earlier movement (2015-2016), soon became the second in the set, and after 

much experimentation and thought, ended up not involving narration before or during. 

This was in part due to the issues with either splitting the performing character in two, as 

An elegy… is in third person while A fairer trade… is in first-person; or alternatively 

including another performer to speak one but not the other part. The other part of the 

reasoning was a conviction that the earlier poem, while expressing the concept quite 

clearly, was not especially well written. 

 A constant tendency I had to fight when writing melodramas, was that of over 

composing: if one writes an accompaniment to a softly spoken section of the text with the 
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same level of instrumental intensity as one wrote a solo instrumental piece, the voice and 

meaning would quickly become swamped if compromise was not made. In A fairer trade, 

a very sparse and comparatively musically uninteresting passage had to be substituted 

under the first portion of the text to aid in comprehension, an example of the form e) of 

the aforementioned ‘musical punctuation’ styles (fig.27). In the following, more involved 

portion of the music, a more spread out portion of the text was needed, and it was 

substantially slowed down from first conception. This use of short chunks of text over an 

involved background to aid in comprehension can be seen as example of form f) (fig.28). 

 

Figure 27 ibid mm.5-6: form e) text over sparse background 

 

Figure 28 ibid mm. 17-18: form f) short chunks of text over an involved background 

 One advantage to having the narration performed by the solo performer is the 

flexibility of rhythm it allows, as was observed by Corder and Harrison in Voice, speech, 

and gesture. A sense of very natural rubato can be cultivated, thus avoiding unpleasant 

clashes of rhythms between speaker and performer. Additionally, the act of speaking, 

from this author’s experience lends a performer an involvement in the performance that 

is otherwise easy to lose amidst technical concerns. It must be acknowledged that some 

facets of performance change markedly once speaking is involved: for instance, an 

awareness of one’s facial expressions becomes necessary even when the musician is not 
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speaking, or else the small signs of tension one might display become distracting from 

the experience of the audience.  

 The cadenza-like section is intended to reflect the egotism of the opening line “I 

just wanted to be mourned by strangers” with its use of rapidly changing time signatures 

and passages that shift up and down the neck seemingly (from an audience member’s 

perspective) at random (fig.29). 

 

Figure 29 A fairer trade… mm. 32-37 'cadenza-like' passage 

 Throughout the piece, ‘wrong-note harmony’ (to use a term coined in relation to 

‘Les Six’), is used extensively, to create a slightly queasy effect, as if the purity of the 

sadness were somehow contaminated. The tonic chord of measure 15 includes both the 

minor 7th and the major 7th, creating a minor 9th clash, while the following two chords use 

a B-natural, acting as a minor 9th in the chord of beat 3, and a perfect 5th in beat 4, though 

even here it clashes with a #4 in the same octave (fig.30).  

 

 

Figure 30 A Fairer Trade, m. 15 
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 The return of the early theme at the conclusion winds up the piece with something 

that may be regret: “I just wanted to be mourned by strangers… I just wanted to be 

mourned by strangers, that is all.” The final chord leaves the piece unresolved, finishing 

not with the tonic chord, but with a chord consisting of an Eb, A, Bb and 2 Ds (fig.31). 

This chord is close to being an Ebmaj7(add #11) chord, but leaves out the 3rd altogether.  

 

Figure 31 A fairer trade, closing chords 

 
Rebirth Suite 

 Rebirth suite came from the Rebirth project that began in 2015, but was expanded 

and taken over to the US and the UK in 2016 and 2017. The performance combined 

singing, dance, poetry, and original composition, and was inspired by life and works of 

Forugh Farrokhzad, Iran’s seminal poetess of the 1950s and 1960s. The project provided 

the initial impetus for my explorations of setting speech with music, as the commission 

was a series accompanying pieces for the English translations of short snippets from the 

Farsi originals.  

 The initial music I wrote was pseudo-improvisatory in its relationship with the 

text, and the final result, while I liked some aspects, in others appeared to me to be far 

from ideal. As such, during my degree, I expanded on and completely rewrote the original 

works using the techniques I learnt in my research. Rather than the initial three word cues 

sketched onto a guitar score that were originally used by the narrator, the pieces came to 

have the entirety of their text written out on a separate single-line stave, with the 

positioning of the words as precisely to music they should coincide with as I could 

manage. 
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 In writing these works, I wanted to avoid the appropriative nature of many 

Western takes on works from other cultures, instead focusing on the nature of the texts, 

and my own associations with the work and the era. Certain glimpses of Persian music 

may have crept through, but these were largely unconscious. Farrokhzad as a figure, 

struck me as an Iranian Sylvia Plath: uncompromising, passionate, and brilliant, but 

ultimately torn down by certain men in her life, and I wanted the music to reflect this. 

 This suite similarly used the ‘checkpoint’ method, with a single-line staff 

separating the music from the spoken text. Two versions were prepared, a bilingual 

version with English written above the single-line staff, and ‘Pinglish/Finglish’ written 

below the single-line staff (fig.32). The other version, that which has been included with 

this essay for three of the four pieces in this suite, is monolingual, with just the English 

written above the staff (fig.33). In a similar manner to that discussed in relation to Enoch 

Arden earlier in this essay, when necessary syllables were underlined to imply that they 

coincided with the beat they were positioned over. 

 

Figure 32 Reborn mm.13-14, English/Pinglish bilingual version 

 

Figure 33 The wind-up doll mm.52-53 with underlined syllables over the beats they coincide with 
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 In The wind-up doll, the earliest piece to be completed, images linked not just with 

themes but with timbres. This was not an altogether new idea to melodrama, as anyone 

familiar with Peter and the wolf will attest, but in this I aimed not just to represent 

characters as they worked their way in and out of the plot, but to show the struggle of 

different elements with the same poem or person. In the poem, Farrokhzad compares 

herself to a wind-up doll, “[lying] for years in lace and tinsel, a body stuffed with straw 

inside a felt-lined box”, feigning happiness at “every lustful touch, for no reason at all” 

(Farrokhzad, 1997, p. 31). 

 This conflict as I saw it, between the real woman and the construct she was forced 

to act out to satisfy the desires of the men around her, I chose to represent using two 

competing forces, of the heartbeat and the music box. For the former I used ‘tambura’ (a 

percussive effect on the guitar), paired with a dissonant six note chord, in quaver-crotchet 

pairings (fig.34). This chord contains a semi-tone stack of D, Eb, E, F, as well as both Bb 

and B, all packed within two octaves. For the music box, I used a theme in harmonics, 

especially focusing on the out of tune 9th fret harmonics, as most old music boxes are 

usually far from perfectly tuned (fig. 35). 

 

Figure 34 The wind-up doll, mm. 4-5 tambura/heartbeat theme, with semi-tone stacks rearranged for the guitar 

 

Figure 35 The wind-up doll mm. 2-3 harmonics/music-box theme 
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 The poems, while sharing similar themes, were not homogeneous, or even from 

the same books of poetry. The captive is from The captive (1955), The sin from The Wall 

(1956), while both Reborn and The wind-up doll are from Reborn (1964). Indeed, they 

cross almost the length of her adult life, as she died in a car crash in early 1967, leaving 

behind a set of poems that came to be published posthumously as Let us believe in the 

dawn of the cold season (1967). 

 The captive pits a woman’s desire to leave a relationship and begin life again with 

her lover, against her wish not to hurt her child: “should I one day break out and flee, 

what could I say to this crying child?” (Farrokhzad, 2007, p. 9). The bird-like melody of 

the harmonics at the beginning of the piece is echoed at the end, but with a quaver trimmed 

from the crotchet at the end of the two bar pattern of the start, creating instead an 11/8 

passage (fig.36). This was done to create the impression that the bird of the text was in 

distress, and was crying out. The passage is left incomplete, as the poem, as with the poet, 

had no ‘happy ending’. 

 

Figure 36 The captive, mm. 48-49 

 The timbre based approach found parallels in each of the four pieces I wrote for 

the suite. Harmonics in particular held a special place, with their high, ‘small’ and clean 

sound. In the three movements in which they played a major part, while the exact imagery 

changed, the motivation remained similar. Where the mechanical melancholy of the 

music box may seem quite different to the sad little fairy’s song upon the wooden flute, 

and the captive bird’s whistling, all express a yearning and a sense of restriction or 

ignorance of their plight. 
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 The sin caused more than a minor scandal when it was released, with fierce 

speculation on the possible identity of the man mentioned in the poem, the pressure of 

which, combined with the stress of her recent divorce, led to her spending time in Rezai 

Psychiatric Clinic (Farrokhzad, 2007, pp. xx-xxi). The poem is frankly sexual as well as 

sensual, invoking images of the male body “quivering and spent”, with arms “violent and 

ablaze” (ibid, p.3).  

 The chords in The sin are intended to invoke the wobbly chords of rockabilly 

guitar. The semi-tone clash in the middle of the chords causes a ‘beating’ through the 

interference pattern of the sound-waves, which to my ears the whammy bar wobble of 

that characteristic guitar sound (fig.37). This evocation was inspired both by erotic 

overtones of the poem, and by Farrokhzad’s own status as a figure of rebellion against 

social norms for women in Iran in the 1950s & 1960s (Farrokhzad, 2007).  

 The use of chords such as Fmin6/9, and D minor-major 9(#11), help to establish 

in The sin a sound world quite different to the other three pieces in the suite. This was a 

conscious to invoke a harmonic world reminiscent of turn of the century French 

composers, or 50s modal jazz. The persistent use of parallelism creates a sensuous sound 

world, while more dissonant chords question the text, bringing its darker undertones.  

 

 

Figure 37 The sin, mm.1-2 

 Reborn was the title poem of Forugh Farrokhzad’s best known book of poetry, 

pairing pastoral imagery with much darker themes: “Perhaps life is a long avenue / a 

woman with a basket crosses every day; perhaps life is a rope / with which a man hangs 
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himself from a tree” (Farrokhzad, 2007). As with much of her poetry, the joys of love and 

beauty are juxtaposed with feelings of entrapment “Alas, this is my lot. This is my lot. 

My lot is a sky that can be shut out / by the mere hanging of a curtain. My lot is descending 

a lonely staircase /to something rotting and falling apart in its exile” (Farrokhzad, 2007) 

 My setting of the poem underwent many changes over a two year period. The 

work was initially very short, for classical guitar, and for a very small selection of the 

text. After reading the full work, I was struck by the prophetic, dream-like quality of the 

poetry, and so wanted to craft a piece at least as open to interpretation. Eventually, after 

much experimentation, it was transferred to steel string guitar, as the brighter, drier 

quality set off the poetry in a far less sluggish fashion, as well as making the harmonies 

harsher. Once moved to steel string, the piece was able to use space more effectively, as 

a steel string guitar’s sustain is much more prominent than that of a classical guitar. 

 

The Other Child of the Deceased 

 The other child of the deceased began as an outrage at persistent news of women 

murdered by their intimate partners, as well as funding being cut by the federal 

government for women’s crisis centres. The music at first used a passage from David 

Foster Wallace’s Infinite jest (1996), in which a recovering addict named Don Gately 

recalled a long term boyfriend of his mother’s. The step-father in question is very precise 

and seemingly very disciplined, “by nature a turd-counter”, keeping detailed notebooks 

tracking his every Heineken (Wallace, 1996, p. 841). Jarring with this is the same 

character’s horrific abuse of Don Gately’s mother, which shares many of the attributes of 

precision of the character’s personality.  

 Unusually, the text I did use I wrote specifically for use with the piece of music, 

rather than pre-existing it, although at the time the music was little more than a sketch of 

some ideas. Also unusually, the text was somewhat narrative in nature, rather than the 
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lyric poems I usually worked with. It shared certain details with its inspiration: the 

presence of alcohol, the character’s questioning of their own culpability, and the 

perspective of looking back on an event that is many years in the past but still effects the 

present.  

 This piece once again utilised ‘checkpoint’ notation with a separate a separate 

single-line staff for the narrator. Rests were used to prevent the text from obscuring the 

harmonies in the piano by moving the onset of spoken passages after the attack of the 

chords (fig. 38). 

 In writing The other child of the deceased, I wanted to do more than simply write 

a work involving narration. In each of the declamations I examined, the music reflected 

and influenced the text in a deeper manner than mere ‘mood’. Rather, the use of imagery, 

structural symbolism, and careful spacing of the text over the music, combined to create 

works of real dramatic power.  

 I was lucky in the early stages of writing The other child… to take part in a libretto 

workshop led by Larry Buttrose. After hearing this early sketch of the work, he made 

several suggestions regarding the spacing of plot points for optimal effect. One suggestion 

was to hold off the ‘reveal’ of the death of the protagonist’s mother till late in the work 

so as to have greater effect. This I did by changing the first incarnation of “and on the day 

she died” to “and on the day it happened”.  
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Figure 38 The other child... mm. 35-36. Rests control the onset of spoken portions 

 Another suggestion was to change the symbolism from explicit to implicit, leaving 

out the line “just another fucking number… she too” of measures 65-67, as the statement 

of figures throughout the work already made clear the theme of the objectification of 

victims through the use of statistics. This symbolism is present throughout the text with 

its “6, 3” motif (fig.39):  
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Measure 

number 

Line 

mm. 45-6 “Some point after the sixth black eye or before the third broken 

nose” 

mm. 53-4 “It was some point after the sixth beer and before the third whisky” 

mm. 58-9 “Turning down their third woman for the day, or was it their sixth 

child?” 

m. 62 “She’d never dared dial those three figures before” 

mm. 97-99 “As they turned down their third woman for the day, and you 

downed your sixth beer” 

Figure 39 table of 3,6 symbolism in text of the other child 

 The numeric symbolism of the three and six inverts the usual Judeo-Christian 

symbolism of three and seven, found throughout religious works such as Messiaen’s La 

transfiguration de notre seigneur Jésus-Christ (Dingle, 2007, p. 172). In Christian 

mythology, 6 is used to represent imperfection, falling one short of the perfect ‘7’, leading 

to the number of the beast being the well-known ‘666’. In The other child, this symbolism 

is extended by reassigning the sacred ‘3’ from a religious connotation, to being the 

number of digits in emergency services number, the number of women turned away from 

an “underfunded women’s shelter”, and the number of whiskies consumed by the 

perpetrator before beginning the act that took away the lives of the protagonist’s mother 

and sister.  

 The three/sixth symbolism is present in the music as well as the text. At the start 

of the ‘chaos’ section from measure 87, there are six detachable parts in the music 

consisting of consistent pitch and rhythm (fig.40). While the two woodwinds, the 

glockenspiel and the narrator have separate musical ideas that do not form loops, the 

themes that phase in and out are held by p1R, p1L, p2R, p2L, cello and d. bass, adding 
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up to six. While it may appear that the strings are consistently moving together an octave 

apart, this pattern is broken in measure 70. This feature of six standalone parts is again 

found in the 7/4 section. 

 The use of triplet rhythm in the chords is found in both the ‘chaos’ section and the 

6/4 part that winds-up the piece. Despite 19 measures of 7/4 time that wind up the text, 

the piece finishes with seven measures of 6/4, completing the three/six symbolism.  

 This repetition in the text has several manifestations which come in directly twice, 

once before and once in the vicinity of the ‘reveal’ of measures 81 & 85. The imagery of 

the “tree trunk with barbed wire” can be found in measures 32-34, referenced in measures 

92-93, and again stated in measures 101-103. “Who was it?” also appears twice, once 

questioning the identity of the perpetrator, once questioning the identity of the first victim 

to be mentioned on the news. 

  

Figure 40 The other child: 6 detachable parts, m. 87 

 The other child… has six sections, marked by mood, pace, key, and metre. The 

piece as a whole is designed to reflect an abusive relationship’s peculiar mix of control 

and disorder. Several elements that may appear to be chaotic are in fact deeply structured.  



Spoken Lieder 
 

 

59 

 

 Of these six sections, four include narration. This corresponds to the four stages 

in the cycle of abuse: Tensions Building, Incident, Reconciliation, and Calm ("Bryony 

House: The cycle of violence,")(fig.31). However, in the context of this piece, I have 

slightly changed this to reflect what happens when the cycle has a breaking point, i.e. the 

death of the partner on the receiving end of the abuse. In this work instead, across the 

initial ‘calm’ the tensions build, and after the incident (homicide), there is a sudden stop, 

before an extended period of rationalisation. 

 

Figure 41 The cycle of violence  

 Many of the chords are reflected upon themselves, i.e. the two pianos are playing 

transposed versions of the same chord. In measures 27-29, this relationship is a minor 7th, 

but in m. 30 the highest note is allowed to change to one octave higher than the highest 

note in piano one. Measure 31 sees the minor 7th relationship return, but in measure 32 

the right hand of piano one lifts to a minor 11th above the right hand of piano 2.  
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 Two of the four narrated sections have very similar content in metre, key and 

tonality. However, the tempo, arrangement, and length are different, in order to register 

on a not quite conscious level that a change has occurred. This death interrupts the cycle, 

and after the initial shock of the death, the community and family begin the extended 

process of rationalising the tragedy: “There weren’t any warning signs (all the friends and 

family wanted to believe), and on the day she died, nothing had changed” (mm. 83-86). 

 While in section 3 the surface may appear chaotic, the same elements are actually 

being phased in and out. As mentioned earlier, much of the movement in the ‘Incident’ 

section is created by phasing in and out six detachable ‘chunks’ of music. This process 

cycles in four-bar phrases, the piano parts of which can be represented as follows, where 

P represents piano, the numeral represents which piano, R represents right hand, and L 

represents left hand (figs.42 & 43). 

P1R P1R  P1R 

P1L P1L P1L P1L 

P2R  P2R  

P2L P2L  P2L 

Figure 42 Phasing in of left-hand and right-hand chunks pianos 1 & 2 in The other child… 

 

Figure 43 The other child of the deceased, mm. 51-54 

 The first section is designed to be free-flowing, reflecting the free state before the 

relationship begins. In the studio, to emphasise this, the first section was recorded without 

click-track, while the remainder of the piece used click tracks. Similarly, in performances 
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I have coached musicians to perform the ‘free’ section with plenty of rubato, and the 

remainder of the piece tempo giusto. 

 To the outsider, abusive relationships can seem chaotic and random, as if the 

perpetrator on occasion lost control, where every act of violence is a mere accident. 

However, the ‘cycle of abuse’ is in fact well documented, and reflects the abuser’s desire 

to control every aspect of the victimised partner’s life. This combination of control and 

lack of control allows the abuser to claim that every time is the last, and it is just a matter 

of both partners ‘trying harder’: the victim not to provoke, and the abuser not to respond.  

 The surface chaos of section 3 is performed by the tenor saxophone, the main 

theme of which is drawn from a different piece of music, with different chord changes, 

and even originally a different key. This technique, known as ‘xenochrony’, and 

developed by composers such as Frank Zappa, creates a sense of being slightly ‘off’, even 

when the lines work comparatively well in their new context. Where for instance the 

saxophone has a concert F#, there is an F-natural in both L1 and R2 (fig.44). 

 

Figure 44 the other child mm. 59-60 
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Conclusion 

 When I began my research, I was under the presumption that my chosen field 

would be small, well-researched, dominated by modernist works, and perhaps even 

appropriated from African-American forms of popular music dating back at most to the 

1900s. Instead, I found a huge field dating back centuries that has never received the full 

academic attention it deserved. Furthermore, I came to know a genre with the power to 

engage audiences accustomed to multi-disciplinary worlds of film and television. Where 

several sources had assured me that it had died, (though when and how was not agreed 

upon), I found instead that it had merely changed names and context.  

 It is my ardent hope that as a form it may yet see a revival, in the many fantastic 

works from history, as well as fresh compositions treating the art in an entirely new 

manner. Its potential is unlimited, given the current day popularity of audio-books and 

podcasts.  

 Among the many areas beyond the scope of my current research is an examination 

of the process of preparing a narration for performance. The difficulties faced may vary 

according to the narrator’s ability to read music, or lack musical literacy skills, and a 

further investigation of the efficiency of rehearsal methods may be of interest.  

 Within my own compositions, the improvements made to my work were not only 

relevant to my melodramas, they enriched my compositional ability as a whole, by 

spurring me to be more evocative with my works, and to use imagery to communicate 

ideas. This already proved useful in commissions that did not involve a spoken text. The 

performance of the works had other tangential effects, such as the improvement of my 

poetry, such that during the course of the degree, I came to have two poems published by 

quarterlies: Too late and too long ago in Pure Slush, Vol. 13: Freak (2016), and The 

strong-man you asked for in Into the void, Issue 5 (2017). 
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