
 1

 
 
 
 
 

CHAPTER ONE: THE CURRENT STUDY AND METHODOLOGY 

 
 
 
 

Gian Carlo Menotti’s libretti for the one-act operas A Hand of Bridge, The 

Telephone, and Introductions and Good-Byes, are limited by time and thus express only 

enough significant plot details to create a dramatic foundation.  This meticulously 

planned storyline undergoes extensive expansion through the musical settings of each 

text.  Dramatic implications of a musical narrative allow for varied interpretations and 

readings.  The current study will combine aspects of the text, historical perspectives, and 

musical analysis to enrich the interpretation allowed by music or drama individually—

creating what I will call “operatic narrative.”  Detailed analysis will elucidate each 

composer’s approach to expressing dramatic elements in music.  

Chapter One defines the scope and methodology for the current study.  As all the 

operatic characters would be roughly contemporaneous, this chapter includes an 

historical perspective of American society, reflecting aspects significant to the operas’ 

characters.  Additionally, it provides a brief biographical account of the librettist and each 

composer.  Chapter Two outlines both analytical studies and critical perspectives that 

have informed the current study’s methodology.  Chapters Three, Four and Five provide 

my analysis and interpretation of Samuel Barber’s A Hand of Bridge, Gian Carlo 

Menotti’s The Telephone, and Lukas Foss’ Introductions and Good-Byes, respectively.  

Each chapter begins with the opera’s synopsis and history.  Additionally, I provide 

discussion of specific concepts, influences, or analytical methods that shaped my reading 

of the opera.  Analytic prose focuses on both musically and dramatically significant 

events.  Conclusions are provided at the end of each chapter.  Chapter Six gives an 

inclusive conclusion to the current study. 

In Chapter One, section one discusses whether a study of short operas is 

analogous to study of full-length works and proposes that this study will provide analyses 
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that incorporate aspects of music, text, and drama.  Section two defines the methodology 

for the current study including discussion of two significant analytic components: 

Carolyn Abbate’s approach to musical narrative, and extensions of Schenkerian analysis, 

including linear analysis, parenthetical analysis, and motivic parallelism.  Section three 

provides an historical perspective of American society in the post-war era, the years in 

which the operas for this study were composed and set.  Themes inscribed within the 

libretti (sexuality, gender roles, societal etiquette, and family values) are considered from 

an historical perspective.  Section four describes Menotti, the librettist, and contextualizes 

each of the operas within Menotti, Barber, and Foss’ compositional output.  

 
 

I.  The Current Study of One-Act Operas 

 
 

For a study of one-act operas, one must consider the question: does the length of a 

work effect the genre-defining integration of the operatic elements: music, text, and 

drama?  I propose that the integration can be greater in short operas than in full-length 

operas.  Given the time limitations, a finite amount of text may be delivered during the 

performance.  Thus characterizations and plot developments, which would be part of the 

text of a full-length opera, must be expressed through the music and dramatic action in a 

short opera.  Of dramatic works Steven Vinaver writes “…the short theater piece is to the 

three-act play what the poem or short story is to the novel—a more delicate form, that by 

its nature must suggest more than it reveals, or reveal itself suddenly and completely—a 

moment, unextended but complete.”1  The same constraints are applicable to the libretti 

of short operas, but with one advantage: whereas the short theater piece or the poem can 

only develop a complete story through a reliance on the semantic implications contained 

in the prose, the short opera—like full-length opera—may (and I will argue, does) turn to 

its music for its plot and character development. 

The current study will consider the interaction between the musical narrative and 

the dramatic narrative (provided by the libretti) in three short one-act operas: Samuel 

                                                 
1 Steven Vinaver, “Album Leaves,” Festival of Two Worlds Program, 1959, 29. 
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Barber’s A Hand of Bridge (1959), Menotti’s The Telephone (1947), and Lukas Foss’ 

Introductions and Good-Byes (1959).  The interpretive product of these two narratives, 

which I will refer to as “operatic narrative,” will provide a rich and exhaustive 

interpretation of the opera that goes far beyond the understanding provided by 

consideration of the individual components.  To further clarify, the dramatic narrative is 

the story told by the text alone; the musical narrative is the story told by the music alone; 

and the operatic narrative is the story that accounts for the interaction between the 

dramatic and musical narratives.  The main objective for the interpretations of these 

operas is the identification of a musical narrative that is supported by music analysis.  

Readers should consider my operatic narratives subjectively as one of many possible 

interpretations.  Supporting this view, Edward D. Latham writes:  

“Rather than being considered a weakness, the subjective nature of analytical 
interpretation creates the possibility for multiple readings of the same passage or 
piece, each with the potential to enrich the reader/listener’s experience of the 
musical work.  The primary goal of the analyst should be to create a convincing, 
persuasive reading, rather than a single solution that eliminates other 
possibilities.”2 

 
Nonetheless, the operatic narratives will be supported by rigorous musical and dramatic 

analyses, thus I hope to render them convincing to the reader.   

The works included in the current study share three distinguishing characteristics.  

First, all three have only one act and are performed in under 30 minutes.  Second, they 

are all American operas composed during the post-war era between 1947 and 1959.  

Characters and situations within these operas are realistic and believable.  Audiences can, 

with relative ease, relate to the emotions and conflicts presented.  These associations 

strengthen the listener’s investment in the work—and perhaps in opera itself.    Adding to 

their accessibility, these works are in English with the majority of the text set syllabically 

and are easily understood with minimal ensemble singing and chamber orchestra 

                                                 
2 Edward D. Latham, “Linear-Dramatic Analysis: An Analytical Approach to Twentieth-Century 

Opera” (Ph.D. diss., Yale University, 2000), 50.  Latham also directs his readers to Robert Hatten, Musical 
Meaning in Beethoven: Markedness, Correlation, and Interpretation (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University 
Press, 1994) for the value of analysis as interpretation. 
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accompaniment instead of a full orchestra.3  Third, all three have libretti written by 

Menotti.  Menotti’s libretti seem to allow, if not require, the musical narrative to play a 

crucial role, adding to the formation of an intriguing operatic narrative.  The completed 

compositions are not scaled down versions of full-length operas, nor do they appear as 

merely an excerpt from a larger work.  They are musical-theatrical works that exploit the 

narrative power of their words and music to the fullest extent.  

Joseph Kerman writes: “In a verse play, those all-important feelings which make 

the difference between scenario and work of art are supplied by the poetry; in an opera, 

by the music.”4  Menotti’s libretto for A Hand of Bridge requires most of the plot to be 

developed through the music.  While the libretto for The Telephone is more expansive, 

the music still plays a significant role in expressing the drama.  And, the musical setting 

of the nine-minute Introductions and Good-Byes provides nearly all of the character 

development as the audience hears only one of the characters.  This study examines how 

three different composers’ music expresses the libretto’s dramatic action of each short 

opera. 

 
 

II.  Methodology 

 
 

 The analyses contained within this study serve not only to explain the musical 

constructs of each opera, but also to provide analytically-based support for the musical 

narratives.  The dualistic role of the analyses brings the interdependence of the operatic 

elements of drama and music to the forefront.  The relationship between the music and 

drama, however, is not static.  Therefore a single musical-analytical tool would not 

                                                 
3 Paul Robinson, Opera, Sex, and Other Vital Matters (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

2002), 31 cites reasons that operatic libretti are not intelligible: “(1) opera is in a foreign language; (2) 
opera is sung, and much that is sung by an operatic voice cannot be understood; (3) opera contains a good 
deal of ensemble singing—passages where two or more voices sing at the same time, sometimes to 
identical words, sometimes to different words—and if one operatic voice is often unintelligible, two or 
more almost always are; (4) operatic singers must compete with a full symphony orchestra—at least from 
the nineteenth century onward—and, as every opera-goer knows, the sheer volume of that orchestral sound 
further limits our ability to make out the words.” 

  
4 Joseph Kerman, Opera as Drama, (New York: Knopf, 1956), 12. 
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necessarily divulge the most thorough account of the interaction between the two 

elements for every passage under scrutiny.  According to Ellen Rosand: 

In any individual opera the relationship of text and music is in continuous flux, 
sometimes the one dominating, sometimes the other; and sometimes—ideally—
neither (or both).  To understand the complex and contradictory nature of this 
unnatural beast requires a flexible and varied arsenal of hermeneutical/interpretive 
instruments.5   

 
Consequently, the methods of analysis for the current study will fluctuate from passage to 

passage in an attempt to maximize the result without jeopardizing the integrity of either 

single element.  The methods, however, will be drawn from the rich and diverse history 

of operatic studies and music analysis.  The chosen method will cater first to the musical 

demands of the passage, but must also then effectively communicate the dramatic 

element.  These choices are directly related to the interpretation and thus are ultimately 

subjective. 

The main thrust of the interpretations of the operas in this study is the 

identification of a musical narrative that is supported by music analysis.  My approach to 

musical narrative draws upon Carolyn Abbate’s methodology for the application of 

narration to opera.6  She explains: 

…by adducing opera as a model, I indulge—overtly—in a form of explanation 
that covertly shapes most writing on musical narrative.  Such writing is governed 
by one classic trope of opera analysis; that musical gestures in opera somehow 
represent or equal specific actions or psychological states in the accompanying 
staged drama.7 

 
In discussing Wotan’s monologue she proposes “By inventing narratives that deal in 

unseen actions, he [Wagner] urges us as listeners to complete gaps and form our own 

                                                 
5 Ellen Rosand, review of Opera as Drama, by Joseph Kerman, 19th-Century Music 14 (Summer 

1990): 77. 
 
6 Historical sources that inform Abbate’s view include for example, Roland Barthes, The 

Responsibility of Forms, trans. Richard Howard (New York: Hill and Wang, 1985).  Gérard Genette, 
Narrative Discourse, trans. Jane E. Lewin (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1980).  Jean-Jacques Nattiez, 
Musicologie générale et sémiologie (Paris: Christian Bourgois, 1987).  Jean-Jacques Rousseau, On the 
Origin of Language, trans. John H. Moran (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1966).  

 
7 Carolyn Abbate, Unsung Voices (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991): 20. 
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supplementary stretches of libretto.”8  It is this type of narrative that, by compositional 

design, expands the libretti of the short operas under examination in this study.   

For example, Menotti’s libretto for A Hand of Bridge gives momentary glimpses 

into the thoughts of each of the four characters; these stories enable the listener to 

formulate a history of the events that have led each of the characters to the exact moment 

being enacted on stage.  Beyond Abbate’s association of musical gesture equaling 

specific dramatic events, Matthew R. Shaftel has asserted that music can supplement the 

libretto rather than simply paralleling or paraphrasing it.9  The interaction of musical and 

dramatic elements in the current study’s operas support this extended view of music’s 

narrative powers.  The music in these operas supplements the libretto with musically 

depicted psychological states and behavioral patterns for specific characters, descriptions 

of scenery, and contextualization of previous (unstaged) events.  Further, the musical 

narration may in fact conflict with the dramatic narration. In the following analytic 

chapters, the interaction between music and drama will be shown through a variety of 

narrative processes, including: mimesis, music that enacts events (discussed in Chapter 

Three, part five); reflexive narration, an embedded or nested performance relating to a 

greater event (discussed in Chapter Five, part three); and monaural narrating, accurately 

conveys real events to a character or the audience (Chapter Four, part eight).10 

As the works being considered are by different composers and represent different 

musical styles, the analytical tools called upon to interpret the operas will vary.  Within a 

single work, contrasting styles often assist in the communication of the musical narrative.  

Analytical means for each of the passages considered will, therefore, depend upon the 

way that the text and music interact with each other.  The way in which tonalities, scales, 

melodic contours, motives, and stylistic elements create the musical narrative will form 

the basis for methodological decisions.  As these relationships are part of the subjective 

nature of interpretation, the chosen methodology will be linked to the interpretation as 

                                                 
8 Ibid., 161. 

 
9 Matthew R. Shaftel, “Types, Tokens, and Figaro: An Interdisciplinary Approach to Musical 

Structure and Dramatic Narratives in Opera,” paper presented at Music Theory Southeast Annual Meeting, 
Coral Gables, FL, 2005. 

 
10 Abbate, 23 and 62-63. 
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much as to the music and drama.  Ultimately, I will choose the method for each excerpt 

based on its ability to maximize the understanding of the music and text as both 

independent and cooperative operatic elements 

Schenkerian-based linear analysis provides a significant analytic component in 

this study.11  The term “linear analysis” was coined by Allen Forte and defined as: 

“the broad spectrum of approaches to the study of music—especially refractory or 
unusual music, such as much of the music of the late nineteenth century and early 
twentieth century—approaches which emphasize the contribution of large-scale 
horizontal configurations to musical form and structure and which may place 
local harmonic succession, diminutions, and other musical components of smaller 
scale in a subsidiary category.”12 
 

Although the operas considered in this study are chronologically outside of the 

Schenkerian canon, they can be classified as tonal.  Taking from Roy Travis: “music is 

tonal when its motion unfolds through time a particular tone, interval, or chord.  It is this 

tone, interval, or chord, called the tonic, which identifies the tonality.”  Further: “a 

musical motion does this by means of its structure and prolongations…the structure is the 

ultimate, tonality-defining progression which is given vital elaboration by its 

prolongations.”13  The analysis of Menotti’s The Telephone in Chapter Four will employ 

linear analysis as a primary method. 

 The reasons for choosing this method are two-fold.  First, the analytic methods of 

linear analysis and graphic notation highlight the audible musical constructs of Menotti’s 

music.  Following Joseph N. Straus’ conditions for prolongation,14 Menotti’s music 

distinguishes between consonance and dissonance in a manner consistent with tonal 

music, and as Straus indicates, the scale-degree condition is an extension of the 

                                                 
11 For a detailed summary regarding the development and transformation of Schenkerian analysis 

toward linear analysis see Edward D. Latham, “Linear-Dramatic Analysis: An Analytical Approach to 
Twentieth-Century Opera” (Ph.D. diss., Yale University, 2000): 59-75. 

 
12 Allen Forte, “New Approaches to the Linear Analysis of Music,” Journal of the American 

Musicological Society 41 (Summer 1988): 315. 
 
13 Roy Travis, “Toward a New Concept of Tonality?” Journal of Music Theory 3 (1959): 261 and 

263. 
 
14 Joseph N. Straus, “The Problem of Prolongation in Post-tonal Music” Journal of Music Theory 

31 (Spring 1987): 1-21. 
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consonance-dissonance condition, and appropriately, it is equally afforded within 

Menotti’s musical setting.  The three prolongational types (passing note, neighboring 

note, and arpeggiation through a triadic interval) found in tonal music are the 

embellishments that construct Menotti’s composition.  Further, the vertical and horizontal 

aspects of Menotti’s songs are easily identified through the solo vocal melody and 

harmonically-based instrumental accompaniment.  Second, as will be outlined in chapter 

three, Menotti systematically integrates musical structures prominent in the linear 

analysis with dramatic events of equal levels of importance and expectation. 

 Forte warns: “when they [Schenkerian paradigms of linear motion] are applied 

mechanically they may actually obscure highly significant aspects of those 

compositions.”15  To avoid this, I include parentheses in my graphs to circumvent the 

elimination of music that reflects a dramatic function—such as characterization—not 

specifically related to plot-forwarding action.  The concept of the parenthetical and the 

use of parentheses in analytic notation have been explored by Ernst Oster, William 

Kinderman, William Rothstein, Frank Samarotto, and Melissa Hoag.16  As will be 

discussed in Chapter Four, part six, George’s call in The Telephone begins with tonally-

structured music, but progresses further and further from tonal constructs.  Although this 

music may be analyzed linearly with the application of prolongation in non-tonal 

structures, the passage as a whole, beginning tonally and concluding atonally, cannot 

show prolongation of a single “tonic” sonority.17  Therefore, this analysis gives a partial 

                                                 
15 Forte, 316. 
 
16 See Melissa Hoag, “Narrative Codes and Voice-Leading Strategies: Brahms's Intermezzo in E 

Major, Op. 116, No. 6,” paper presented at Music Theory Southeast Annual Meeting, Coral Gables, 2005;    
William Kinderman, "Thematic Contrast and Parenthetical Enclosure in the Piano Sonatas, Op. 109 and 
111," in Zu Beethoven: Aufsätze und Dokumente (Berlin: Neue Musik, 1988): 43-59; Ernst Oster, “On the 
Meaning of the Long Appoggiatura”  trans. by Robert Kosovsky, Theory and Practice 7 (August 1982): 
20-39; William Rothstein,  Phrase Rhythm in Tonal Music (New York: G. Schirmer, Inc., 1989); and Frank 
Samarotto, “A Theory of Temporal Plasticity in Tonal Music: An Extension of the Schenkerian Approach 
to Rhythm with Special Reference to Beethoven’s Late Music,” (Ph.D. diss., City University of New York, 
1999). 

 
17 For a detailed discussion of issues of prolongation in non-tonal music see: Robert Morgan, 

“Dissonant Prolongation: Theoretical and Compositional Precedents,” Journal of Music Theory 20 (Spring 
1976): 49-91; William Rothstein, “Linear Structure in the Twelve-tone System: An Analysis of Donald 
Martino’s Pianississimo,”  Journal of Music Theory 24 (Fall 1980): 129-165; and James Baker, 
“Schenkerian Analysis and Post-Tonal Music,” in Aspects of Schenkerian Theory edited by David Beach 
(New Haven: Yale University, 1983): 153-186.. And counterarguments in Straus, 1987. 
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(and accurately described as incomplete) graph of these segments.  This adaptation of the 

Schenkerian approach most effectively describes the dramatic implications of the song, 

and thus avoids the skewing of a highly significant aspect of the piece (as Forte warned 

against). 

  
 

III.  American Society Post-WWII 

 
  
 A study of American opera with realistic characters and situations requires an 

historical context for authentic interpretation of the characters and themes of the works.  

These stories portray the lives of upper-middle to upper class Americans in typical social 

situations.  Each opera carries a theme of social etiquette.  Characters exhibit behaviors 

based on expectations of gender roles, established conversational patterns, and societal 

norms.  These constructs were highly influenced by both the Second World War and the 

Cold War.  As Michael Bronski explains: “the Second World War had generated 

profound dislocations and disruptions of traditional ideas of sexuality and gender.”18  

Soldiers were displaced from their families; women replaced the absent men in the 

workforce.  The end of the war did not signal a complete return to pre-war thinking as 

many women, both married and single, remained in the workplace.   

“The Cold War,” however, contends Susan M. Hartmann, “operated to sustain 

traditional gender roles and inhibit change.  The insecurity and anxiety generated by the 

presumed Soviet threat put a premium on family stability and linked women’s traditional 

domestic roles to the nation’s security.”19  This dichotomy, traditional versus 

revolutionary gender roles, created conflict within individuals, families, and society as a 

whole.  Within the operas, A Hand of Bridge explores the internal and familial conflicts 

of changing roles posited in traditional domestic structures while The Telephone focuses 

                                                 
18 Michael Bronski, “Introduction,” in Pulp Friction, ed. Michael Bronski (New York: St. Martin’s 

Griffin, 2003), 13. 
  
19 Susan M. Hartmann, “Women’s Employment and the Domestic Ideal in the Early Cold War 

Years,” in Not June Cleaver, ed. Joanne Meyerowitz (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1994), 85. 
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on the life of a young woman in a traditional gender role.  Introductions and Goodbyes 

centers on high-societal etiquette rather than domestic gender roles.  

Also contributing to the society’s attitudes on gender, a variety of scholarly 

sources helped shape and reform America’s views on sexuality in the 1950s.  Alfred C. 

Kinsey’s works, Sexual Behavior in the Human Male (1948) and Sexual Behavior in the 

Human Female (1953) presented the world of academia with scientific data regarding the 

behavior patterns relating to human sexuality.20  Ernest Jones’s three-volume authorized 

biography of Freud, which appeared in the mid-1950s, revived psychologically-based 

theories of sexuality.21  American society was both discussing and questioning sexuality 

and gender roles in response to these works.  While responses were both positive and 

negative, sexual themes infiltrated film, literary works, theater, and opera.  

Within this study’s operas, four specific ideas seem noteworthy elements, 

deserving of historical discussion: hats, the game of bridge, cocktail parties, and 

telephones.  In A Hand of Bridge, Sally’s aria focuses on her trip to a hat store.  At the 

time the opera was composed, hats were a staple in American fashion.  Although hats 

were a common sight, the “wig” hat, “half” hat, “cage” hat, and “chignon” hat 

fashionable in the 1950s were relatively petite.  The hat that Sally desires, a hat of 

peacock feathers, such as the one in Figure 1.1, would not be considered in vogue for the 

time period.22  Rather, it would make a fanciful display and attract attention, setting her 

apart from others—underscoring her loneliness.    

Also relevant to Barber’s opera, card games were a popular leisure activity in the 

1950s, blending skill, competition, and sociability with little or no financial consequence.  

Bridge was particularly popular with the upper and upper-middle classes as depicted in 

the photographs in Figures 1.2a, 1.2b, and 1.2c.  Regularly scheduled games between 

friends or in organized bridge clubs were common, as were “bridge parties,” where rules 

                                                 
20 Alfred C. Kinsey, Sexual Behavior in the Human Male (Philadelphia: Saunders Co., 1948); 

Alfred C. Kinsey, Sexual Behavior in the Human Female (Philadelphia: Saunders Co., 1953). 
 
21 Ernest Jones, The Life and Work of Sigmund Freud (New York: Basic Books, 1953-1957). 
 
22 See John Peacock, Fashion Accessories: The Complete 20th Century Sourcebook (New York: 

Thames & Hudson, 2000).  A similar hat is shown on page 12 dated 1909.  The description, given on page 
26, is “Natural-straw hat, worn at an angle, wide brim, wired edge, turned up at one side, bird-of-paradise 
wings set in front of low domed crown, secured by knot of black silk.” 
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Figure 1.1.  A Hat of Peacock Feathers.  From 
www.uniquebeadedjewelry.com/othercoolstuff/hats/hat1.jpg. 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Figure 1.2a.  Mannes Opera Workshop Staging of Barber: A Hand of Bridge.  From New 
York Times 3 April 1960. 
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Figure 1.2b.  The “Battle of the Century” Ely Culbertson (left) and Wife Josephine 
(second from right) vs. Sidney Lenz (second from left) and Oswald Jacoby (right).   
From http://ca.encarta.msn.com/media_461528645_761561056_-1_1/Battle_of_the_ 
Century.html 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Figure 1.2c.  A Casual Bridge Game.  From 
http://ca.encarta.msn.com/media_461547480_761561056_-1_1/Bridge_Game.html 
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were relaxed to allow for socializing and small talk.  The complex game, however, could 

provide an excuse for those not so inclined to visit with the other guests.23  Adding to the 

popularity of the game, President Dwight D. Eisenhower held regular Saturday night 

bridge games and even attended national bridge tournaments when his schedule 

allowed.24 

 Cocktail parties were another popular social activity.  A martini party, such as the 

one in Introductions and Good-Byes, is an event distinctive to American social landscape. 

Cocktail parties thrived in the Cold War Era as people moved to the suburbs, and  

consequently, left the bars and lounges of the cities.  By 1955, the National Institute of 

Mental Health of the United States Public Health Service had even launched a four-year 

sociological study of cocktail parties, implying that this key form of socializing had 

particular rules and etiquette.25  Thus the cocktail provides a venue for the exploration of 

interpersonal relationships and communication. 

  Finally, the telephone had become a popular form of communication.  While 

many areas, especially rural, were still limited to party lines, many upper and upper-

middle class city-dwellers had private lines.26  Proper telephone etiquette was emphasized 

in popular journal publications between 1904 and 1918.27  While communication with 

people at a distance was possible through the earlier telegraph, the telephone enabled 

people to exchange gossip directly without a third-party interpreter.28  Lucy, the main 

character in The Telephone, seems to have a private line, follows an expected 

conversational etiquette, and engages frequently in gossip. 

                                                 
23 Wendy Woloson, “Bridge,” in St. James Encyclopedia of Popular Culture vol. 1, eds. Tom 

Pendergast and Sara Pendergast (Detroit: St. James Press, 2000), 349. 
 
24 See “The Facts and Fiction and History of Bridge,” 

http://www.bridgeguys.com/Conventions/HistoryOfBridge.html 
 
25 Deborah Broderson, “Cocktail Parties,” in St. James Encyclopedia of Popular Culture vol. 1, 

eds. Tom Pendergast and Sara Pendergast (Detroit: St. James Press, 2000), 544-545. 
 
26 Lewis Coe.  The Telephone and Its Several Inventors (Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Company, 

Inc., Publishers, 1995). 
 
27 See Lana F. Rakow, Gender on the Line: Women, the Telephone, and Community Life (Urbana 

and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1992), 11. 
 
28 Gerald Carpenter, “Telephone,” in St. James Encyclopedia of Popular Culture vol. 4, eds. Tom 

Pendergast and Sara Pendergast (Detroit: St. James Press, 2000), 623-625. 
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IV.  Librettist and Composers  

 
 

Gian Carlo Menotti, the Librettist 

 

Gian Carlo Menotti (b. 1911) provided the libretti for all three of the operas under 

consideration in this study.  His diverse background in both musical and non-musical 

theater has led to the creation of libretti rich in drama and symbolism.  His understanding 

of theater, coupled with his insight as a composer, has given Menotti the ability to 

construct libretti which not only allow, but in some cases force, the composer to provide 

additional dramatic commentary through the music itself. 

In addition to traditionally staged operas, he composed operas for radio, 

television, and film.  Although he trained at the Curtis Institute of Music as a composer, 

he produced many theatrical works in addition to his operas.  His organization of and 

involvement with the Festival of Two Worlds heightened his concept of both musical and 

non-musical stage drama.  Menotti made several pseudonymous contributions to the 

“Album Leaves” program (short theater pieces) of the festival from 1959-1962, including 

Il pegno, Le amiche, Il ventriloquo, and I deportati as “Mario Felder” and Posta, 

Camping, and Arrivo a Roma as “Howard Chadwick.”29  He also wrote film scripts under 

contract with MGM, but they were never produced. 30  

Menotti did not compose any opera for which he himself was not the librettist, 

although he did entrust his libretti to a few close colleagues.31  While studying at Curtis 

(1928-1933), Menotti met and became close friends with Samuel Barber.  Despite the 

two having “signed a sort of blood pact never to write an opera,”32 Menotti provided the 

libretto for both Barber’s Vanessa and A Hand of Bridge.  Barber first explored texts by 

                                                 
29 John Ardoin, The Stages of Menotti (Garden City, NY: Doubleday & Company, 1985), 240.  
 
30 Ibid. 237.  
 
31 A letter declining a request for Menotti to compose an opera based on an existing libretto is 

included in the personal correspondences file of the Spoleto archives special collection at the College of 
Charleston.  The letter states to the effect that Mr. Menotti does not compose for other librettists. 

 
32  Samuel Barber, “On Waiting for a Libretto,” in Contemporary Composers on Contemporary 

Music, ed. Elliott Schwartz and Barney Childs (New York: Holt, Rhinehart and Winston, 1967), 167. 
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writers such as Thorton Wilder and Dylan Thomas for the libretto to his first opera.  After 

years of searching for a librettist, Menotti offered to write a libretto for Barber.33  Their 

first collaboration produced the Pulitzer Prize winning opera Vanessa.  A Hand of Bridge, 

a nine-minute opera, followed two years later, written for the 1959 Festival of Two 

Worlds.  Menotti also commissioned Lucas Foss to write a nine-minute opera for the 

Festival of Two Worlds.  After Menotti dismissed Foss’ ideas for a libretto, Foss 

requested that Menotti provide him with an acceptable libretto.34  The result was 

Introductions and Goodbyes. 

Menotti’s reluctance to take on another’s libretto coupled with his handing over of 

his own libretti only to close colleagues suggests that he had a special concept of the 

relationship between the libretto and the music.  He conceives of his own libretti by 

singing the words to facilitate a musical rather than literary dramatic rhythm, but 

considers the libretto a loosely constructed sketch that is developed as required by the 

music.35  This is a level of freedom that would not exist if one were asked to write music 

for an existing libretto. 

Menotti was personally invested in the characters of his libretti, having admittedly 

portrayed himself in a little bit of all of his characters.36  Menotti also evoked his friends 

and family in the characterizations of his operas.  Barbara B. Heyman details the 

references within A Hand of Bridge: 

“The character Bill is modeled after a businessman neighbor of the composers' 
who had pretensions of being very religious. In the opera he fantasizes about his 
secret lover Cymbaline, enumerating a list of names of men with whom he 
imagines her. Only those initiated into Barber's and Menotti's personal life would 
recognize the names: Christopher (Barber's nephew Christopher Beatty), Manfred 
(Ibel), Chuck (Charles Turner), Tommy (Thomas Schippers, conductor and close 
friend of Menotti who helped organize the first Spoleto festival and who 
eventually would conduct Barber's next opera Antony and Cleopatra), Dominic 
(the son of Barber's and Menotti's Mount Kisco neighbor, Hoime Chereau), 
Oliver, and Mortimer. Geraldine, who fantasizes about her ailing mother, is 

                                                 
33 Ibid. 168. 
 
34 Lucas Foss, Introductions and Goodbyes (New York: Carl Fischer, 1961), 3-4. 
 
35 Ardoin, 103.  
 
36 Ibid. 
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modeled after Sara, Barber's sister, who, according to Menotti, had a problematic 
relationship with her mother.”37  

 
With such a high level of personal involvement, it might seem difficult to give up a 

libretto to another composer.  Menotti, when asked what makes one composer write a text 

for another, answered: 

“First of all, you must admire the composer.  And that was easy enough for me; I 
have admired Sam Barber's music since we were students together at the Curtis 
Institute of Music.  Secondly, you must love the composer, because, believe me, it 
is rather heartbreaking to give up a libretto to another composer, particularly if 
you happen to like the libretto yourself.  Thirdly, you must be pestered by the 
composer, almost daily.  I don't know how severely Verdi harassed poor Boito, 
but I can assure you that Sam haunted me in my dreams until the very last words 
of the opera were written.”38 
 

Upon hearing sections of Vanessa, Menotti would shout to Barber, “Oh no, it doesn’t go 

like that.”39  Menotti tailored much of Vanessa’s libretto to appeal specifically to Barber.  

Knowing the intended composer at the time of the conception of the libretto, thus, had a 

strong effect on the outcome. 

 
 

Menotti, Opera Composer (circa 1938-1947) 

 

 Menotti’s legacy as an opera composer began when the Metropolitan staged 

Amelia Goes to the Ball in 1938.  Its success earned the opera a two-season stint in the 

Metropolitan repertory.  Menotti’s next opera the Old Maid and the Thief was 

commissioned by NBC as an hour-long radio opera premiering in 1939.  Following the 

success of “Amelia Goes to the Ball,” the Metropolitan produced The Island God in 

February 1942.  This work, however, was not a success.  A commission from the Alice 

M. Ditson Fund fueled Menotti’s turn toward operas of small dimensions.  As a 

melodrama, The Medium (1946) showed Menotti’s breadth of theatrical drama.  Its 

                                                 
37 Barbara B. Heyman, Samuel Barber: the Composer and His Music (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1992), 404. 
 
38 Ibid., 378-379. 
 
39 Ardoin, 104.  
 



 17

psychological overtones and sensational effect create an intense atmosphere and climax.  

Menotti, through his operas to this point, was praised for creating “a kind of opera which 

is attractive as entertainment and practicable for performance.” 40  Mary Irene Casmus 

contextualized the historical precedence for this type of shift: 

“In the years following World War I the economic curtailment of traditional 
production facilities led an increasing number of composers throughout the world 
to bring opera to simpler forms.  The trend toward chamber opera, lyric theatre, 
and folk opera may be fully appreciated if one considers that these forms could be 
presented in average-sized theatres, which, though more restricted in staging 
resources, were yet more readily available than were opera houses.  Production in 
a theatre offered a composer not only a chance to be heard but also an opportunity 
to appeal to a wider audience.”41  
 

The Medium, in essence, then became the catalyst for the creation of The Telephone as 

Lincoln Kirstein, president of the Ballet Society, would only agreed to stage The Medium 

during the one-act opera season if Menotti would write a curtain raiser for it.42   

In his description of Menotti’s The Telephone, Olin Downes reported for the New 

York Times:  

“He never showed his aptitude for the theater, his Italianate gift for song and 
quick, adroit instrumental commentary, better than here in a piece which takes 
approximately thirty-minutes to perform, employs exactly two singers and an 
orchestra of twelve, and could readily be staged in a vocal studio or a miner’s 
camp in the mountains.”43 

 
The libretto has been evaluated as highly intelligible because of the simplicity and 

familiarity of the chosen words integrated within the conversations through stock 

responses and straight-line sequence of events.  Further, Menotti’s narrative constructions 

                                                 
40 Olin Downes, “Menotti, Who Has Instinct for Stage, Continues His Successful Development,” 

New York Times, 2 March 1947, p. 73 
 
41 Mary Irene Casmus, “Gian-Carlo Menotti: His Dramatic Techniques: A Study Based on  

Works Written 1937-1954” (Ph.D. diss., Columbia University, 1962): 65. 
 

42 Ken Wlaschin, Gian Carlo Menotti on Screen: Opera, Dance and Choral Works on Film, 
Television, and Video (Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Company, Inc., 1999), 123. 

 
43 Downes, 73. 
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exploit repetition, restatement, and parallelism.  Simultaneous dialogue only occurs after 

the dramatic implications of the passage have been communicated to the audience.44  

Of the human appeal within Menotti’s operas, the ability to arouse emotion has 

been labeled a fundamental proponent.  Quoted in Joseph Machlis American Composers 

of Our Time, Menotti believes: 

“Music can express only fundamental immediate emotion.  In the theater the 
medium is usually prose.  But when prose cannot say a thing, you must turn to 
poetry.  And when poetry can no longer say what you have to say, you must turn 
to music.  You must sing it out.  In each case you must move to another area of 
expression to get more truly at the human heart.”45 

 
Menotti’s music, specifically his melodies, have been described as tonal, with occasional 

moments of modality, rendering them easily remembered.  Repetition and sequence are 

fundamental characteristics, with dramatic continuity limiting the length of aria-like 

passages.46  According to Machlis:  

“Menotti has been extremely successful in developing a recitative in English that 
sounds natural and convincing.  The plot and the action of his operas are revealed 
in a suave musical declamation that is molded to the rise and fall of everyday 
English speech.  This recitative is so distinctive that an opera can immediately be 
recognized as his from the dialogue alone.”47   
 

The striking feature of Menotti’s work, however, as Casmus writes: “is the exceptional 

integration of idea, text, music, and staging.”48  It is this extreme commitment to dramatic 

and musical integration that renders Menotti’s compositions and libretti appropriate for 

the current study. 

 
 

                                                 
44 Casmus, 70-71. 
  
45 Joseph Machlis, American Composers of Our Time (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell  

Company, 1963): 153-154. 
 

46 Bruce Archibald, “Gian Carlo Menotti” The New Grove Dictionary of Music Online ed. L. 
Macy (Accessed 16 September 2003), <http://www.grovemusic.com> 

 
47 Machlis, 155.  
 
48 Casmus, iv. 
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Samuel Barber, Opera Composer  

 

 Samuel Barber (1910-1981) composed only three operas: Vanessa (1957), A 

Hand of Bridge (1959), and Antony and Cleopatra (1966, revised 1975).  Vanessa was 

Barber and Menotti’s first collaborative effort.  The Metropolitan Opera premeired the 

work on January 15, 1958.  Later that year, Barber was awarded the Pulitzer Prize for 

Vanessa and it became the first American opera staged at the Salzburg Festival.  

Following the success of the first opera, Barber and Menotti created A Hand of Bridge for 

the 1959 Spoleto Festival of Two Worlds.  The nine-minute opera focuses on the 

psychology of ordinary persons escaping the pain of their daily existence.  Victor Yellin 

described Barber’s music as "jazzy, funny, sensual, psychoanalytical, and vulgar," fitting 

for the drama.49  Barber’s third opera, Antony and Cleopatra, written for the opening of 

the new Metropolitan Opera House at Lincoln Center in 1966, received negative reviews.  

In 1975, Barber rewrote the opera and Menotti restaged it, resulting in critical 

accolades.50  

Throughout his career, a commitment to lyricism and tonal writings of the late 

nineteenth century flavored Barber’s music.  Barber’s innovation, however, was to 

incorporate increased dissonance, chromaticism, tonal ambiguity and limited serialism 

while maintaining constructs of tonality and lyrical expression.  As Heyman describes, 

“Barber’s operas are marked by continuous lyricism (even in recitative passages), 

sensitivity to textual rhythms and a rich harmonic language. The orchestra is an important 

partner to the voice in achieving dramatic expression.”51  The compositional language in 

A Hand of Bridge provides a rich musical narrative for interpretation in this study. 

 
 
 

                                                 
49 Victor Yellin, “Samuel Barber,” Notes 18 (September 1961): 641. 
 
50 Barbara B. Heyman, “Samuel Barber” The New Grove Dictionary of Music Online ed. L. Macy 

(Accessed 16 September 2003), <http://www.grovemusic.com> 
 

51 Ibid. 
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Lukas Foss, Opera Composer 

 

Lukas Foss (b. 1922) composed three operas all from the period 1949-59.  The 

Jumping Frog of Calaveras County (1949) was his first and most popular opera.  This 

talltale from the Old West relies heavily upon the chorus and ensembles to express the 

story.  NBC Television commissioned Griffelkin (1955), based on the story The Little 

Devil’s Birthday.  This story, told to Foss as a young boy by his mother, inspired his first 

attempts at composition.52 

Foss’ third opera, Introductions and Good-Byes (1959), was commissioned by 

Menotti for the 1960 Spoleto Festival.  After some discussion, Menotti agreed to provide 

the libretto for the nine-minute work.  Menotti’s libretto sets Mr. McC as the host of a 

high-society cocktail party.  Each of the nine guests, sung by chorus members in the pit, 

exchanges greetings and conversational pleasantries with their host and fellow guests.  

Though the text is mostly the fanciful names of the guests (e.g. Miss Addington-Stitch, 

General Ortega y Guadalupe, Dr. Lavender-Gas), the opera is complete with prelude, 

solos, ensembles, and epilogue featuring a xylophone solo which provides “Dry-Martini 

music” for the prelude and epilogue.   

Foss’ operatic works date within a period when his style transformed from the 

neo-classical, with borrowings from the American folklore tradition, to avant-garde 

experimentalism, specifically ensemble improvisation.  Machlis describes Foss and his 

works:  

“He [Foss] is essentially a lyric composer.  His music abounds in melody.  His 
impetuous rhythms show his wholehearted response to American jazz.  His 
orchestral works are notable for their bright, lustrous sound.  He generates tension 
through powerful dissonances resulting form the clash of massed harmonies.  He 
builds an effective climax by repeating a melodic or rhthmic idea over and over 
again in an “obstinate” patter—what is known as an ostinato.  His music 
communicates to the listener because it is rich in emotion and dramtic force.”53 

                                                 
52 David Wright, “Lukas Foss” The New Grove Dictionary of Music Online ed. L. Macy (Accessed 

16 September 2003), <http://www.grovemusic.com> 
 
53 Machlis, 197. 
 



 21

Introductions and Good-Byes, considered in this study, exhibits many of the 

characteristics that Machlis describes, especially tension through harmonic dissonance 

and ostinato—with variations that reflect Foss’ work with improvisation.  Menotti’s 

limited libretto requires that Foss create a story within the musical setting, rendering it 

appropriate for the current study. 
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CHAPTER TWO: APPROACHES TO OPERA ANALYSIS 

 
 
 
 

This chapter provides background research that informs the analyses in chapters 

three, four, and five.  The first section addresses inherent challenges in opera analysis.  

Section two describes previous analytical approaches to opera.  This discussion is not 

intended to be a comprehensive survey of analytic methods; rather it summarizes the 

methods that, implicitly or explicitly, inform the current study.  Section three considers 

how the critical perspectives of musical narrative and feminist theory serve the current 

study’s operatic interpretations. 

 
 

I.  Background and Significance 

 
 

Opera presents a variety of inherent challenges for the musical analyst.  Its 

multifaceted construction, which combines the elements of music, text, and drama 

(including aspects of staging, costuming, visual arts, and theatrical performance), 

necessitates methodologies that can accommodate these elements.  While traditional 

methods of analysis can be applied to the operatic genre, the essence of opera is lost if the 

text and drama are not considered.  Integrating text and drama in an analysis is a difficult 

task as there is no prescribed methodology to account for the interaction between music, 

text, and drama. 

 The dramatic element of opera is the most subjective.  While stage directions of 

varying detail are often included with the score and libretto, they may be interpreted in 

various ways.54  Informed choices are made by considering the relationship between the 

                                                 
54 For example, directions may be interpreted literally or could be considered for the librettist’s 

intention (placement which requires an action, creates opposition, etc.). 
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performance directions, text and music.  Reciprocally, the interpretive decisions of an 

analyst can be informed by considering all three aspects.   

Through the twentieth century, much “analysis” could be described as plot 

synopses with or without motivic labeling.55  In 1956, Joseph Kerman’s Opera as Drama 

became the catalyst for numerous and ongoing investigations of how music, text, and 

drama interact to create meaning.56  Since Kerman’s groundbreaking work, a variety of 

theoretical approaches to opera analysis have been explored.  Carolyn Abbate and Roger 

Parker advocate an integrated approach to opera analysis in the introduction to Analyzing 

Opera: Verdi and Wagner when they state that: “‘Analyzing opera’ should mean not only 

‘analyzing music’ but simultaneously engaging, with equal sophistication, the poetry and 

the drama.”57 

Within the volumes of analytic opera literature, the issue of drama has been 

addressed.  Studies by Edward D. Latham and Rudy Marcozzi provide analyses of not 

only the music, but also analyses of the drama, itself.  Such a rigorous approach requires 

intensive study of dramatic theories (in these studies the works of Bernard Beckerman 

and Konstantin Stanislavsky).58  As the operas chosen for the current study are highly 

accessible works (see discussion above in Chapter One, part one), the analytical approach 

and subsequent interpretations will maintain a similar level of accessibility, considering 

aspects of text and drama that require no more than a thorough knowledge of the 

libretto’s text and storyline.  Both Michael Cherlin and Matthew R. Shaftel address 

Arnold Schoenberg’s addresses Schoenberg’s integration of drama and music as both 

                                                 
55 See for instance, Deryck Cooke, I Saw the World End (New York: Oxford University Press, 
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56 Joseph Kerman, Opera as Drama, (New York: Knopf, 1956). 
 
57 Carolyn Abbate and Roger Parker, “Introduction: On Analyzing Opera,” in Analyzing Opera: 

Verdi and Wagner (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989), 4. 
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composer and librettist for Moses und Aron.59  Although Schoenberg’s compositional 

approach varies drastically from Menotti’s, Cherlin’s work supports the idea that a 

libretto can be written specifically to involve music in the dramatic expression of an 

opera. 

 
 

II.  Analytical Approaches to Opera 

 
 

The second half of the twentieth century saw an influx of analytical studies of 

opera.  Innumerable analytical methods have been called upon to facilitate musical 

analysis in opera including critical, historical, feminist, structuralist, semiotic, narrative, 

set theoretic, Schenkerian, and linear perspectives.60  Many of the traditional analytical 

methods readily explicate opera’s musical aspect.  However, these methods require an 

intentional consideration of the text and drama in relation to the musical findings for an 

enriching musical-dramatic interpretation to be achieved; Schenkerian analysis provides 

perhaps the strongest example.  Schenkerian analytical methods do not consider the text 

or the drama of the work.  The integrity of Schenker’s methodology can still be 

maintained, however, while also considering both the text and drama in opera.61  In 

addition to analyses of complete works, thorough analyses of scenes or passages within a 

                                                 
59 Michael Cherlin, “The Formal and Dramatic Organization of Schoenberg’s Moses und Aron” 
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full-length opera have produced informative accounts of the relationships between music 

and drama.62 

Joseph Kerman’s Opera as Drama transcends the previous operatic analyses, 

offering an integrated account of music, text, and drama.  In this landmark work, Kerman 

proposes “…music can reveal the quality of [dramatic] action, and thus determine 

dramatic form in the most serious sense.”63  More than a costumed concert, more than a 

play with music, opera stands alone as a dramatic art form—with its own field of 

expression articulated pungently through music.  Kerman’s assertions shift some of the 

dramatic responsibility from librettist to composer as the music is responsible for the 

genre defining dramatic elements.  

Via a chronological journey through operatic history, Kerman displays, from a 

critical prospective, that the music itself makes opera drama.  In his discussion of Mozart 

he comments: “The libretto for Così fan tutte was too nearly perfect, in its soulless terms, 

for Mozart to deal with it properly in his.  But the libretto for Don Giovanni left much to 

be desired—more than a composer could supply.”  As a libretto’s quality has significant 

musical consequences for even one of the most skillful opera composers, the current 

study’s consideration of operas with libretti exclusively by Menotti provides a control for 

quality. 

Kerman concludes that the goal of analysis is to show how composers, the actual 

dramatists, use music to determine the dramatic form of opera.  From this assertion, 

scholars have responded with a wealth of subsequent publications concerning literary 

form and opera.64  The current study follows Kerman’s own premise of composer as 
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dramatist by showing how each composer makes musical decisions that affect dramatic 

aspects of plot, scenery, and character development. 

 Frits Noske’s The Signifier and the Signified: Studies in the Operas of Mozart and 

Verdi approaches opera analysis from structuralist and semiotic viewpoints.  Noske 

focuses on concepts of “relationship”, “coherence”, and “continuity” for his analyses.  In 

describing his methodology, he states: “I have analysed the structure of an opera by 

seeking and examining factors in the musico-dramatic process.”65  One such factor is the 

identification of “signs,” which he defines as “an entity which stands for and refers to 

another entity and whose referential function is recognized by the perceiving subject.”66  

His definition extends the object notion of sign into a process.  With a strong focus on 

signs in melody, his study addresses issues of unity in number operas, considers the 

dramatic implications of musical associations, and views the music within its historical 

context.67   

Noske’s work provides the groundwork for contemporary leitmotive labeling as 

he describes the exploitation of motives for creating indirect characterizations, expressing 

interdependency of characters, and developing the affinity of atmosphere and scenes 

within operas.68  The current study will attempt to further this type of work by not only 

identifying, but also providing the narrative implications of the motives contained within 

the one-act operas and elucidating methods for characterization and plot development 

within musical settings.   

 Warren Darcy’s study of Wagner’s Das Rheingold both traces the genesis of the 

opera and develops a theoretical framework for meaningful analysis.  His approach 

reflects Wagner’s compositional process of layering—beginning from a basic sketch of 

dramatic ideas, with gradual increases in complexity.  Darcy provides numerous 

Schenkerian linear analyses that emphasize tonal coherence and larger dramatic narrative 
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within the opera.69  Darcy’s focus on tonal relations becomes apparent as his sketches 

provide only bass-line reductions.70  His interpretations allow tonal areas to serve 

dramatic segments, representing characters as well as previous (and forthcoming) 

dramatic events.  The current study will employ two-part reductions to show the 

relationships (and conflicts) between melody and accompaniment.  This Schenkerian-

based approach will serve as the primary analytical method for the arias (telephone calls) 

in Menotti’s The Telephone.  These sketches will not only map the dramatic action of 

these passages, but will also serve as interpretive tools for character development. 

 Janet Schmalfeldt’s Berg’s “Wozzeck:” Harmonic Language and Dramatic 

Design provides an analytical model for atonal opera.  Her approach employs set 

theoretical structures to identify motivic components of the opera and provides a detailed 

account of pitch-structural relationships that extend throughout large formal units.  Her 

analysis further addresses the functional and dynamic role of pitch-organizational 

structures as well as their relationship to formal and dramatic elements, finding “three 

distinct and extraordinarily compact ‘families’ of pitch structures interact on multiple 

levels with the dramatic as well as formal architecture of the work.”71 

One of the challenges for this study was the readers’ lack of familiarity with 

atonal musical vocabulary.  Schmalfeldt overcomes this obstacle by thoroughly 

presenting the concept of pitch-class set theory in the introduction.  While the thrust of 

the current study is centered in tonally-based musical constructs, moments more 

accurately described by set theoretical structures do occur.  Thus, Schmalfeldt’s work 

will serve as a model in such instances. At the time of publication for Schmalfeldt’s text, 

pitch-class set theory was not widely known.  This no longer being the case, a basic 

knowledge of pitch-class set theory will be assumed in this study. 

 Literature specifically related to the pieces that are the focus of this research study 

is extremely limited.  Three dissertations deal, in part, with Menotti’s The Telephone.  
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Andrew H. Drummond’s 1969 dissertation provides a survey of American opera 

performed by the New York City Opera Company from 1948 to 1966. 72   His study takes 

Aristotle’s Poetics as a point of departure for qualifying drama and addresses only 

elements of drama found within the libretti.  Of Menotti, Drummond writes: “Menotti, 

although deficient in strength of language, compensates in theatrical skill.”73  Judith Anne 

Fryer’s 1974 dissertation provides discussion of selected works from Menotti’s repertoire 

with the objective of providing techniques for using the operas in classroom instruction.74  

She gives description of Menotti’s approach to music and drama, his typical 

characterizations, and stylistic features of his music.  Richard John Marriott’s 1975 

dissertation discusses Menotti’s The Telephone in terms of drama and production. 75  He 

provides a dramatic outline of the opera labeling moments of exposition, rising action, 

and denouement.  The other works included in the current study have not been the focus 

of major studies. 

 
 

III.  Critical Perspectives 

 
 
Musical Narrative 

 

 As discussed in the methodology for this study (Chapter One, part two), Carolyn 

Abbate’s Unsung Voices: Opera and Musical Narrative in the Nineteenth Century serves 

as a model for the current study’s approach to musical narrative.  This section will 

provide further description of Abbate’s work as it informs the current study.  Abbate 

seemingly sets up an almost indefinite realm of interpretive freedom encased within the 
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concept of musical narrative, stating: “one of its [musical narrative’s] limitations is its 

interpretive promiscuity.”76  While she admits that the associations proposed in a musical 

narrative are, at least in many cases, arbitrary, she postulates that verbal interpretations of 

music, like performances of music, can only be judged as more or less convincing.77  The 

challenge inherent in the interpretation of musical narratives then becomes elucidating a 

narrative that is considered “more convincing.”  In the current study, I will attempt to 

render my interpretations “more convincing” in three ways: supporting the musical 

narrative with analysis; allowing composer and librettist biographical information to 

shape the content of the narrative; and drawing on historical sources to inform 

sociological and psychological aspects of the narrative. 

Abbate states: “I propose that we understand musical narration not as an 

omnipresent phenomenon, not as sonorous encoding of human events or psychological 

states, but rather as a rare and peculiar act, a unique moment of performing narration 

within a surrounding music.”78  The three short operas chosen for this study defy 

Abbate’s definition.  Narration is not rare in these operas; rather, they seem to be 

saturated with narrative.  In fact, the music of these operas will be shown to reflect 

psychological states and human emotional response—the exact qualities that Abbate 

claims are not musical narration.  This distinguishing characteristic supports the current 

research endeavor’s exploration of short operas as they appear to represent a genre that is, 

with relation to musical narrative, set apart from the repertoire Abbate discusses.  

Additionally, within the current study’s methodology, the application of musical narrative 

structures extends beyond Abbate’s limited definition. 
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Feminist Theories 

 

 Gender and sexuality play a significant role in the dramatic contextualization of 

these operas.  The music literature in this area tends to address the historical and 

musicological issues of gendered cultures, roles of women in musical settings, and the 

sexualized gaze.  While much of this literature does not apply directly to the development 

of narratives in the current study, the precepts of feminist theory are a central part of the 

study.  Issues of sociology, gender, sexuality, family values, and historical perspectives 

deeply inform the operatic narratives outlined in Chapters Three, Four, and Five.   

Lawrence Kramer’s Music as Cultural Practice will serve prominently in Chapter Three 

for its discussion of the sexualized gaze.79  Additional studies of interest, for either 

content or analytic modeling, include: Corinne E. Blackmer and Patricia Juliana Smith’s 

En Travesti: Women, Gender Subversion, Opera, Catherine Clément’s Opera, or the 

Undoing of Women, Suzanne Cusick’s “Gender, Musicology and Feminism,” in 

Rethinking Music, and Ruth A. Solie’s Musicology and Difference: Gender and Sexuality 

in Music Scholarship.80   

Susan McClary’s Georges Bizet “Carmen” is a model of an analytical study that 

centers on the feminist perspective.  McClary’s discussion provides a novel interpretation 

of the opera focusing on, as Roger Parker describes in his review of the text, “the 

ideological implications of Orientalism and its closely related misogyny.”81  McClary 

illuminates the terrain of gender, sexuality, class, race, and ethnicity that plays a crucial 

role in the cultural representation and interpretation of Carmen.82  While her work has 

been criticized for its musically unsubstantiated claims, McClary’s insistence upon the 

                                                 
79 Lawrence Kramer, Music as Cultural Practice (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990). 
 
80 Corinne E. Blackmer and Patricia Juliana Smith, eds., En Travesti: Women, Gender Subversion, 

Opera (New York: Columbia University Press, 1995); Catherine Clément, Opera, or the Undoing of 
Women, trans. Betsy Wing, with a foreword by Susan McClary (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 1988); Suzanne Cusick, “Gender, Musicology and Feminism,” in Rethinking Music (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1999); Ruth A. Solie, ed., Musicology and Difference: Gender and Sexuality in Music 
Scholarship (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1993). 

 
81 Roger Parker, review of Georges Bizet “Carmen,”  by Susan McClary.  19th-Century Music 17 

(1993): 193. 
 
82 McClary, 129. 



 31

contextualization of both women and sexuality to inform the interpretation of opera 

cannot be overlooked.  As these issues have been shown significant to the time period of 

the American realist operas for the current study, McClary’s work is of utmost 

importance to the study. 

 
 

IV. Conclusion 

 
 
 This brief survey shows just the surface of the diverse possibilities for analytical 

approaches to opera analysis.  These examples, chosen for their applicability to the 

current study, provide not only methodological models, but also exhibit characteristics of 

effective integration of musical and dramatic aspects in their interpretations.  Drawing 

from this wealth of analyses, the current study will attempt to provide the most 

informative application of these methods to the three one-act American realist operas. 
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CHAPTER THREE: ANALYSIS OF BARBER’S A HAND OF BRIDGE 

 
 
 
 

 Samuel Barber’s music and Gian Carlo Menotti’s libretto for A Hand of Bridge 

both provide symbolic representations of the opera’s overall theme: unfulfilled desires.  

With the libretto, Menotti’s text draws on the coded communicative properties of bridge 

to express each character’s desire.  Barber’s music provides further elaboration of the 

opera’s theme and character development through a variety of methods, including 

bifurcated tonality, exoticism, and “the Other.”  As both the music and text are embedded 

with symbolic meaning, both are essential in creating a convincing operatic narrative.  In 

addition to dramatic and musical elements, the following analysis will consider both 

historical and feminist perspectives to inform my interpretation of the opera.    

 
 

I.  Introduction to A Hand of Bridge  

 
 

Samuel Barber’s A Hand of Bridge is (approximately) a nine-minute opera that 

features two married couples playing bridge (see Figure 1.2 above for photograph of a 

staging of the opera).  During the game each character sings an aria of their thoughts, as 

Barber describes a “monologue,” giving a momentary glimpse of the drama that has 

already occurred in the lives of the players.  Though short in length, these arias (or 

ariettas) are conceived as complete with full consideration of elements of style, rhythmic 

scheme, and expression of the musical narrative.  In the notes for staging, Menotti and 

Barber instruct, “While each character sings his interior monologue…the other three 

should remain more or less in darkness and remain frozen in an attitude.  This staging 
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device, of course, can also be reversed; that is to say that the character singing the 

monologue may be immobile while the others continue playing bridge.”83   

As Menotti’s story rapidly unfolds through each of the brief arias, it becomes 

clear that each character, though engaged in a four-player game and partnered with their 

spouses, is a lone individual.  However, Menotti exploits the human desires of sex, love, 

and power to create a unifying thread, or perhaps more accurately a complicated web, 

between these otherwise estranged friends and “would be” lovers. 

 In considering the dramatic narrative of this opera (both alone and in conjunction 

with the musical narrative), it is essential that the socio/historical aspects of the librettist 

and composer be taken into consideration.  Their relationship runs far deeper than 

composer-librettist as the two were partners, sharing a house for 30 years.  Though the 

two separated prior to Barber’s death in 1981, Paul Varnell reports:  

“In a 1985 interview Menotti said that when he dies he would like to be buried 
beside Barber where there is a plot waiting for him.  Barber instructed that if 
Menotti is buried elsewhere, a marker should be put on the empty plot reading 
‘To the memory of two friends.’  ‘But,’ Menotti said, ‘I fully expect to be with 
him.’” 84 
 

The social context of their relationship at the time was groundbreaking according to the 

GLBTQ, an Encyclopedia of Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, Transgender, and Queer Culture: 

“Before gay liberation and before gay people could be completely candid about their 

liaisons, Menotti and Barber proved that gay men could have relationships that did not 

have to be closeted, though the term "homosexuality" was never mentioned in public.”85 

 Menotti and Barber’s sexual orientation and chosen lifestyle brought with it a 

heightened awareness of sociological issues related to gender roles both in terms of the 

traditional heterosexual relationship (viewed as the norm) and contrasting alternative 

relationships.  Defining gender, Ellen Koskoff writes: 
                                                 

83 Samuel Barber, A Hand of Bridge (Vocal Score), (New York: G. Schirmer, Inc., 1960).  The 
note for stating is signed “G. C. M.; S. B.” indicating that the directions came from both the librettist and 
the composer. 

 
84 Paul Varnell, “Menotti at 90” Independent Gay Forum; available from 

http://www.indegayforum.org/authors/varnell/varnell69.html; Internet; accessed 17 August 2004. 
 
85John Louis DiGaetani, “Gian Carlo Menotti,” in GLBTQ [encyclopedia on-line]; available from 

http://www.glbtq.com/arts/menotti_gc.html; Internet; accessed 17 August 2004. 
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“Gender is a socially constructed category (i.e. man or woman), derived 
predominately from one’s biological sex (i.e. male or female), and continuously 
negotiated within a given cultural template or framework.  While biological 
categories are fairly static (few people are born with a combination of male and 
female sexual traits), gender categories are often dynamic, with boundaries 
between men’s and women’s attributes or behaviors constantly in flux, so that 
masculinity or femininity can appear variously in both sexes.”86 

 
Gender ideologies, or “‘correct’ (i.e. ideal) behavior based on gender,” exist in all 

societies, but as Koskoff explains: “it is possible for males and females to cross over into 

opposite gender domains, displaying behaviors normally associated with the opposite 

sex.”87  While some of the characters of A Hand of Bridge display thoughts and behaviors 

associated with their biologically linked gender, others display blended or cross-over 

behaviors.  The interactions and behaviors of the two couples will be discussed below 

with consideration of their variance from the socially defined “norm” for married 

couples. 

 
 

II.  Card Music and the Symbols of Bridge 

 
 

Although the characters of A Hand of Bridge are two couples, they are presented 

as separate individuals with unique desires.  The only interaction between the characters 

is the actual playing of the card game.  The “card music”, which accompanies this action, 

introduces, intertwines, and even interrupts the brief arias.  Initially, the card music is 

used to set the mood of the opera.  The music, given in Figure 3.1, has a jazz influence 

with swung rhythms and a quasi-walking bass line.  This style of music communicates a 

relaxed atmosphere, but as none of the characters is happy with his or her marriage, this 

music is more appropriately interpreted as a “poker face;” each character is fronting their 

happiness while, later, their individual arias will express their true emotions.  The bass-  

                                                 
86 Ellen Koskoff, “Gender and Music,” in The Garland Encyclopedia of World Music, eds. 

Timothy Rice, James Porter, and Chris Goertzen, vol. VII (New York and London: Garland Publishing, 
2000), 191.  
 

87 Ellen Koskoff, “An Introduction to Women, Music, and Culture,” in Women and Music in 
Cross-Cultural Perspective, ed. Ellen Koskoff (New York: Greenwood Press, 1987), 7. 
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Figure 3.1.  Barber: A Hand of Bridge, “Card music” bars 1-2. 

 
 
 
 

line cycles back upon itself in an ostinato-like fashion, although the pitch levels are not 

static.   

The opening phrase in E-minor is shifted up a whole step (to start on F-sharp) via 

arpeggiated triplets that are comprised of the chromatic set (see Figure 3.2).  The metric 

division of these triplets depicts augmented triads, but the configuration of these groups 

results in major and minor triads as well as (014) and (015) pitch class sets within 

consecutive three-note collections.  This carefully constructed mixture of notes allows the 

 
 
 
 

 

 

Figure 3.2.  Barber: A Hand of Bridge, Chromatic arpeggiation: “Card Music,” bars 7-8. 
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passage to blend with a variety of music—essential as the card music occurs at various 

points throughout the opera.  The repetitions within the music suggest not only that the 

game is a common, everyday occurrence, but also reflect the cyclical nature of the actual 

card game.  Additionally, the return to this music throughout the opera serves to remind 

the listener that although all of the characters have expressed their inner thoughts, the 

other characters have not heard these monologues.  Since no dynamic action takes place 

between the characters in Menotti’s libretto, the music always returns unchanged in 

Barber’s score.  

In addition to the narrative meaning of the card music in these passages, the text 

recited during these sections is meticulously planned.  Through the events of the card 

game, Menotti foreshadows the underlying themes of the opera, suggesting conflicts 

within the characters’ lives that have occurred outside the timeframe of the opera.  These 

ideas are cloaked within the coded communicative properties of the bidding process in 

the game of bridge.  Table 3.1 shows the card text extracted from the complete libretto.  

The chart reads chronologically from left to right moving down each row; however, 

scanning the columns to isolate the text of the individual can illuminate the true 

motivations of each character. 

Looking first at Bill and Sally, their bids of hearts represent their desires to be 

loved.  Sally’s bid, raising to two in the same suit, could indicate that she is only 

somewhat satisfied with her partner’s suit; her husband’s love.  As revealed later in his 

aria, Bill desires not the love of his wife Sally, but that of his mistress Cymbaline.  

Sally’s role as “dummy” in the game of bridge may suggest that she is unaware of her 

husband’s adulterous pursuits; however, as the skilled bridge player will notice, Sally 

places herself in the role of “dummy.”  Further, her exclamation “The Queen, You have 

trumped the Queen,” suggests her awareness of his actions.  Her scrutiny of his misplay 

of trump, which is hearts, signifies her observations of Bill’s misuse of his desires for 

love.  Therefore, her role as “dummy” is not representative of her ignorance of her 

husband’s affair, but rather of her conscious choice to allow Bill to perform his deceitful 

pleasures without confrontation as she continues to “bid” for her husband’s love.88 

                                                 
88 For more information about the rules of bridge, see:  Charles H. Goren, Contract Bridge 

Complete (Garden City, NY: Doubleday & Company, Inc, 1952), 35. 
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Table 3.1.  Chart of Card Text from Barber: A Hand of Bridge. 

 

Bill Geraldine Sally David 

1 Heart 2 Clubs 2 Hearts Pass 

4 Hearts 5 Clubs 5 Hearts  

Pass   Pass89 

 Pass  You 

Play 

  Once again I’m dummy, 

forever dummy 

 

Don’t boast, put down 

your cards. (to Geraldine) 

You lead. 

 (to Bill) From the table, 

darling! 

 

I’m sorry, dear.  (to Bill) the Queen, you 

have trumped the Queen 

 

  Ace of Hearts Nine of 

spades 

 Your trick   

Out of trump! The King of Diamonds 

David! The hand is 

yours 

 ok. 

 Deuce of spades   

Six of clubs  Hearts.  

Hearts.  Hearts. Trump! 

 
 
 
 
In a striking contrast, neither Geraldine nor David speaks of hearts.  As 

Geraldine’s aria will reveal, her life is as loveless as her bridge hand is heartless.  

                                                 
89 Note here that David has spoken out of turn.  As David’s theme will be shown to be a desire for 

power, this may be interpreted as an attempt to gain authority and control. 
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Traditionally in bridge, passing to your partner’s initial bid, as David has done, 

communicates a lack of support for the bid.  Here it can be interpreted quite literally as 

representing David’s lack of support (no love) for his wife.  With the cards stacked 

against her, bidding from the bottom of the barrel with clubs, the lowest ranking suit in 

this game, Geraldine continues to make the best out of the cards she has been dealt, the 

life that she has been given.  Nonetheless her bid is an un-winnable contract; her marriage 

is without love.  Finally, when offered a perfect opportunity to speak of love following 

Sally and Bill’s statements of “Hearts,” David says “Trump!”  As hearts have been 

declared trump for this game, David has chosen a term expressing his desires for 

authority and power over one of love. 

The opening bids of this game of bridge highlight the major themes of the opera.  

The four characters are all intensely longing for unattainable desires.  However, only 

three distinct passions are communicated: Sally and Bill exude a desire to be intensely 

and intimately loved, Geraldine longs for a loving platonic relationship, and David 

dreams of a life in which he is a ruler with power and authority over the masses who are 

to serve and respect him, both socially and sexually.  Barber’s structural division of the 

opera supports the interpretation of this three-part thematic schema.  The first section 

contains both Sally’s and Bill’s aria, the second Geraldine’s aria, and the third David’s 

aria.  The sections are separated by card music interludes and the structural division is 

also reflected in the equal performance time of each section, approximately three 

minutes.  Table 3.2 outlines a further division of the structure, including descriptions of 

the tonal, stylistic, and rhythmic aspects of the various segments.  Figure 3.3 plots the 

opera’s voice-leading structure on a linear graph, denoting the beginning of each 

character’s aria.  I represent the E-flat major tonalities as a lowered-major inflection of 

tonic (bI) to represent my interpretation of Barber’s dramatically-influenced harmonic 

schema.  Bill’s fantasy-based desire—musically set in E-flat major—is a skewed 

representation of reality—established at the beginning of the opera with an E minor tonic.  

Further, the lowered dominant (B-flat major) can be interpreted as lacking a relationship 

with reality.  For example, Geraldine has no loving relationship—no diatonic pull from 

dominant to tonic.  In as much as the characters’ desires go unfulfilled, Barber leaves the 

listener’s expectation of a tonal form unfulfilled.   
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Table 3.2.  Chart of Structure, Themes, and Tonal Areas in Barber: A Hand of Bridge. 

 

Division A A A A A A A 
Section Intro 

1-14 
Recit. 
15-20 

Sally’s Aria 
21-35 

Trans. 
36-40 

Recit. 
41-42 

Bill’s Aria 
43-68 

Reprise 
69-72 

Music Card Theme Card  
Music 

Driving 
Repetition 
Fantasy 

  Scalar 
Smooth 

Bill’s 
Music 

Meter   duple   triplet  
Singer Ensemble 

Game text 
Sally/ 
Bill 

Sally Sally/ 
Bill 

Bill Bill 
(3 Sally 
Phrases) 

Sally 

Tonal 
Area 

E minor, 
F# minor 

to E 
minor 

E, Ab, F  F & Cb  F & Cb  E-flat, 
D, E-flat 

E flat 

 
Division B B B B B 
Section Trans. 

73-75 
Recit. 
76-83 

(Intro) 
84-86 

Geraldine’s Aria 
87-113 

Reprise 
114-117 

Music Card 
Music 

Slowing towards 
dramatic 

Slow Leaping Leaping “Rising” Bill’s Music 

Meter   3/2 meter 3/2 meter  
Singer Game 

text 
Geraldine: 
thinking in the 
“now” 

 Geraldine Bill 
Sally 

Tonal 
Area 

C# 
minor 

? melody is 
sequential 

? Bb & G/Gminor, Bb Db  

 
Division C C C C C C 
Section Trans. 

118-131 
Recit.  
132-137 

(Intro.) 
138-141 

David’s Aria 
142-188 

Reprise-
Medley 
189-196 

Tag 
197-198 

Music Card 
Music 

Pedal 
Tones 

David’s 
Accomp. 

Rhythmic 
Syncopated 

each w/ correct 
accomp. 

based on 
card music 

Meter    Duple   
Singer Ensemble 

Game text 
David Sally, Bill 

Geraldine- 
Game text 

David 
(2 Sally  
Phrases) 
(Bill Bar) 
(Ger. Phrase) 

Sally, Bill, 
Geraldine 

Bill, Sally, 
David- 
Game text 

Tonal 
Area 

E minor. 
F# minor 

C to  
E minor 

E minor E minor, E, 
Bb, F, 
E minor 

E minor E minor 
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Figure 3.3. Linear Graph of Tonal Areas (Barber: A Hand of Bridge). 

 
 
 
 
While Menotti has saturated the opening text of the opera with the fundamental 

themes, the text and music of the arias provide an abundance of evidence to support the 

theory of unfulfilled desires.  The remainder of this chapter will flesh out the operatic 

narrative by interpreting the themes situated within the musical and dramatic narratives of 

each of the character’s miniature arias.  

 
 

III.  Sally 

 
 

Sally’s aria features two markedly different sections.  The first has an almost 

obsessive, driving, repetitive eighth-note melody, which sets the words “I want to buy 

that hat of peacock feathers.”  The second shifts immediately to a fantasy-esque melody 

with contours that suggest a melodic axis around the pitch B-flat, moving in a cantabile 

style to the surrounding pitches.  Adding to the stylistic change is a fluttering flute 

flourish as Sally begins to revisit her morning trip to the hat store.  This two-part form, 

however, reveals itself as a rounded binary form when the driving melody returns, just 

before the aria is interrupted as Sally’s attention is drawn back to the game.90 

                                                 
90 Since this aria concludes with a literal interruption, the form is not necessarily complete in its 

representation.  Sally’s narrative discussed below, suggests a continuous alternation between the two 
sections: a rondo form. 
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The dramatic narrative of the first section has a tri-fold construction.  On the 

surface, Sally is desperate to buy a hat of peacock feathers.  Sally’s obsession with 

materialistic pleasures is, on the middleground, a substitution for the intimacy of her 

marriage.  Sally’s underlying background-level longing is to be the object of her 

husband’s desire.  As Koskoff explains: “In most societies, a woman’s identity is 

believed to be embedded in her sexuality; that is, she is seen (and may see herself) 

primarily as sexual partner, child bearer, and nurturer.”91  Accordingly, Sally seems to 

have lost her identity in the real world and escapes to a fantastical world centering her 

attentions on buying a hat of peacock feathers. 

The eye of the peacock feather could be a representation of Sally’s desires to be 

gazed upon.92  As described by Lawrence Kramer in Music as Cultural Practice,93 the 

gaze would place Sally as the object for her husband to take pleasure in, making her an 

extension of his own sexualized body.  This gendered gaze would ignite what Sigmund 

Freud described as scoptophilia, a sexual pleasure in looking.94  Thus Sally, by adorning 

herself with a beautiful (and extensively symbolic) hat, is attempting to regain physical 

interaction with her husband by first making herself a visual stimulant for his sexual 

pleasure.  Further supporting this view, the hat that Sally desires is quite elaborate 

compared to those fashionable during the time period (see Figure 1.1 above).  Thus, 

Menotti has chosen a hat that would draw attention to Sally while also singling her out 

from society, confirming her loneliness.95  

In a reciprocal gendered gaze, Sally’s observation of her husband’s affair seems 

to have sparked a narcissistic response.96  In her self-admiration, Sally obsessively and 

                                                 
91 Koskoff, “An Introduction to Women, Music, and Culture,” 6. 
 
92 The symbolic history of the peacock is rich and diverse ranging from stars in the heavens, 

angel’s wings, incorruptible flesh, the gift of foresight, and vanity.  See Beryl Rowland, Birds with Human 
Souls: A Guide to Bird Symbolism, (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1978), 127-130.  

 
93Lawrence Kramer, Music as Cultural Practice, (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 

1990), 111-112. 
 
94 Blasé Samuel Scarnati, Jr., “Bellini’s La sonnambula in America and the Gendered Gaze” 

(Ph.D. diss., University of Pittsburgh, 1998), 51. 
 

95 See Chatper One, part three for discussion of hat fashions in the 1950s. 
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fantastically takes to the task of adorning herself with a hat of peacock feathers, a symbol 

of vanity.  Not only does she desire Bill’s attention, but she also believes that her beauty 

demands his attention.  It seems unlikely that Sally would confront Bill about the affair 

for the confrontation would require admittance that Sally was, for some reason, 

physically undesirable. 

Shown in Figure 3.4, Barber sets Sally’s line with an accompaniment in a flat- 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 
 
Figure 3.4.  Barber: A Hand of Bridge, Sally’s music, bars 21-25. 

 

 
                                                                                                                                                 

96 Ibid., 53-54.  
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distinctly different key.  This bifurcated tonality expresses Sally’s internal conflict, 

juxtaposing accented E-flat and B-flat major triads against the accompaniment’s 

pulsating repetition of the E-major triad.  The dissonances are further accented by leaps 

in the melodic line that coincide with the word “peacock.”  These musical outbursts 

outline an E half-diminished-seventh chord and are preceded by an arpeggiation of the B- 

major triad in the bass-line thus causing further harmonic conflict with established E-

major triad.  The music mimics Sally’s dramatic narrative of aggravation and frustration 

with a gradual increase and subsequent explosion of dissonance in the musical narrative.  

Together, the music and text support the notion that Sally’s unfulfilled desires are intense 

and center on intimate and erotic love. 

The second section functions to connect Sally’s projection of desire toward a 

material object as an intoxicatingly euphoric escape from the brutal reality of her 

husband’s affair.  Sally’s melody represents her psychosis as her melody dances 

blissfully in C-flat major despite the accompaniment and key signature that suggest A-flat 

major (see Figure 3.5).  The words “there is the” (which proceeds each description of the  

 
 
 

 

 

 

Figure 3.5.  Barber: A Hand of Bridge, Sally’s melody, bars 28-32. 

 
 
 
 
hats) are set to the same notes, suggesting a patterned behavior that replaces her 

emotional desires with materialistic goods.  Although both sections are syllabic in setting, 

the second is more melodic than the first rhythmic and percussive section.  The 

contrasting section further supports that Sally is aware of her husband’s affair as it 

presents a pleasurable world of fantasy, which as a prerequisite, necessitates a reality 



 44

worthy of escape.  Relating to the multiple levels of Sally’s desires, the dramatic 

narrative focuses on Sally’s obsession with hats, the musical narrative creates a feeling of 

fantasy that can be interpreted as Sally’s substitution of materialist goods for her 

emotional desires, and the operatic narrative suggests that Sally is in search of her 

husband’s love. 

 
 

IV.  Bill 

 
 

The text of Bill’s monologue describes his longing for the intimate company of 

his mistress Cymbaline.  The music of Bill’s aria exemplifies characteristics of an 

obsessive fantasy.  Shown in Figures 3.6a and 3.6b, the ascending scalar triplets are  

 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 3.6a.  Barber: A Hand of Bridge, Bill’s Dance music, bars 43-44. 
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Figure 3.6b. Barber: A Hand of Bridge, Bill’s Obsession music, bars 51-52. 

 
 
 
 
balanced with a complimentary descending line in a danceable, flowing melody.  The 

fanatical temperament of the fantasy is written out in the repetition of the three-note 

scalar passages.  The libretto further expresses his fixation via the string of six questions 

that Bill states during the aria as well as the list of names of other possible suitors for his 

mistress.  Although he states that he would like for Cymbaline to be his wife, the 

continuation of the fantasy music in both the melody and the accompaniment suggests 

that this statement is spurious.  The physical nature of Bill’s desire is supported by the 

change in the accompaniment from the consonant, tonal harmonic structure of the fantasy  

music to one that features oscillation of diminished and augmented intervals as he 

expresses his physical desires to take Cymbaline home and quote “strangle in the dark!” 

(see Figure 3.7). 

As Bill and Sally seem to have similar desires the question still remains: why are 

Bill’s desires not directed at his wife?  Both characters have been given music that 

suggests notions of obsession and fantasy.  The crucial factor, however, is the direction of 

these obsessions and fantasies.  Sally’s monologue is a product of the reality with which 

she is faced.  It is not her actual desire, but rather a temporary escape from her unfulfilled 

(and unspoken) desire.  Bill, on the other hand, wants his imaginary world to be the 

reality.   
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Figure 3.7.  Barber: A Hand of Bridge, Harmonic shift in Bill’s aria, bars 63-66. 

 
 
 
 
He longs for an imaginary scenario, and therefore by definition, it can never become 

reality. 

Later in the libretto (during Geraldine’s recitative), Menotti reveals that some 

time prior, Bill had shown physical interest in Geraldine.97  With the suggestion that Bill 

has a propensity to engage in adulterous intrigues, it seems that neither a mistress nor his 

wife can fulfill Bill’s desires.  Rather, he has a predilection for the thrill and questioning 

associated with a clandestine love affair.  It is possible that Cymbaline is not even a 

mistress, but rather a prostitute as Bill lists seven different individuals who Cymbaline 

might be with that evening.  Directing his gaze upon a prostitute would make true sexual 

intimacy virtually impossible; guaranteeing continued wanting.  If Bill were to direct his 

sexual desires at Sally, the act of longing would cease, and thus, the theme of unfulfilled 

desires would be thwarted.   

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
97 Text from Geraldine’s recitative: “What is he [Bill] thinking of that he plays so 

distractedly?…Surely not of me whose foot he no longer seeks under the card table.”  
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V.  Geraldine 

 
 

Geraldine’s monologue expresses her desire to love her mother who is deathly ill.  

The concepts of birth (interpreted as motherhood), sickness, and death are three points of 

focus generally associated with a women’s gender ideology.98  Even though she is 

aligned with her expected gender role, Geraldine cannot relate to the people in her life on 

a personal level.  She remembers her father not as a person, but as a faded photograph, 

and associates her husband and son with the stock market and football, respectively.   

Her’s aria expresses her desire for not only someone to love her, but also for someone to 

love.  The tonal conflict between her G major (with minor inflections) melody and the B-

flat major accompaniment confirms that her father, husband, and son cannot fulfill her 

needs (see Figure 3.8a).  This bifurcation of the musical setting—a line with an  

 
 
 
 

 

 
Figure 3.8a.  Barber: A Hand of Bridge, Geraldine’s music, bars 87-90.  

 
 
 
 
accompaniment in a distinctly different key—exploits her internal psychological conflict 

as a daughter, wife, and mother unable to obtain love (see Figure 3.8b).  The melody  

                                                 
98 Ellen Koskoff, “Gender, Power, and Music” in The Musical Woman An International 

Perspective vol. 3: 1968-1990, eds. Judith Lang Zaimont, Jane Gottlieb, Joanne Polk, and Michael J. Rogan 
(New York: Greenwood Press, 1991), 771.  
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Figure 3.8b.  Surface Level Bifurcation of Barber: A Hand of Bridge, bars 87-91. 

 
 
 
 
outlines the diminished seventh between F# and E-flat while also arpeggiating a G major 

triad, thus setting the melody in G major with a G minor inflection (stressed with the 

actual lowered third scale degree in bar 93).  Her psychological conflicts are played out in 

the tonal conflict between her melody (Geraldine’s emotional state) and the 

accompaniment (her unfulfilling life).  The half-step motion in the melody reflects 

Geraldine’s emotional struggle—never quite stable.  Further, Barber’s notation of C-flat 

for 3̂ (in G major) represents Geraldine functioning outside of her own tonality—her self-

concept.  The deep level structure (see Figure 3.8c) shows the tonal relationship between 

the vertical and horizontal lines; and psychologically, exhibits Geraldine’s ability to 

function within her unfulfilling life.  

As Geraldine’s aria turns to the subject of her gravely ill mother, she achieves a 

moment of stability as the melody stays in B-flat major for six measures.  This section is 

further marked by a change in meter (from 3/2 to 4/2) and accompaniment pattern (now 

regular pulsating chords).  In the absence of a bifurcation of tonality, we can suspect 

Geraldine has found someone to love her.  Unfortunately, Geraldine’s wish to experience 

her mother’s love is doomed.  As she sings, “hatching for herself the black wings of 

death,” the B-flat major tonality is abandoned, returning to her earlier G major.  The  
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Figure 3.8c.  Deep Level Structure of Barber: A Hand of Bridge, bars 87-91. 

 
 
 
 
accompaniment also returns to its earlier pattern (see Table 3.3).  Thus, neither Geraldine 

nor her unfulfilling life has changed. 

 
 
 
 

Table 3.3.  Diagram of Accompaniment Pattern for Geraldine’s Aria from Barber: A 

Hand of Bridge (corresponds with music from Figure 3.8a). 

 

Soprano D-Eb-Cb motive 

Alto Minor 6th below soprano motive 

Tenor Descending line Bb-(F/F#)-A-Gb/G/Cb 

Reduced to Bb-A in returning sections 

Bass Descending “sigh” Eb-Cb or Eb-F 

 
 
 
 
Surprisingly, a shimmer of hope remains for Geraldine.  The music of the stable 

passage in B-flat major (rehearsal number 7) returns as she pleads for her mother not to 

die (rehearsal number 8 shown in Figure 3.9a).  Although the harmonies of the  
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Figure 3.9a.  Barber: A Hand of Bridge, bars 106-112. 
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accompaniment are the same (bars 96-101 corresponding with 106-111), the melody 

repeats only the first two bars.  Geraldine’s text, “Let me see your pleading eyes once 

more.  Now that, at last,” is set to material that had been previously presented as an oboe  

countermelody (beginning at bar 98).  The oboe version of this melody ends in bar 101 as 

the strings take over to create the shift in the accompaniment patterned described above.   

Geraldine’s version; however, finishes optimistically with the words, “I am 

learning to love you.”  Her end is not without struggle, as Barber musically depicts 

requiring both a poco allargando and diminuendo with the approach to the highest pitch 

of the aria.  The musical narrative concludes on scale-degree six rather than tonic. The 

high B-flat is thwarted by Geraldine’s inability “to love you.”  Geraldine does not know 

how to love, but she is learning; enunciating each of her final words “to love you” in a 

drawn-out almost strained voice, just steps away from her desired tonic. 

Based upon an interpretation of the operatic narrative that places Geraldine in a 

situation of an unattainable desire for to love, caution must be taken to avoid perceiving 

this melody in F major.  Figure 3.9b shows the labeling of the melody with scale-degree 

numbers for both B-flat and F major as well as Roman numeral harmonic analysis of the 

accompaniment for either key.  While the harmony for this passage is not clearly 

functional in either key, the melody (alone) could easily be perceived in either key.  Here, 

it becomes essential to consider the musical narrative when determining the key of the 

melody.  Singing this melody in F major gives Geraldine too much tonic, too much 

stability, too much optimism for grasping her desires.  In B-flat major, the melody 

frequently reiterates scale-degrees five and seven.  This dominant inflection and its push 

toward tonic mimics Geraldine’s quest for love.  Although tonic is not completely absent 

(in contrast to Geraldine’s lack of love), it is held only briefly and never concludes a 

phrase or sub-phrase.  Thus, Geraldine has had love within her reach, but it always slips 

away. 
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Figure 3.9b.  Barber: A Hand of Bridge, bars 106-112 with annotations in two keys. 
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VI.  David 

 
 

David, too, is without love; however, love is not the object of his desires.  David’s 

aria expresses his desires to be rich and powerful: “a Rockefeller, the King of Diamonds, 

a Sultan of America.”  These desires suggest that his current social status prevents him 

from achieving happiness.  Richard Kessing describes power as “an attribute of 

relationships between people or groups existing in specific contexts or situations.”99  As 

David has virtually no relationship with his wife, his desires for power suggest the need 

for a relationship with someone else. 

The musical setting of these desires is not forceful or empowering, but rather a 

lamenting fixation on the drudgery of his life.  David’s melody is built on the pentatonic 

scale G-A-B-D-E.  As this scale contains no semitone, it is difficult to determine a tonal 

center; however, Barber clearly chooses one for this passage.  The pedal tones E and B of 

the accompaniment create stability in E minor.  The countermelody of the 

accompaniment is a simple neighbor-note embellishment of the drone bass.  This 

countermelody also introduces the semitone motion between the pitches B and C.  Rather 

than creating a leading-tone/tonic relationship, this semitone is located between ̂5 and ̂6 

of E minor (see Figure 3.10).  Adding to the ethnic sounds of the pentatonic melody and 

drone bass, the notion of exoticism is expressed in the libretto with reference to a Nubian 

slave, and more prominently played out stylistically in the instrumentation of the winding 

“snake charming” countermelody scored in the oboe and clarinet parts as well as the 

delicately added percussion featuring castanets and triangle. 

As Susan McClary has discussed in her analysis of Bizet’s Carmen,100 exoticism 

is associated with the representation of “the Other.”  Although McClary’s labeling of “the 

Other” has been reserved for female characters, Leo Treitler offers a non-gendered  

 

                                                 
99 Koskoff, “Gender, Power, and Music,” 774. 
 
100 McClary, 51-58.  



 54

 

Figure 3.10.  Barber: A Hand of Bridge, David’s Lament music, bars 142-143. 

 
 
 
 

definition: “The Other, in effect, is a projection of a suppressed and feared aspect of the 

self and consequently inspires deeply ambivalent attitudes in the acknowledged self.”101 

Singing of twenty naked boys and twenty naked girls, it seems evident that 

David’s sexual fantasies are purely physical—and perhaps deviant—with no intimate 

love.  Barber’s use of exoticism in this aria is an exploitation of David’s cross-over 

gender characteristics, which could also suggest that his marriage is not “traditionally” 

functional.  Just as David’s fantasy has no outlet for personal intimacy, his marriage has 

no outlet for him either.   

Barber’s use of exoticism also marks David as “the Other” of this opera.  

Menotti’s libretto tells us that David hides his own book of Havelock Ellis’ discussions of 

the psychology of sex in society and marriage.  Taking from Teitler’s “Other,” this 

hidden book could be a symbol for David’s suppressed (and feared) deviant sexual 

desires.  Barber supports this notion in the musical narrative as the rhythmic setting of 

this text appears to resemble an anxiety-ridden secret through the rhythmic dissonances 

of the triplets and syncopations of the sixteenth-dotted eighth rhythms (see Figure 3.11). 

 

                                                 
101 Leo Treitler, “Gender and Other Dualities of Music History” in Musicology and Difference: 

Gender and Sexuality in Music Scholarship, ed. Ruth A. Solie (Berkeley and Los Angeles, CA: University 
of California Press, 1993), 31. 
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Figure 3.11.  Barber: A Hand of Bridge, Rhythmic Shift in David’s Aria, bars 167-168. 

 
 
 
 

Barber’s setting of the second portion of David’s aria further depicts David’s 

social displacement.  The score indicates a key change from the E minor section to a key 

signature of no sharps or flats; however, the music is saturated with accidentals.  The 

accompaniment moves between major triads, groups that do not indicate a functioning 

key.  Though notated in common time, the metric feel of David’s melody shifts from 

groupings of threes to twos, rarely supporting the notated bar line (see Figure 3.12).   

 
 
 
 

 

Figure 3.12.  Barber: A Hand of Bridge, Metric Displacement of David’s Melody, bars 
154-159. 
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Taking clues from the dramatic and musical narratives, David wants power to change his 

current situation and perhaps develop a new outlet for his physical fantasies.  As for a 

greater operatic narrative to this aria, David cannot desire love for he first needs the 

power and money to expose his own emotions and sexuality, to destroy the facade of his 

marriage, and to rebuild a life that is true to his soul. 

 
 

VII.  Conclusions 

 
 

 On the surface, Menotti’s libretto for A Hand of Bridge presents a light and 

humorous plot.  As discussed above however, the text is rich with symbolism and 

interpretive possibilities that lead to a complex dramatic narrative of social intrigues.  The 

unifying theme of unattainable desires has served as a streamlining agent for the 

interpretation of the dramatic narrative.  Also contributing to the plausibility of the 

reading are the historical and social backgrounds of both Barber and Menotti.   

Barber’s musical settings not only seem to support the dramatic narrative, but also 

enhance it; expanding the possibilities of interpretation with a musical narrative that 

exploits multiple musical characteristics including style, rhythm, harmony, and tonality.  

Through bifurcated tonality, Barber characterizes the female characters on multiple 

psychological levels.  Contrasting tonalities show both internal and societal conflicts for 

each character.  Geraldine’s accompaniment key, B-flat major, is in fact the same key 

found within her husband David’s aria.  Here it seems that Barber shows Geraldine in 

direct conflict with a part of her husband (as David’s aria has many key areas, she is only 

in conflict with certain aspects of her husband). 

As Nally has written, “his [Barber] compositions spring from a reaction to the 

text, or directly from his emotional state.”102  Without an interpretation of the various 

narratives in the opera, Sally would simply want to buy a hat; Bill would be just another 

adulterous husband; Geraldine a depressed housewife; and David just your average 

worker dreaming of riches.  Instead, the text and the music, the librettist and the 

                                                 
102 Nally, 239. 
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composer, all coalesce to create the operatic narrative of A Hand of Bridge.  The opera 

becomes an exciting tale of thwarted desires, clandestine love affairs, and sexuality: a 

typical night of cards. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: ANALYSIS OF MENOTTI’S THE TELEPHONE 

 
 
 
 

As both composer and librettist for his operas, Gian Carlo Menotti’s The 

Telephone shows his high-level of integration between musical and dramatic structures.  

The first telephone call provides both a dramatic model of conversational etiquette and a 

musical model of structural design.  Subsequent calls show deviations from this norm to 

enhance Lucy’s characterization.  Reciprocally, Ben’s music moves closer to the model 

as the opera progresses, reflection the dynamic aspect of his characterization as he 

achieves the dramatic goal: proposing to Lucy.   

 
 

I.  Synopsis of The Telephone 

 
 

 The Telephone begins in Lucy’s apartment as she opens a gift box from her 

gentleman friend Ben.  Inside, she finds a sculpture.  After Lucy expresses her joy with 

the gift and Ben reciprocates his excitement of her liking the gift, Ben tells Lucy that he 

is going away, and his train leaves in just one hour.  Before he leaves however, he wants 

to ask Lucy something.  As he nervously sputters trying to ask his question, the phone 

rings and interrupts the conversation.  Lucy takes Margaret’s call (the audience hears 

only Lucy’s side of the telephone conversations until the final call from Ben).  After Lucy 

declines Margaret’s invitation for the evening, the two continue to speak regarding 

various friends and gossip.  The call finally concludes following endless strings of 

questions and laughter. 

 Upon concluding the call, Lucy wants to recount her conversation to Ben.  Ben 

declines, reminding her that he has something that he must tell her.  As Lucy asks “What 

is it, darling?” the phone rings again.  This call is brief as it is a wrong number.  Lucy 

expresses her resentment at the wrong number as if the call is specifically to tease her 
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(“Why must they always pick on me when they get the wrong number?”).  Once again 

Ben tries to speak to Lucy, stressing that his time is getting shorter.  Instead of listening, 

Lucy picks up the phone to call for the exact time.  Now that the time has been 

established (four-fifteen and three and a half seconds), Ben starts again.  Just as he is 

about to utter his question, the phone rings again.  This time it is George on the phone.  

Lucy frantically denies having said “such a thing” about George.  George hangs up on 

Lucy who immediately bursts into tears.   

 Ben consoles Lucy, telling her not to cry.  As she leaves to get a handkerchief, 

Ben expresses his frustration at the telephone, which is preventing him from asking his 

question.  Ben spots a pair of scissors and psychotically approaches the telephone ready 

to “kill” the menacing “two-headed monster.”  The telephone cries out with a ring, and 

Lucy rescues it from Ben’s arms.  Lucy yells at Ben in disgust, but Ben claims it was 

only in self-defense.  Ben then asks Lucy if they can have a talk.  Lucy agrees, but states 

that she must call Pamela.  Ben tries to convince Lucy to call Pamela after they talk 

because he has to leave very soon, but Lucy insists that the call will be brief and must 

happen now.  Lucy then tells Pamela the whole long drawn-out story of both the day to 

which George was referring as well as recounting the conversation of George’s call.  In 

the midst of this call, Ben anxiously agonizes over the possibility of never getting to tell 

Lucy that he loves her.  He continues with his rage against the telephone until he 

determines that there is only one thing left that he can do, and he swiftly leaves Lucy’s 

apartment. 

 Lucy finishes her phone call to find herself alone with the telephone.  She 

wonders where he has gone since it seemed that he had something on his mind.  Then 

once again, the phone rings.  Elated with the idea that it is Ben, Lucy adjusts her hair and 

touches up her make-up before answering.  Once on the telephone, Ben finally has 

Lucy’s attention and asks her to marry him, and she immediately accepts his proposal.  

She urges him to not be long on his trip and not to forget her number, as she will be 
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waiting by the telephone for him.  The story concludes as Lucy gives Ben her number 

“Stevedore-two-three-four-nine-0.103 

 
 

II.  The Telephone on Stage and Beyond 

 
 

 The Telephone premiered on February 18, 1947 at the Heckscher Theatre in New 

York City as a curtain raiser to Menotti’s The Medium during the Ballet Society’s one-act 

opera season.104  The Telephone owes its existence to Lincoln Kirstein as he agreed to 

stage The Medium only if Menotti composed a curtain raiser for it.105  Well received, the 

operas shifted from a musical stage to one known for drama, moving to the Ethel 

Barrymore Theatre on May 1, 1947.106  Though scheduled to close on June 7th, the 

popularity of this twin billing resulted in three reprieves.  It ran on Broadway for 212 

performances.107   

Following their initial popularity on Broadway, the operas continued to receive 

twin billings in new and unusual settings.  London’s Aldwych Theatre staged both operas 

for their European premiere on April 30, 1948.108  The double bill was a part of the Hotel 

Edison Arena’s first presentation of “operas in the round” on July 20, 1950.109  While the 

operas received their popularity together, The Medium did not overshadow The 

Telephone.  A critic from Rome’s newspaper Il Messagero reported, “Gian-Carlo 

Menotti, who wrote The Telephone and other operas buoffe, has founded a school and his 

                                                 
103 Some modern productions and film versions of the opera use the number 742-3490.  Ken 

Wlaschin, Gian Carlo Menotti on Screen: Opera, Dance and Choral Works on Film, Television, and Video 
(Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Company, Inc., 1999), 126. 

 
104 Olin Downes, “Opera by Menotti Has its Premiere,” New York Times, 19 February 1947, p. 32. 
 
105 Wlaschin, 123. 
 
106 Brooks Atkinson, “Words and Music,” New York Times, 11 May 1947, p. X1. 
 
107 Louis Calta, “Menotti Twin Bill Wins Another Stay,” New York Times, 17 June 1947, 31.  

Wlaschin, 4. 
 
108 “Two Menotti Operas Lauded in London,” New York Times, 30 April 1948, p. 36. 
 
109 H. C. S., “2 Menotti Operas in Unusual Show,” New York Times, 20 July 1950, p. 37. 
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descendants are already appearing on the horizon.”110  On December 14, 1955, the 

Brooklyn Academy of Music revived the twin billing for the Major Concert Series of the 

Brooklyn Institute of Arts and Sciences.111 

In addition to its popularity on stage, The Telephone has been adapted to screen.  

It has been televised in the United States, England, Germany, Australia, Canada, New 

Zealand, Hungary, Netherlands, Austria, and Scotland between 1948 and 1992. In 1947, 

Columbia recorded the original staged version of The Telephone on LP.  A second LP 

was produced by First Edition in 1979 (Paula Seibel and Robert Orth accompanied by 

Jorge Mester and the Louisville Orchestra).  The Telephone has more recently been 

released twice on CD: 1992 Nuova Era (Anne Victoria Banks and Gian Lucca Ricci 

accompanied by Paolo Vaglieri and the Milan Chamber Orchestra) and 1995 Albany 

Records (Jeanne Ommerle and Richard Holmes accompanied by Stephen Togers 

Radcliffe and the New York Chamber Ensemble). 112 

 
 

III. Current Scholarship 

 
 

Previous studies have addressed the issues of music and drama in some of 

Menotti’s staged works.  Judith Anne Fryer writes, “…Menotti’s principal concern is a 

tight integration of music and drama.  His recitatives, lyrical passages, and orchestral 

passages are constructed so that they describe every detail of the action occurring while 

they are being played.”113  As a product of composing both the libretti and the music for 

his operas, Fryer asserts: “[Menotti] achieved his own personal technique: a style in 

which action and music serve each other so closely that each absorbs and reveals the 

                                                 
110 “Italian 1-Act Opera Depicts Boxing Riot,” New York Times, 10 September 1953, p. 22. 
 
111 J. B., “Brooklyn Hears Two by Menotti,” New York Times, 14 December 1955, p. 52. 
 
112 Wlaschin, 127-129. 
 
113 Judith Anne Fryer, “A Guide to the Study and Performance of Three Operas of Gian-Carlo 

Menotti” (Ed.D. diss., Columbia University Teachers College, 1974), 2. 
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characteristics of the other.”114  The Telephone exemplifies the characteristics of 

Menotti’s operatic formula. 

 According to Richard John Marriott, this opera buffa pairs the featherweight plot 

with light and airy music.115  Marriott has outlined the dramatic action of the opera as: 

  Exposition: Ben must catch train/tries to propose [to Lucy] 
  Rising Action: 5 phone calls 
    1) Margaret: social 
    2) Wrong number 
    3) Call for time 
    4) George’s accusations of slander 
    5) Call to Pamela: share hurt feelings 
  Denouement: Ben proposes from phone booth.116  
 
Theatrically, Ben and Lucy are the only two characters staged in this opera; however, 

from a dramatic standpoint, the telephone itself is not only a character, but also the only 

character that creates conflict within the brief opera.   

Musical settings of the telephone calls portray Lucy’s everyday life, suggesting 

that the telephone plays a ritualistic role in her daily routine.  The text of Menotti’s 

libretto supports this proposition.  As Mary Irene Casmus writes: 

 
The text of The Telephone has a relatively high degree of intelligibility because, 
in the first place, Menotti has chosen simple and familiar words.  The telephone 
conversations consist of a string of proprieties and common places, stock 
responses, and straight-line narrative.  In the second place, Menotti uses 
repetition, restatement, and parallelism to a considerable extent.  At points where 
duets occur, the simultaneous dialogue of Lucy and Ben proceeds only after the 
sense of the passage or scene has already been fairly well established.  The duets 
are restatements.117 
 

Lucy’s dependence on the telephone becomes the driving source of the opera’s humor as 

her calls become increasingly ludicrous and melodramatic.  Ben’s character overcomes 

                                                 
114 Ibid., 11. 
 
115 Richard John Marriott, “Gian-Carlo Menotti: Total Musical Theater: A Study of His Operas” 

(Ph.D. diss., University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign, 1975), 47 and 59.  
 
116 Ibid, 48-49.  
 
117 Mary Irene Casmus, “Gian-Carlo Menotti: His Dramatic Techniques: A Study Based on Works 

Written 1937-1954”  (Ph.D. diss., Columbia University, 1962), 70-71. 
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the challenges of the telephone by desperately and ingeniously proposing to Lucy via 

telephone just moments before his train departs. 

  
 

IV. Margaret’s Call: A Conversational Model 

 
 

A linear analysis of the music of the first phone call from Menotti’s The 

Telephone can illuminate aspects of the musical narrative through examination of the 

prolongational structures, repetition, and tonal regions.  Music supports drama in four 

ways: the pairing of structurally significant musical events with plot forwarding dramatic 

action (Abbate’s mimesis),118 the coupling of less structurally significant musical events 

with ambiguous dramatic action, the treatment of key expectation as a parallel of 

conversational expectation, and pairing unexpected keys with unexpected 

conversation.119  Through this dramatic-structural system, Menotti seems to suggest that 

this call can serve as a model for Lucy’s archetypal telephone/conversational etiquette.   

My reading of the opera will contrast linear voice-leading structures of subsequent calls 

with the first, elucidating Menotti’s musically-embedded characterizations and plot 

development. 

Lucy’s opening greeting of this phone call musically prolongs the Kopfton (D), 

shown in Figure 4.1.  This pattern will be repeated for many of the subsequent calls, 

reflecting Lucy’s standard speech for answering the telephone.  At rehearsal number 9, 

Margaret gives the specific reason for the phone call, a functional dramatic action, thus 

accompanied by a descent from 5̂ to ̂1.  Having communicated the main purpose of the 

call, the conversation moves towards gossip and general pleasantries (“How is…?” 

rehearsal numbers 10 to 13).  This conversational etiquette seems normative for Lucy and 

Margaret’s calls, since common key areas, A Minor and D Major, accompany them (see 

Figure 4.2).  These modulations serve as an extended prolongation of 5̂ through the 
                                                 

118 Abbate, 23.  See Chapter One, part two above. 
 
119 Though given as four types of support, this list could be conceived as two pairs of opposing 

types of support.  For this study, the list is given with four components in order to gain the fullest 
understanding of Menotti’s treatment of the various types of support. 
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Figure 4.1.   Linear Graph of Menotti: The Telephone, Rehearsal Numbers 8-9, Opening 
of Margaret’s Call. 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Figure 4.2.  Linear Graph of Menotti: The Telephone, Rehearsal Numbers 10-15, 
Continuation of Margaret’s Call 
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upper-neighbor (E).  Lucy gossips with Margaret through the first set of linear intervallic 

patterns.  With emphasis to the mundane nature of their exchange, the repetitious 

temperament of Lucy’s endless string of questions (Reh. 12) is notated as “Menottian 

matched phrases”120 in the musical narrative with a repeated motive (D-C#-A-B, repeated 

six times in the music, but shown only once in Figure 4.2) followed by an additional pair 

of linear intervallic patterns.  Lucy’s string of laughter (Reh. 14) reduces to a simple 

voice-exchange.  The music at rehearsal number 15 repeats that of number 8 as Lucy 

engages in her formal goodbye. 

At the end of rehearsal number 16, the musical narrative presents the final descent 

of the Urlinie creating an expectation for the call’s conclusion (see Figure 4.3).  But, a  

 
 

 
 

Figure 4.3.  Linear Graph of Menotti: The Telephone, Rehearsal Numbers 16-19, End of 
Margaret’s Call. 
 
 
 

                                                 
120 John Ardoin, The Stages of Menotti (Garden City, NY: Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1985), 52. 
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quick and surprising shift to A major (Reh. 17) accompanies Lucy’s second outburst of 

laughter in response to Margaret’s comments.  Apparently caught off-guard by this 

additional story, Lucy returns to her questions (“How is _____?”) in an unfamiliar and 

perhaps uncomfortable harmony—E-flat major.  In what appears to be an attempt to 

conclude the conversation, Lucy slides her questions back to D major to prepare for the 

call’s conclusion.  A return to 1̂, with tonic harmony support, signals the final goodbye.    

Figure 4.4 provides a background reading of Margaret’s Call.  Table 4.1 summarizes the 

musical, dramatic, and structural events of this passage. 

 
 
 
 

 

Figure 4.4.  Linear Graph of Menotti: The Telephone, Margaret’s Call, Background. 
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Table 4.1.  Musical Support of Drama in Menotti: The Telephone (First Call). 

 

Rehearsal 

Number 

Type of Support Overview of 

Text/Drama 

Musical Support  

8 Pairing structural musical 

events with dramatic action 

Formal Greeting Approach to Kopfton & 

Prolongation 

9 Pairing structural musical 

events with dramatic action 

Specific reason for 

the phone call 

Fifth Descent  

10-13 Pairing Expected Events Phone call moves to 

general pleasantries  

Modulation to A-Minor 

& D-Major 

12-13 Pairing non-structural 

musical events with static 

dramatic action 

Lucy asks “How is 

_____?” repeatedly 

Repeated motive and 

linear intervallic 

pattern 

14 Pairing non-structural 

musical events with static 

dramatic action 

Lucy’s laughter Voice-exchange 

15 Pairing structural musical 

events with dramatic action 

Formal Goodbye Restatement of Kopfton 

16 Same as 9 Recap of call &  

Goodbyes 

Fifth Descent of 

Urlinie 

17 Pairing Unexpected Events Laughing Modulation to A-Major 

18 Same as 12-13 “How is _____?” Repeated motive 

(different key) 

19 Same as 9 Final Goodbye Reinforcement of I. 

 
 
 
 

V.  Wrong Number & Call for Time 

 
 

The second and third calls reveal details of Lucy’s neurotic relationship with the 

telephone.  From the previous call, a fifth descent becomes the expected musical structure 



 68

for Lucy’s telephone conversations.  As the following analysis will show, a single 

background linear descent from 5̂ encompasses the music for the “wrong number” and 

“call for time” (rehearsal numbers 21-24 shown in Figure 4.5).121  This fundamental  

 
 
 
 

 

 

Figure 4.5.  Linear Graph of Menotti: The Telephone, Wrong Number and Call for Time, 

Background. 

 
 
 
 
line’s construction, spanning two separate calls, will clarify Lucy’s need for fulfillment 

through her telephone conversations. 

 Lucy’s greeting for the second call is the same as the first.  Linear graphs of these 

two phrases are identical, each beginning in G major with the Kopfton D.  This call, being 

a “wrong number,” does not follow standard etiquette, and thus, its music rapidly 

deviates from expected structures.  Instead of a normative extended prolongation of the 
                                                 

121 The Boosey & Hawkes vocal score contains two markings for rehearsal number 20 with no 
rehearsal number 21.  The second “20” is the beginning of the wrong number call, and is what I have 
referred to as rehearsal number 21.  It is located at the beginning of the fifth bar on page 17 in the vocal 
score. 
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Kopfton, the music’s fundamental structure suddenly shifts to scale-degree four supported 

by an F dominant-seventh chord in third inversion (V4
2/bIII) shown in Figure 4.6a.  The  

 
 
 
 

 
Figure 4.6a.  Linear Graph of Menotti: The Telephone, Rehearsal Number 21, Wrong 
Number Call. 
 
 
 
 
dramatic narrative—a wrong number—justifies this unusual tonality.  Lucy’s verbal 

response to this chord (“What are you saying?”) begins to express the incongruence 

between the two sides of the conversation.  Further, Lucy’s melody and the 

accompaniment alternate in a call/response or “hocket” figuration, suggesting that the 

accompaniment represents the caller speaking.   

As the call continues, the accompaniment deviates further from the structural plan 

that Lucy’s music established (and continues to follow).  These passages are so far 

removed from the fundamental line, from Lucy’s conversational pattern, that they are 

shown parenthetically in the graph (see Figure 4.6a above).  The first passage does not 

use a tertian-based harmonic language; rather it centers on parallel voice leading with a 

melodic surface texture that emphasizes seconds, fourths, and sevenths (see Figure 4.6b).  
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Figure 4.6b.  Menotti: The Telephone, From Wrong Number (Surface Texture of First 
Parenthetical Excerpt in Figure 4.6a). 
 
 
 
 
In the second passage, the upper- and lower-voice move contrary to each other, 

expanding the interval between the two voices.  Lucy’s melodic material between these 

two passages prolongs 4̂ with an upper-neighbor figure.  Despite an inevitable conclusion 

to the unintentional call, Lucy’s music follows an appropriate structural progression.  She 

wants this call, like any other, to provide fulfillment and security for her daily routine.  

That the caller is a stranger with no need to speak with Lucy is irrelevant to her potential 

satisfaction from the call. 

 After determining that the call is a wrong number, Lucy declares her 

disappointment: “Why must they always pick on me when they get the wrong number?”  

This melodic line represents the move to scale-degree three supported by an E minor triad 

(vi) shown in Figure 4.7.  While the tonal construction is appropriate as a reflection of her 

displeasure, the text suggests that she is upset not by the inconvenience of a wrong 

number, but rather that the telephone has betrayed her, suggesting and then robbing her of 

an opportunity to converse on the telephone.  The words “pick on me” indicate that Lucy 

feels teased by this call that provides the expectation of a conversation and then hastily 

revokes this possibility. 

 Placing a call to find the exact time perpetuates Lucy’s dramatic desire to engage 

in a telephone conversation. Positioning this suggestion against a D minor melody, shown 

in parentheses in Figure 4.7, attests to the absurdity of this call as the melody does 
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Figure 4.7.  Linear Graph of Menotti: The Telephone, Rehearsal Number 22, Between 
Wrong Number and Call for Time. 
 
 
 
 

not prolong ̂3.  As Lucy dials the telephone, the support for 3̂ changes from E minor to E 

major.  This could represent the shift in emotion from Lucy’s disappointment that the 

wrong number conversation ended to her excitement over the prospect of an additional 

call.  As Lucy listens for the time, the accompaniment turns to a brief Andantino in A 

major.  This passage is comprised of the prolongation of 2̂ supported by A major (V/V) in 

which the melody projects a fifth-progression from E to A (2̂) (see Figure 4.8).  This  

configuration mimics the five-line Urlinie of Margaret’s call, perhaps suggesting that 

Lucy derives as much satisfaction from this inconsequential call as she does from an 

actual conversation. 

 After hanging up the telephone, Lucy states the exact time for Ben beginning in A 

major, then shifting to A minor (though both are prolonging the fundamental tone A, 

shown in Figure 4.8).  Ben’s response initially matches up with Lucy’s tonal scheme for 

the telephone call, but as he pleads for her to listen to him he moves away from the A  
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Figure 4.8.  Linear Graph of Menotti: The Telephone, Rehearsal Number 23, Call for 
Time. 
 
 
 
 
tonality, reflecting his desire to redirect Lucy’s attention away from the telephone.  Lucy, 

having been pacified with her call for the time, responds to Ben, melodically outlining the 

G major triad and thus completing not only her engagement with the telephone for these 

calls, but also completing the descent to 1̂.  Since her response is unaccompanied, the 

support for ̂1 is implicit. 

 Following the graph of the background structure (shown previously in Figure 

4.5), the musical narrative for this passage can be interpreted as representing Lucy’s 

emotional affair with the telephone.  The opening passage, which replicates the beginning 

of the first call, suggests that Lucy has a set rubric for her calls.  Just as the caller has 

dialed the wrong number, however, the wrong dominant harmony supports 4̂.  Instead of 

a resolution to tonic, submediant support for 3̂ expresses Lucy’s disappointment for an 

abrupt conclusion to the telephone call.   

Her mood shifts, however, with the prospect of continuing her anticipated 

telephone conversation as support for 3̂ shifts from E minor to E major.  A secondary 
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dominant, this time V/V, again provides harmonic support for 2̂.  While this harmony is 

closely related to the expected harmony, it is still “not quite” right, just as calling for the 

time is “not quite” a real conversation.  Nonetheless, these alternatives satisfy both 

Lucy’s expectations for a telephone call and the linear analysis for the passage.  As it is 

only in Lucy’s mind that these two telephone calls constitute a fulfilling conversation, it 

is appropriate that the conclusion of the Ursatz comes without harmonic support; the 

song, the telephone exchange is gratifying only to Lucy. 

 
 

VI.  George’s Call 

 
 

 Three characteristics set George’s call apart from the other telephone calls: 

emotionally, it is driven by anger; stylistically, it is fast, agitated, and heroic (George 

defending his honor); and compositionally, it is structured by motive and imitation.  From 

the very beginning of this call, George’s rage affects Lucy.  The opening phrase of this 

call ascends to the Kopfton through an arpeggiated triad.  This motion contrasts with 

Lucy’s previous greetings that begin on the Kopfton with a prolongation through the 

descending arpeggiation of the tonic triad shown in Figure 4.9a.  In fact, Lucy’s melodic  

 
 
 

 
 
Figure 4.9a.  Linear Graph of Menotti: The Telephone, Rehearsal Number 25, George’s 
Call. 
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line imitates the accompaniment.  As in previous calls, the accompaniment is a projection 

of the caller’s “voice.”  Thus, here Lucy is taking her cues from George using his 

“Wagnerian” fanfare-like motive to keep up with the conversation Figure 4.9b.  She is 

not in control of the conversation’s direction.  Accordingly, the expected linear fifth 

progression rapidly deteriorates. 

 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 4.9b.  Menotti: The Telephone, George’s Fanfare Motive. 

 
 
 
 

While the opening ten bars of this passage effectively prolong 5̂, the harmonic 

language becomes increasingly dense, juxtaposing triads with neighboring roots into 

dissonant tone clusters.  The construction of the lines develops into motion that is 

centered on the interval of a third (see Figure 4.9a) as Lucy’s specific pitches are drawn 

from the pitch collections of the fused chords (see Figure 4.10).  Lucy’s text suggests that 

she is appalled not only by what George is saying, but by the specific language that he is 

using as she states: “How dare you say such a thing?  Stop using such language” 

(emphasis added).  Menotti seems to have represented George’s offensive verbal 

language with the harmonically offensive cluster chords.   
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Figure 4.10.  Menotti: The Telephone, from George’s Call, Cluster Chords. 

 
 
 
 

A shift in the accompaniment to a pattern mostly based upon non-tertian 

formations further removes George’s conversation from Lucy’s norm (see Figure 4.11).   

 
 
 
 

 

 

Figure 4.11.  Menotti: The Telephone, from George’s Call, PCset Construction. 
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The upper-voice moves in steady eighth notes producing pcsets (013) and (036) while the 

lower-voice articulates the beat with stacked pcsets (016) and a single iteration of (037).   

At rehearsal number 26, shown in Figure 4.12, Lucy’s melody adopts George’s  

 
 
 
 

 
  

Figure 4.12.  Menotti: The Telephone, Rehearsal Number 26, from George’s Call. 

 
 
 
 
tonality—she is now aggressively defending herself, matching George’s emotional 

response.  The endings of their statements (on the downbeat of the third bar of the 

excerpt) are dissonant with each other, expressing the dramatic conflict between the two 

characters.  As Lucy’s emotions continue to elevate, her melody becomes an ascending 
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chromatic scale culminating in a sustained high A-flat.  The music suddenly halts on this 

pitch, suggesting that George has hung up on Lucy.122  Menotti reflects the call’s abrasive 

end musically with an incomplete structural descent shown in Figure 4.13, rendering the 

linear-graph “incomplete.” 

 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 4.13.  Linear Graph of Menotti: The Telephone, George’s Call, “Incomplete” 
Background. 
 
 
 
 

VII.  Lucy’s Call to Pamela 

 
 

As the previous calls have already established Lucy’s typical behavior on the 

telephone, Menotti asserts greater compositional freedom for both the music and text of 

this call.  This conversation is more complex as Lucy is telling Pamela not only about her 

fight with George, but also about the events that led George to be angry with her.    In her 

study of Menotti’s dramatic technique, Casmus comments on this section: “There are 

distortions and humorously involved expressions associated with gossip and tale-bearing, 

e.g., Lucy’s ‘I told them what you told me you had heard about him and Joe’ shortly 

                                                 
122 The stage directions only infer this idea with the instructions that Lucy jiggles the receiver.  
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develops into: ‘They told him what I told them you had told me.’”123  Menotti’s musical 

setting reflects the comical libretto with prolongations and modulations that are more 

unusual than those found in the previous calls.  Additionally, the fabrication within 

Lucy’s story combined with her lack of desire to admit to wrong-doing explains the 

weakly supported melody tones shown in Figure 4.14.  

 
 
 
 

 

Figure 4.14.  Linear Graph of Menotti: The Telephone, Lucy’s Call to Pamela, 
Background. 
 
 
 
 

Both the beginning and ending of this call exhibit characteristics typically 

expected of the Ursatz for Lucy’s calls (see Figure 4.15).  Dramatically, the opening 

represents Lucy contextualizing the story she is about to tell, and the ending shows her 

concluding the call.  Lucy’s comments here are straightforward, and thus, the music 

unfolds in a typical manner.  The material between these two passages, however, depicts 

Lucy’s lavish tale.  Thus an extended prolongation of the Kopfton (E-flat) incorporating 

neighbor-note figures, fifth progressions, multiple linear intervallic patterns, and  

                                                 
123 Casmus, 72. 
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Figure 4.15.  Linear Graph of Menotti: The Telephone, Rehearsal Numbers 34 and 41, 
Opening and Ending of Lucy’s Call to Pamela. 
 
 
 
 

chromatic substitution accompanies her story.  Musically, these diversions allow for 

thematic development, harmonic extension, and distant modulation.  Dramatically, they 

reflect Lucy’s attempts to delay taking blame for the situation, depicted in the libretto 

through denying wrong-doing, repeating introductory phrases and statements of regret 

(for being in the situation, not for creating the situation), and directing the accuser 

(George) to other sources.  Additionally, this call features an aside from Ben.  At 

rehearsal number 41, Ben’s music aligns with Lucy’s.  Dramatically, he is frustrated, but 

musically, he is destined to succeed.  Contrasting tonal areas signify Ben’s 

communicational conflict with Lucy (perpetuated by the telephone).    

Betrayed by her friends, the music shifts from A-flat major to A minor, 

representing Lucy’s change in emotion.  As she continues her story, her melodic tones 

center on the preparatory dominant of G major (see Figure 4.16).  Here the neighbor 

notes D (melody) and G (bass) prolong the structural tones, creating voice leading by 

parallel fifths in relation to the structural tones.  This sinking of the line implies Lucy’s 
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Figure 4.16.  Linear Graph of Menotti: The Telephone, Rehearsal Number 35, Middle of 
Lucy’s Call to Pamela. 
 
 
 
 
regret in having to tell of what she has done wrong.  The accompaniment exploits 

colorful jazz-influenced chords for much of each phrase, but concludes with traditional 

cadential patterns. 

During this call, Menotti includes a brief passage in which Ben expresses his 

frustration, having waited so long for his conversation with Lucy that he must leave for 

the train station without speaking to her.  Although Ben attempts to work within the  

unfortunate circumstances, a modulation to C major expresses his irritated state (see 

Figure 4.17).  This change in tonal area shifts the primary tone to the upper neighbor 

(lowered ̂6).  Now prolonging E-natural, deceptive and non-resolutions of harmonies 

within a structurally insignificant linear intervallic pattern saturate the accompaniment to 

Ben’s solo.  Though he wants to achieve his goal of talking with Lucy, the musical 

narrative suggests his failure in this context.  Within the linear intervallic pattern, the 

chord structures form tertian harmonies that either resolve deceptively or not at all.  Thus,  
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Figure 4.17.  Linear Graph of Menotti: The Telephone, Rehearsal Number 36, Ben’s Solo 
During Lucy’s Call to Pamela. 
 
 
 
 
as the harmonic goal is not achieved, Ben’s dramatic goal is also unattainable in his 

current situation.   

As Lucy tells Pamela the specifics of her conversation with George, her experience as a 

conversationalist is apparent in the musical setting of this declamation.  While the tempo 

and rhythm of this section require a quick and lively articulation of text, the melody, 

shown in Figure 4.18, outlines a fairly regular fifth-progression.  Despite her fragile 

emotional state, Lucy quickly reverts to her established pattern of conversation and story 

telling: a melodic fifth-progression.  The music reflects the repetition in the retelling of 

the story with a written-out repeat of both Lucy’s melody and the accompaniment (shown 

only one time on the graph). 

Lucy melds her retelling of her conversation with George into a somewhat 

desperate and overdramatic plea for sympathy toward her situation.  Menotti’s music 

provides three instances of support for interpreting Lucy’s appeal as ostentatious (see 

Figure 4.19).  First, the melody line becomes suddenly melismatic, outlining a 

descending “sighing” motive.  Then the harmonic progression develops into a stock 
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Figure 4.18.  Linear Graph of Menotti: The Telephone, Rehearsal Number 37, Middle of 
Lucy’s Call to Pamela. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 4.19.  Linear Graph of Menotti: The Telephone, Rehearsal Number 39, Middle of 
Lucy’s Call to Pamela. 
 
 
 
 
circle-of-fifths progression (suggesting this is a well-planned and practiced emotional 

appeal). Finally, Lucy’s melody and the accompaniment is comprised of a pair of linear 
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intervallic patterns, further suggesting a strategically planned response.  Following the 

pattern of pairing music and dramatic events of similar significance, Lucy’s plea can be 

interpreted as almost comical. 

As Lucy continues in a virtuosic display, now almost laughing herself, Ben once 

again ponders his wretched situation.  Since the two characters are not talking to each 

other, the dramatic goal—a proposal—cannot occur.  Consequently, the accompaniment 

follows a 6-6 linear intervallic pattern (see Figure 4.20 alto and bass voices).  Ben’s and  

 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 4.20.  Linear Graph of Menotti: The Telephone, Rehearsal Number 40, 
Penultimate Section of Lucy’s Call to Pamela. 
 
 
 
 
Lucy’s music, although not actually linear, mimics the accompaniment’s construction, 

moving together in a 6-10 pattern that becomes a 6-6 pattern (shown as the tenor and 

soprano voices in Figure 4.20).  This voice-leading schema does operate within E-flat 

major, a dominant preparation for the concluding return to tonic (A-flat); dramatically 

foreshadowing the imminent progression of the plot. Having told her story, Lucy ends the 
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telephone call in a polite and efficient manner.  During her concluding comments, Ben 

further evaluates his situation.  His melody (shown previously in Figure 4.15 in the tenor 

voice) now fits harmonically into Lucy’s agenda.  This congruency suggests that Ben has 

gained an accurate view of the fate of his love-inspired agenda.  The final prolongation, 

after the arrival on tonic, is an oscillation between tonic and an auxiliary six-four chord.  

This ebbing motion mimics Ben’s contemplation of his final desperate attempt to propose 

his love to Lucy.   

 
 

VIII.  Ben’s Call: The Proposal 

 
 

This final call of The Telephone includes Ben’s proposal to Lucy.  Having 

realized that his desire for a face-to-face conversation with Lucy was ill fated, Ben leaves 

the apartment so he can call Lucy from a telephone booth.  While the relationship 

between drama and musical structure established in previous calls would suggest a 

structurally significant event to coincide with this concluding action (the proposal), 

Menotti’s setting offers something different.  Rather than focus on the conclusion of the 

staged drama, Menotti’s finale projects the feeling of continuation expected after an 

accepted proposal of marriage.  This passage’s musical narrative, giving an accurate and 

unfictionalized description of real events, renders it an example of Abbate’s monaural 

narrative.124 

This call’s greeting, Ben’s proposal, and Lucy’s extended acceptance each 

correspond to a middle-ground replica of the structural descent from 5̂.  Menotti, 

however, masks the conclusion of each of these descents.  Shown in Figure 4.21a, the 

first two elide with the beginning of the next line as 1̂ starts a repeat of the opening ascent 

to the Kopfton (B-flat).  This elision reflects the surface level drama, as the texts for the 

conclusion to these segments are questions, thus requiring a continuation to the answer.  

The middle voice presents a portion of the second descent.  Here, Lucy’s melody line 

shifts higher, to begin on the third of the chord rather than on tonic, allowing for a 

                                                 
124 Abbate, 63.  See Chapter One, part two above. 
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Figure 4.21a.  Linear Graph of Menotti: The Telephone, Rehearsal Numbers 45-46, Parts 
One and Two of the Opening to Ben’s Call. 
 
 
 
 
virtuosic variation of the melody that shifts the descent to the middle voice.  Further, the 

presentation of the voice in a higher tessitura not only suggests a heightened emotional 

reaction from Lucy in response the proposal, but also attempts to invoke an emotional 

response from the audience. 

The third descent places Lucy’s acceptance in a duet with Ben.  While Lucy 

confirms her love, Ben makes amends with the telephone: “From now on this shall be 

that form of love which people call l’amour à trios.”  Lucy’s text concludes with a  

question while Ben’s text suggests a new beginning.  Both, however, suggest a 

continuation rather than an ending.  The arrival at 1̂ concludes not in the obligatory 

register of the descent (expected to arrive on E-flat4), but rather an octave above (see 

Figure 4.21b).  Here, 1̂ appears enharmonically as D-sharp because a common-tone 

modulation has shifted the music to E major.  Consequently, an E major tonic supports 

this structural tone.   
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Figure 4.21b.  Linear Graph of Menotti: The Telephone, After Rehearsal Number 46-47, 
Part Three of the Opening to Ben’s Call. 
 
 
 
 

The modulation, though unexpected musically, carries a dramatic function.  Ben, 

having achieved his primary goal of proposing to Lucy, must now board his train.  Lucy’s 

response prolongs Ben’s departure (and musically prolongs 5̂ through an enharmonic 

upper-neighbor lowered 6̂ shown in Figure 4.22).  Because Ben leads Lucy away from 

this momentary stagnation dramatically with another question and musically with another 

modulation, Menotti seems to suggest that Ben is now aware that he must function within 

Lucy’s conversational etiquette.  Here in D major, Lucy’s response to Ben reflects a 

progression in the conversation (according to Lucy’s established pattern—moving 

through a five-line descent) with the arrival at 4̂.  The root of the D major (V/iii) support 

for this tone functions as a neighboring tone to the original E-flat tonic.  Now back on the 

task of the telephone call, Lucy instructs Ben not to forget her telephone number.  This 

continuation of the call appropriately accompanies the arrival at 3̂ and a return to E-flat 

major. 
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Figure 4.22.  Linear Graph of Menotti: The Telephone, Rehearsal Numbers 47-49, Middle 
of Ben’s Call. 
 
 
 
 

Finally, united as an engaged-couple with the telephone as their primary link, Lucy and 

Ben indulge themselves with a celebratory duet.  This joyous conclusion lavishly 

prolongs ̂3 with a tonic pedal throughout the waltz-like accompaniment as Lucy pines 

that Ben must call her while he is away while Ben assures her that he will call (see Figure 

4.23).  Their duet comes to a moment of repose as Lucy instructs Ben to write down her 

number.  This instruction and the subsequent dictation of the telephone number are 

disconnected from the duet and are shown parenthetically in the linear analysis. 

The conclusion to this opera poses a conflict between the dramatic and musical 

narratives. Lucy and Ben are still on the telephone, as the score gives no instruction for 

either character to hang up the telephone.  According to the established pattern for Lucy’s 

calls, Menotti, the librettist, indicates that dramatically the opera should conclude still on 

3̂ because the call has not ended.  This, however, would be rather inconclusive musically.  

Hence, Menotti, the composer, must offer his listener an auditory indication that the 

musical narrative is over.  The solution here is a five-bar accompanimental tag that gives 

the slightest hint of dominant-supported 2̂, moving to a closing tonic.   
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Figure 4.23.  Linear Graph of Menotti: The Telephone, Rehearsal Numbers 51-End, Duet 
and Ending for Ben’s Call. 
 
 
 
 

IX.  Conclusions 

 
 

Menotti’s The Telephone shows characteristics of the high-level interdependency 

between music and drama in opera.  As composer and librettist, Menotti is afforded a 

level of control not typical for other contemporary opera composers.  In the first 

telephone call, Menotti solidifies the connections between musical and dramatic events.  

These relationships are highlighted through the interpretation of linear analyses of the 

calls.  Structural music events are paired with forward progressing dramatic action while 

text that projects characterizations and other imagery correspond to non-structural music 

events.  Lucy’s customary conversational etiquette is established during Margaret’s call.  

From this norm, Menotti is able to express variation in Lucy’s emotions and project 

various levels of integrity of her speech. 

Menotti maintains a balance between the drama and the music, catering to the 

needs of both narratives.  While the narratives mimic each other through much of the 

opera, the conclusion provides Menotti with an operatic quandary.  Although the story of 

Ben’s proposal to Lucy has come to an end, Lucy and Ben’s story is just beginning.  
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Thus, some sense of continuation would be expected based upon the dramatic narrative.  

To mimic this in the musical narrative, however, would be unfulfilling for the listener.  

Menotti’s solution allows the accompaniment to provide a fitting musical end.  As the 

accompaniment has been associated with the unseen callers on the telephone, neither 

Lucy nor Ben is affected by this conclusion.  As the operatic narrative considers both the 

musical and dramatic narratives—and these two narratives are in opposition—it seems to 

be a purely subjective decision that is needed to complete the interpretation of the opera.  

Two seemingly convincing ending to the interpretation are: 1) to consider that the 

opera—and its drama—is over as Ben has proposed to Lucy; or 2) to consider the opera 

over, but the drama continues, exploring Ben and Lucy’s engagement and subsequent life 

as a married couple (or trio with the telephone).  My interpretative preference is for the 

latter. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: ANALYSIS OF FOSS’ INTRODUCTIONS AND GOOD-BYES 

 
 
 
 

 Lukas Foss’s Introductions and Good-Byes draws its musical constructions from a 

reflexive narrative model.  Taking the basic dramatic structure of Gian Carlo Menotti’s 

libretto, a crescendo and decrescendo, Foss adapts this configuration into a double 

neighbor model more easily represented both melodically and harmonically.  Repetitions 

of this pattern occur at various levels within the musical structure.  While the text is little 

more than repetitions of the guests’ names, Foss creates musical depictions of the scenery 

and brief characterizations through textural and stylistic changes.  Foss crafts the opera 

with cohesive music that maintains the libretto’s abstract quintessence.    

 
 

I.  Synopsis of Introductions and Good-Byes  

 
 

 Lukas Foss’ nine-minute opera Introductions and Good-Byes is a theatrical 

presentation of a cocktail party.  Mr. McC, the only on-stage singer, hosts the party.  The 

mood of the party is set with “Dry-Martini Music” (xylophone solo) as the silent male 

servant makes preparations for the party.125  As each of the guests arrives, Mr. McC 

greets them and introduces them to each other.  The nine guests (Miss Addington-Stitch, 

Comte de la Tour-Tournée, Mr. and Mrs. Cotlensky, Miss Panchanera, Dr. Lavender-

Gas, Mr. and Mrs. Wilderkunstein, and General Ortega y Guadalupe) are also silent on 

stage.  They may be pantomiming actors, dancers, or even life-sized marionettes.   

A solo vocal-quartet or small chorus in the pit provides the voices of the party 

guests.  After all the guests have arrived, there is a brief moment of simultaneous 

                                                 
125 Lukas Foss, Introductions and Good-byes, libretto by Gian Carlo Menotti (New York: Carl 

Fischer, Inc., 1961), 4. 
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conversations before the guests begin to leave.  Once all of the guests have departed, the 

“Dry-Martini Music” returns as the servant cleans after the party.  Throughout the entire 

opera, however, the text of the libretti is limited to words of greetings and salutations, the 

names of the guests, and closing bids of farewell. 

 
 

II.  History of Introductions and Good-Byes 

 
 

 In the spring of 1959, Menotti commissioned Foss to write a miniature opera for 

the Spoleto Festival of Two Worlds.  The collaborators discussed the project via three 

long-distance telephone calls from New York to California.  Initially, Menotti gave Foss 

the task of finding a suitable libretto.  During the second telephone call, Foss’ ideas were 

rejected.  Foss then told Menotti: “Then you provide the libretto.”126  Foss eagerly 

accepted Menotti’s proposal of Introductions and Good-Byes during the third call.  

Menotti mailed the one-page libretto to Foss, and the opera began to take shape.  Foss 

describes his approach to the composition of the opera around the libretto:  

“I added little indeed, lest the libretto lose its abstract charm.  But I decided to 
frame the opera by a prelude and epilogue, in an effort to round out the work; for 
my task, as I understood it, was to create an opera, not an opera scene.  This nine-
minute work was to be complete with overture, solos, ensembles—a work which 
begins, develops, comes to a close.”127   

 
Although commissioned for the Spoleto Festival of Two Worlds, Introductions 

and Good-Byes premiered at Carnegie Hall in 1961 with Leonard Bernstein conducting 

the New York Philharmonic.  In his review, Howard Taubman describes the opera as “a 

diverting trifle,” but commented favorably on the performance: “the drastically reduced 

Philharmonic contingent played the brittle, light-fingered score with flavor under Mr. 

Bernstein’s leadership.”128  The opera gained popularity as a study piece receiving 

                                                 
126 Ibid., 3. 
 
127 Ibid. 
 
128 Howard Taubman, “Music: Opera Program Given by Philharmonic Under Bernstein,” New 

York Times, 7 May 1960, p. 16. 
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performances during the Mannes Opera Workshop at Mannes College of Music in May 

of 1962,129 and the Kathryn Long Opera Courses at the Metropolitan Opera in 1969.130 

 
 

III.  Reflexivity and the Chiasmus 

 
 
 Lukas Foss described the libretto for this opera as “musical, with a natural built-in 

crescendo and diminuendo (From one person on stage, there is a gradual increase to 10 

persons, then a gradual decrease back to one).”131  This concept of journeying from a 

beginning to a point most distant and returning to the point of departure becomes the 

center for the reflexive narrative within Introductions and Good-Byes.  Lucien 

Dällenbach describes the concept of reflexive narration as an “internal mirror that reflects 

the whole of the narrative in simple, repeated, or ‘specious’ (or paradoxical) 

duplication.”132  Foss adapts the crescendo and diminuendo model into the double 

neighbor configuration (graphically shown in Figure 5.1).  Replicas of the double 

neighbor configuration—the reflected object of the narrative—structure internal sections 

as well as the overall pitch-centricity of the work. 

Jacques Lacan’s psychoanalytic theory of human development includes the 

“mirror stage,” which provides the foundation of thought for reflexive narrative.  Bice 

Benvenuto and Roger Kennedy describe that: “The mirror stage was viewed by Lacan as 

a formative event in the development of the subject, and occurs roughly between the age 

of six and eighteen months when the infant begins to recognize his image in the 

mirror.”133  Further development continues as this self-recognition is identified as a  

                                                 
129 “Music Notes,” New York Times, 16 May 1962, p. 34. 
 
130 Robert T. Jones, “Carole Farley, Soprano, Scores at Young Opera Talent Show,” New York 

Times, 10 April 1969, p. 51. 
 
131 Lukas Foss, I Build an House, liner notes (New York: Composers Recordings, Inc., 2001). 
 
132 Lucien Dällenbach, The Mirror in the Text, trans. Jeremy Whiteley with Emma Hughes 

(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1989), 43. 
  

133 Bice Benvenuto and Roger Kennedy, The Works of Jacques Lacan: An Introduction (London: 
Free Association Books, 1986), 53. 
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Crescendo and Diminuendo Model 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

    

 

 

 

Double Neighbor Model 

 

 

Figure 5.1.  Transition from Crescendo and Diminuendo Model to Double Neighbor 
Model. 
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similar, but separate entity.  Lacan states:  “The mirror stage is a drama whose internal 

thrust is precipitated from insufficiency to anticipation.”134  The essence of helplessness 

is intriguing for interpretation of this opera as Foss indicates that the (silent) party guests 

may be staged as marionettes—under complete control of another entity.  

More recently, Scott Lash’s thoughts on reflexive modernization describe that:  

“any theory of reflexivity is reflexive in so far as it concerns the mediation of 
everyday experience—whether this mediation is conceptual or mimetic.  A theory 
of reflexivity only becomes a critical theory when it turns its reflection away from 
the experience of everyday life and instead on to ‘system.’  Aesthetic 
reflexivity—either of cultural forms or of experiencing individuals—is not 
conceptual but mimetic.”135 

 
While the reflexive structure of Introductions and Good-Byes mimics the unfolding of the 

dramatic narrative—arrival, conversation, and departure (or more simply: beginning, 

middle, end)—a greater sense of the opera’s underlying social commentary can be seen 

through the lens of Lash’s critical approach to reflexivity.  In other words, the opera 

exhibits characteristics of what Lash defines as structural reflexivity in which “agency, 

set free from the constraints of social structure, then reflects on the ‘rules’ and ‘resources’ 

of such structure reflects on agency’s social conditions of existence.”136  Indeed, the 

opera is not really about a specific cocktail party, but rather it examines the rules of 

formal etiquette within the elite social setting.  Mr. McC’s formal introduction of each 

character can be perceived as a nod to the “social structure” in which names and titles 

carry more weight than what the opera projects as empty conversation.  In Lash’s terms, 

these “rituals” are symbolic of the formation of a subculture—here an elitist group, which 

includes a doctor, a general, a count and ladies of seemingly high-society.137 

 The overall form of the opera with its palindromic design can be described in 

terms of the chiasmus (essentially an ABB’A format).  As Paul R. Olson explains: 

                                                 
134 Jacques Lacan, Ecrits, trans. by Alan Sheridan (London: Tavistock Publications, 1977), 4. 
 
135 Scott Lash, “Reflexivity and its Doubles: Structure, Aesthetics, Community” in Reflexive 

Modernization: Politics, Tradition and Aesthetics in the Modern Social Order, Ulrich Beck, Anthony 
Giddens, Scott Lash (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1994), 140. 
 

136 Ibid., 115.  
 

137 Ibid, 147.  
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“In more extended forms, the effect of the figure, [chiasmus] with its formal 
symmetry, harmonious balance, and repetition within difference, is that of giving 
the verbal sequence a strong structure, implicitly converting its unidimensional, 
temporal linearity into the spatial complexity of an “Object”—one might even say 
“body”—existing in space.  In the structure of an entire narrative it creates this 
section of which calls upon the reader to keep the others in mind, and suggests a 
logic and inevitability to the plot.  This in turn creates the effect—however 
illusory—of an underlying coherence in the entire narrative.”138  

 
More specifically, the sections of Foss’ composition exhibit properties of chiastic 

reversibility as specific “contraries” are represented as “equivalent.”139  Here, the musical 

and dramatic similarities of the prelude and epilogue, introductions and good-byes, and 

perhaps the conversations and brief silence (prior to the first good-bye) dissolve the 

oppositional nature of these sections, rendering them mirrored images (sonorities) of each 

other.  The “repetition with difference” is isolated by the external A, in which the 

preparations for and clean up from the “event” occur.  The effect is to place focus on the 

ritualistic preparations for social interaction rather than on any actual social content. 

Indeed, in an ironic twist, the very nature of the center part of the opera as an “event” is 

called into question.  When the host pours himself a martini in the final moments of the 

opera, the audience sympathizes with his relief at successfully orchestrating the 

formalized societal discourse—he is now (at least until the next social occasion) free of 

the restraints of high-society etiquette. 

Although simplistic in design, Foss uses the reflexive narrative on three levels: 

form, tonal areas (including transpositions), and melody.  The opening prelude and 

concluding epilogue draw on similar musical material to reflect the reciprocal nature of 

the empty stage before and after the party.  The middle sections of both the introductions 

and the good-byes function as the two points of departure in the double neighbor model.  

Foss’ inclusion of the conversation section of the opera creates a focal point, a moment of 

stasis in the drama—a stasis which is further articulated by the following momentary 

                                                 
138 Paul R. Olson, The Great Chiasmus: Words and Flesh in the Novels of Unamuno (West 

Lafayette, IN: Purdue University Press, 2003), 12. 
 
139 Ibid., 4. 
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silence.  Also contributing to this formal plan, shown in Figure 5.2, the pitch centers for 

each section also reflect the double neighbor construction. 140 

 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 5.2.  Background Double Neighbor Pattern: Pitch Centers for Foss: Introductions 
and Good-Byes. 
 
 
 
 

In addition to the background level application of the reflexive narrative, part four 

of this chapter will show that Foss’ accompaniment pattern’s tonal design follows the 

double neighbor model in two different sections of the introductions.  These passages 

represent a middleground level of embedment for the reflexive narrative.  Further, this 

section employs the double neighbor model to construct the vocal melody, revealing the 

reflexive narrative’s most foreground presentation.  The remainder of the chapter will 

take a closer look at the instances of reflexive narration and other significant musical and 

dramatic events within the opera.  

 
 
 
 

                                                 
140 As will be discussed in section six below, chromatic coloring in the upper voice skews the 

interpretation of the E-flat tonic for the conversations.  Nonetheless, the reflexive narrative and subsequent 
application of the double neighbor pattern on various levels throughout the opera supports this reading of 
E-flat as the pitch center for this section. 
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IV.  Prelude 

 
 
 The opera’s prelude begins with a disjunct and pointillistic melody that spans a 

range of six octaves.  In addition to the wide range of this passage, the intervals between 

pitches are widespread, saturated with interval class 1 (ic1) typically in the form of the 

major seventh or the minor ninth.  Within this passage Foss creates a pitch center on D.  

Shown in Figure 5.3, D is both the first and last pitch of the passage (concluding with a 

 
 
 

 

 

 

Figure 5.3.  Foss: Introductions and Good-Byes, bars 1-12. 

 
 
 
 
sforzando accent); it is the lowest pitch of the passage; it is frequently paired with the 

expected leading tone C-sharp; and in the fourth bar C-sharp7 (C#7) occurs as the highest 

pitch followed by the lowest pitch D1.  The expansive spacing within these opening 
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measures musically describes the room in which the party will take place: a large, open 

space with a single servant moving about making final adjustments and preparations. 

 The prelude’s next thirty-two bars feature a xylophone solo.  Here, Foss conveys 

the sound of someone making martinis with the xylophone timbre.  The stage directions 

indicated in the score also support this association: “The servant takes out the gin, 

vermouth, lemon etc. and mixes the Martinis.”141  The repetitive pitches, rhythmically 

irregular glissandos, and frequent octave displacements within this solo all mimic the 

sounds of clanking bottles and clinking glasses (see Figure 5.4).    The solo’s 

 
 
 
 

  

 

Figure 5.4.  Foss: Introductions and Good-Byes, Xylophone solo, bars 12-20. 

 
 
 
 
accompaniment maintains characteristics of the pointillistic prelude opening, 

emphasizing the pitches C and G in bars 13-23 then B-flat and F in bars 23-41.  A slow 

written out trill between A-flat and G signals the final stirring of the martinis with a glass 

stirrer (as indicated in the stage directions) and concludes the xylophone solo. 

 The prelude concludes with a return to the opening material.  Although not an 

actual repeat of the beginning measures, the length, set and interval content, and pitch 

centricity (on D) are the all the same as the initial passage.  This music once again 

                                                 
141 Ibid., 5. 
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focuses the audience on the party’s setting as the servant leaves the room after 

completing the final preparations. 

 
 

V.  Introductions 

 
 

Foss divides the first section of introductions into three parts: first Miss 

Addington-Stitch and her friend Le comte de la Tour-Tournée arrive (bars 67-87); Mr. 

and Mrs. Cotlensky arrive second (bars 88-114); and finally Miss Panchanera and Dr. 

Lavender-Gas (bars 115-153).  The passage’s first six measures provide the musical 

material for the accompaniment of bars 67-114.  As the music repeats, slight, but 

significant, alterations change the harmony, transpose the line, or expand the texture (see 

Figure 5.5).  Foss’ compositional approach to this section reflects the repetitions within  

 
 
 
 

 
Original 

 
 

 
Transposed and expanded texture 

 
 

Figure 5.5. Foss: Introductions and Good-Byes, accompaniment, bars 67-72 and 92-97. 
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casual conversation and small talk—socially appropriate for a cocktail party.  Although 

slight variations occur, the guests maintain generalities of initial conversation, thus the 

accompaniment’s initial measures repeat. 

Each of the first four guests is represented by one of the four chorus voices: Miss 

Addington-Stitch, soprano; Mrs. Cotlensky, alto; Le comte de la Tour-Tournée, tenor; 

and Mr. Cotlensky, bass.  Their responses of “How do you do” are chant-like drones that 

occur in individual, elided, and simultaneous iterations.  The style of text setting suggests 

a formal and expected social etiquette for the party, an etiquette with which all the guests 

are familiar.  Mr. McC, the initiator of these introductions, is the only singing character in 

the opera.  His musical lines are both rhythmically and melodically independent from the 

accompaniment.  However, the specific pitches of Mr. McC’s melody frequently outline 

the same harmonies as accompaniment (see figure 5.6).  The text setting is exclusively  

 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 5.6.  Foss: Introductions and Good-Byes, Mr. McC and accompaniment, bars 99-
100. 

 
 
 
 

syllabic, occasionally falling out of pitch into spoken text.  These compositional elements 

support interpreting the host as one who is aware of everyone around him (fitting in 
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harmonically), not actually involved in any conversation (independent rhythm and 

melody), and dedicated to assuring that all his guests meet each other (clear syllabic text). 

While the arrival of the first couple, Miss Addington-Stitch and Le comte de la 

Tour-Tournée, harmonically suggests G major, the doorbell’s second ring signals a shift 

toward C major (featuring C, F, and G major-seventh chords in the harmonic texture) that 

continues through the end of the first section.  The transpositions of the opening measures 

follow a pattern—an expanded double-neighbor first moving down a perfect fourth from 

the starting point, then up a perfect fourth from the initial statement, and finally returning 

to the original pitch level.  As discussed above, Foss employs this pattern in the piece as a 

method of tonal organization. 

The inversion of the initial accompaniment pattern, first heard in bars 79-83, 

creates the accompaniment for Miss Panchanera and Dr. Lavender-Gas’ arrival.  Foss 

builds a climax at the end of this section, repeating fragments of the accompaniment 

pattern over a dominant pedal.  A rising scalar line embedded within this extended 

dominant harmony contributes to the mounting tension (see Figure 5.7).  As the number  

 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 5.7.  Foss: Introductions and Good-Byes, accompaniment bars 144-153. 

 
 
 
 
of guests now exceeds the number of voices in the chorus, the character delineation of 

responses become less structured although the soprano or alto voices always represent 

female guests, and tenor or bass voices always represent the male guests. 
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Following the climax at the end of the first section of introductions, the party 

becomes less formal (as indicated in the stage directions).  The accompaniment becomes 

more active with a rhythmic motive ( ) saturating the passage.  This motive occurs 

both as an ascending and descending melodic pattern.  While Mr. McC continues to 

introduce the guests with the arrival of Mr. and Mrs. Wilderkunstein, the chorus is tacet 

for this section.  The lack of response to the introductions of this section further 

communicates to the audience that the guests are beginning to interact with each other 

and have moved past the general introductory conversations.   

Again, Foss takes a segment of the accompaniment as the passage’s 

compositional foundation.  The pattern is initially stated in a fragmented form at the 

beginning of the section (bar 154) centering on the pitch C.  A full version of the 

accompaniment pattern, however, is not heard until after Mr. McC introduces the 

Wilderkunsteins in bar 183.  Now centered on B-flat, the pattern repeats at the same pitch 

level in bar 186.  It then shifts to D at bars 190 and 193 and D-sharp at 195.   

From here, the pattern dissolves to reflect the localized stage drama as Mr. McC 

repeats the name “Dr. Lavender-Gas” to Mr. Wilderkunstein, who does not understand 

what is being said until after he adjusts his hearing aid (as indicated in the stage 

directions).  As the final guest General Ortega y Guadalupe arrives, the pattern returns 

again on C  (at bars 221, 228, and 236).  The pitch centers of this pattern, shown 

graphically in Figure 5.8 and summarized in Table 5.1, follow the double-neighbor  

 
 
 
 

 

 
Figure 5.8.  Linear Graph of Key Areas for Foss: Introductions and Good-Byes, bars 154-
236. 
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Table 5.1.  Key Areas and Variation Type for Accompaniment Pattern in Foss: 
Introductions and Good-Byes, bars 154-236. 
 

Bar Pitch Centers Variation Type 

154 C Fragment 

183 B-flat  Full 

186 B-flat  Altered end 

190 D  Full 

193 D  Bar 2 omitted 

195 D-sharp Compressed 

221 C  Full 

228 C Partial transposition 

236 C Upper voice only 

 
 
 
 
configuration used to organize the material of the previous section.  Additionally, the 

double-neighbor design, though inverted, guides the melody through the passage when 

Mr. McC repeats the name “Dr. Lavender-Gas” to Mr. Wilderkunstein.  Shown in Figure 

5.9, the sustained pitches in Mr. McC’s melody begin on C, move up to D-flat, then to B-

flat, only to return again to C. 

 
 
 
 

 

Figure 5.9.  Foss: Introductions and Good-Byes, Mr. McC’s melody, bars 205-215. 
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Although the accompaniment to General Ortega y Guadalupe’s arrival is 

composed of a previously established pattern, his arrival is marked by a number of 

significant differences.  The General is the only guest to arrive alone.  When Mr. McC 

first speaks the General’s name, all other musical activity ceases.  The chorus reenters 

with a more rhythmic response ( ) repeating the name rather than a 

simple “how do you do.” The lower-voice of the accompaniment pattern features 

partially resolved augmented sixth sonorities (later written as minor sevenths) adding to 

the unique and stylistic sound of the music during General Ortega y Guadalupe’s arrival.  

These differences suggest that the General may be the guest of honor at this party. 

 
 

VI.  Conversations 

 
 

 Regarding the material between the final introduction and the first good-bye, Foss 

writes: “…I composed a texture made up of name-composites.  My intension here was to 

create an effect of simultaneous conversations, a jumble, for which I used, true to style 

and project, only titles and names (example: general or-de-la-tour-y-guadding-ton-

stein).”142  A number of musical and textual characteristics contribute to the effectiveness 

of Foss’ intended dramatic narrative.  In addition to the fragmented names that Foss 

described, the soprano text provides multiple iterations of a melismatic “ha.”  Each 

occurrence is set to the same two bars of music.  It seems unlikely that a person would 

sustain laughter throughout a single conversation, thus the soprano line suggests that 

multiple conversations are taking place over a considerable span of time.  Further, this 

passage is the first since the prelude to incorporate a meter other than 3/4.  The 

alternation between 3/4 and 5/8 time offers a parallel to the “skewed” time represented 

dramatically in this passage. 

 This passage’s texture is the densest of all the opera.  Each of the four chorus 

voices has a rhythmically and melodically distinct part with only the soprano voice being 

doubled in the upper-voice of the accompaniment.  Both lines of the accompaniment and 

                                                 
142 Lukas Foss, I Build an House, liner notes. 
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all four chorus lines repeat in two-bar patterns.  The chromaticism in the soprano and alto 

lines color the tonal implications of the bass-line that alternates between B-flat and E-flat, 

moving between ̂5 and (see Figure 5.10).  Together, the music and text create an operatic 

moment in which the sounds mimic party conversations without suggesting any specific 

storylines.  

 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 5.10.  Foss: Introductions and Good-Byes, Chorus and Accompaniment, bars 254-
255. 
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VII.  Good-Byes 

 
 

 Mr. McC begins to bid his guests farewell with the same pitches (B to D) with 

which he welcomed them.  Foss maintains a fuller texture following the section of 

conversation giving the chorus lines of “goodbye,” “I had a most enjoyable time,” 

various titles, and eventually names.  The chorus parts become less distinct from one 

another, finally coming to rhythmic homophony.  As Mr. and Mrs. Wilderkunstein 

depart, the text suggests that General Ortega y Guadalupe is the guest of honor.  Here, 

Mr. McC asks if the Wilderkunsteins have met the General and begins again to introduce 

them, making it seem specifically important for them to have met the General. 

 The guests leave in three different groups: first the Wilderkunsteins; then Dr. 

Lavender-Gas, Miss Panchanera, and General Ortega y Guadalupe; and lastly Miss 

Addington-Stitch and Le comte de la Tour-Tournée.  While the Wilderkunsteins’ 

departure occurs without tonal closure, traditional tonal cadential patterns sound the 

second two groups’ departure as well as Mr. McC’s final good-bye shown in Figure 5.11.  

 
 
 
 

         

 
 First cadence               Second cadence     Third cadence 
 

Figure 5.11.  Foss: Introductions and Good-Byes, bars 304-305, 308-309, and 311-312. 
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The first cadence is in D major moving from a French augmented-sixth chord to a 

cadential six-four chord to the dominant triad with resolution to tonic provided by the 

chorus voices.  The accompaniment, however, does not complete the cadence.  Since 

other guests remain, the accompaniment shifts again to a cadential six-four chord to begin 

the cadence pattern for the final guests to leave.  Following this cadence no guests 

remain; however, the accompaniment still does not provide the tonic for the second 

cadence.  Here, once again, the chorus sounds the resolution to tonic, but the 

accompaniment sustains the dominant harmony.  This allows for the host (and soloist) 

Mr. McC to give a final good-bye leading not only to tonic, but also to the beginning of 

the epilogue.   

 
 

VIII.  Epilogue 

 
 

 The epilogue begins with music from the middle section of the prelude.  Foss 

transposes the xylophone solo from bars 30-44 up a third and the accompaniment to the 

solo down a sixth.  This recycling of material reflects the similarities in the activities of 

setting up for the party and cleaning up afterwards.  The transposition could be reflecting 

the actual change of pitch in the sounds of the clinking of glass as the bottles of liquor are 

now less full (transposition down) and the glasses may contain the remains of the final 

cocktails (transposition up).  The transposed quotation from the prelude concludes with 

the written out trill previously associated with the stirring of the martinis.  Maintaining 

this association, Mr. McC has another martini (indicated in the stage directions) perhaps 

in celebration of a successful social event.    

 The next ten bars feature a layering of three different patterns shown in brackets 

in Figure 5.12.  Pitch content in the lower accompaniment voice alternates between two 

pairs of pitches, creating a D major pedal through the passage. 

This pattern repeats every two bars.  Similarly, the xylophone pattern repeats every two 

bars, however, the pitch content contrasts between the first and second bars.  The first bar 

includes the pitches C, F-sharp, and A, suggesting a D dominant-seventh chord, but the 

second bar moves from C-sharp to F-sharp and then to A, negating the dominant-seventh  
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Figure 5.12.  Foss: Introductions and Good-Byes, bars 331-336. 

 
 
 
 
quality of the previously suggested D harmony.  The upper voice of the accompaniment 

is also composed in a two-bar pattern though this pattern is offset against the other two 

patterns.   

 The final bars of the epilogue return to the prelude’s opening pointillistic texture.  

The ultimate four bars of music correspond with bars 9-12 of the prelude (shown 

previously in Figure 5.3).  One difference between these two passages is the pitch content 

of the second bar (bars 10 and 340).  Although they both are composed of the pitch class 

set (016) the prelude uses the pitches C, F, and F-sharp while the epilogue uses the 

inversion: B, C, and F.  This relationship can also be tied to the “mirror” reflection, 

showing both the similarities and differences of the prelude and epilogue.  The prelude’s 

closing material also exhibits these bars, corresponding dramatically to the servant’s 

departure after completing the party preparations.  This moment is paralleled in the 

epilogue; the servant has finished cleaning and departs.  Then, just as the commotion of 

the party has faded away, the music mimics and fades away, leaving Mr. McC, martini in 

hand, alone on stage as he was first seen at the opera’s beginning. 
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IX.  Conclusions 

 
 

 While this opera purposefully seems to avoid character and plot development, my 

interpretation of the operatic narrative suggests General Ortega y Guadalupe as the guest 

of honor at the cocktail party.  General Ortega y Guadalupe’s music, with its unique style 

and orchestration (solo exclamation of his name and reentry of the chorus at his arrival), 

marks him as the party’s honored guest.  Supporting this conclusion, the libretto indicates 

that he is the only guest to arrive alone and he is introduced after the good-byes have 

begun.  

With the limited dramatic narrative for Introductions and Good-Byes, music 

becomes the expressional device for setting and plot.  Foss represents the party’s venue 

and theme through the xylophone solo’s open spacing during the “Dry-Martini” music.  

Through repetition and textural layering, the libretto’s musical setting mimics polite 

conversations.  Such a dramatic interpretation requires multifaceted analysis for critical 

validity. Despite the limited dramatic narrative for Introductions and Good-Byes, 

consideration of the interaction between all three operatic elements can ascertain a rich 

interpretation of the work and its construction. 

Repetition and transposition of established patterns produce much of the musical 

content for the opera.  Foss’ own concept of the opera’s dramatic schema guides the 

opera’s construction of melodic lines, internal sections, and the overall form of the work 

through the reflexive narrative’s replication of the double neighbor configuration.  This 

formal plan creates a cohesive and dynamic operatic performance, with critical 

commentary on the underlying themes of social etiquette and elitism, from little more 

than a list of names. 
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CHAPTER SIX: CONCLUSIONS 

 
 
 
 

From the analyses presented above, it becomes quite clear that analysis can be 

used to show that the individual operatic components—music, text, and drama—interact, 

expanding both plot and character development.  This compositional goal, integration of 

music and drama, plays a crucial role in all operas though it may be achieved through 

different methods.  In addition to the established representation models of musical 

narrative, this study shows that music serves to supplement, contradict, and even carry 

the drama in opera.  To gain the greatest understanding of this type of work, it is essential 

that analytic methods account for this tri-fold construction.  Within the current study, the 

musical settings of three American opera composers Barber, Menotti, and Foss allow for 

a variety of interpretations.  Each composer, often through orchestral passages, articulates 

the mood in which the drama unfolds, whether the mundanity of a regularly occurring 

card game, the vast open cocktail room awaiting the guests’ arrival, or the blissful joy of 

a waltzing love song.   

Although all three composers depict their opera’s setting musically, each setting 

communicates the interpreted description differently.  Barber incorporates a traditional 

jazz style with an ostinato pattern, creating the atmosphere of the bridge game.  Foss 

relies heavily upon the mimicking of sounds and a unique form of text painting where the 

music gives a description of the actual scenery.  Menotti, however, creates a feeling of 

pleasure and enchantment with metric and harmonic stability, employing a consistent 

meter and functional harmonies.  Nonetheless, each is effective in its musical description. 

 The current study shows that characterizations are the dramatic attribute most 

significantly enhanced by musical representation in these operas.  Due to short opera’s 

compact nature, the listener can learn very little about the characters from the libretto.  

However, these operas’ characters are complex individuals with deep-rooted emotions 
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and psychological issues.  Drawn from a vast number of historically-based social 

stereotypes relating to gender roles and sexuality, they are representatives of the cultural 

population circa post-World War Two.  The “realistic” component of these characters is 

what entices the audience (and analyst) to further consider these characters, and thus, to 

turn to the music for this understanding. 

 These highly accessible works were not unique to their era.  Radio and television 

broadcasts created a popular venue for shorter operatic works in the 1930s.  Similar to 

early radio operas were the works performed at various opera workshops, often on 

college campuses, across the country.  These short and often one-act works were easily 

staged and had intreguing storylines.  Eleanor Everest Freer dedicated her life to making 

opera accessible, writing 11 works in the 1920s and 30s.143  She established both the 

Opera in Our Language Foundation and the David Bispham Memorial Fund, which later 

merged to become the Opera Society of Chicago.  These entities were dedicated to and 

recognized operas with English librettos.144  More contemporary to the operas of the 

current study was Leslie Kondorossy’s American New Opera Theatre Society established 

in Cleveland, Ohio in 1954.145  The society’s mission was for the advancement and 

production of one-act operas by contemporary composers. 

 Looking to the music, one sees numerous character-developing methods 

employed.  Conflicts within the music (key areas, chordal and pitch dissonances, rhythm 

and meter) represent emotional, psychological, and social conflicts associated with the 

characters.  Stylistic features accompanying the text provide an additional “voice,” which 

attaches an expressive context to the words.  Shifts between distinct musical segments 

within a single aria convey fragmented facets of the characters self-concepts. 

In considering additional composers and works, it seems likely that the number of 

diverse methods for musical representation of dramatic components would increase 
                                                 

143 Elise K. Kirk.  “United States of America: Trends of the 1920s-50s,” The New Grove 
Dictionary of Music Online ed. L. Macy (Accessed 25 January 2005), <http://www.grovemusic.com> 
 

144 Phyllis Bruce and Thomas Warburton.  “Eleanor Everest Freer,” The New Grove Dictionary of 
Music Online ed. L. Macy (Accessed 25 January 2005), <http://www.grovemusic.com> 

 
145 Elise K. Kirk.  “Leslie Kondorossy,” The New Grove Dictionary of Music Online ed. L. Macy 

(Accessed 16 September 2003), <http://www.grovemusic.com> 
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exponentially.  This, however, does not absolve our analytic responsibility toward these 

features.  Rather, it becomes necessary to develop composer-specific, opera-specific, or 

even character-specific methods that lead to the most informed interpretations.  Explained 

in Chapter Three, tonal bifurcation is one such method.  This significant aspect of 

Barber’s notion of tonality—of setting a line with an accompaniment in a distinctly 

different key—relies on the text and drama to give operatic meaning to the musical 

conflict.  Musically, the bifurcation of the vertical and horizontal aspects sets up a tonal 

structure in which deeper levels can project one key, while the surface voice structure can 

present another key or keys.   

These multiple levels can then be interpreted with relation to a complex dramatic 

event.  Specifically, in A Hand of Bridge, Barber characterizes Sally and Geraldine on 

multiple psychological levels, showing both internal and societal conflicts.  The lack of 

sustained convergence of these vertical and horizontal aspects is crucial to the opera’s 

narrative as it perpetuates the theme of unfulfilled desires. The bifurcated tonal levels 

produce emotionally disparate and desperate characters who typically reside within 

realistic American works—musically rich characters too long ignored by the theoretical 

community. 

 While the notion of bifurcated tonality no doubt informs our view of Sally and 

Geraldine, it alone is not sufficient for analytic interpretation of the entire opera.  

Additional methods are required.  However, this does not lessen the significance of 

bifurcated tonality.  If multiple analytic approaches lead to a single interpretation, the 

validity of each component strengthens the operatic narrative—rendering it more 

convincing.  From this study, Abbate and Parker’s goal of redefining opera analysis 

cannot be achieved through a single universal methodology.  However, it remains 

essential that each chosen method incorporate aspects of music, text, and drama. 

 In addition to advocating multiple analytical methods, the current study supports 

approaching operatic interpretation from a variety of critical perspectives. My 

interpretation of Foss’ Introductions and Good-Byes in Chapter Five reveals a musical 

representation of the composer’s description of the libretto.  This association would not 

be possible without considering the opera and composer’s historical/biographical 

information.  Reflexive narrative not only informs the composition’s conceptual model, 
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but also provides for a multi-level analytical design.  This approach requires the 

integration of musical and dramatic constructs. 

  From my conclusions for this project, future research with these works would 

entail applying additional analytical methods and critical perspectives to enhance the 

reading of each opera.  While this study has uncovered a specific attribute of Barber’s 

tonality (bifurcation) associated with female characterization, a reciprocal tonal process 

for male characters has yet to be identified.  Further study of repeated phrases within 

Menotti’s work, or as Ardoin has described, “Menottian matched phrases,”146 seems 

warranted.  An historically-based discussion of etiquette rules for telephone 

conversations and deeper exploration into gendered use of the telephone may expand the 

operatic narrative. 

A Menotti libretto—specifically focusing on social and conversational etiquette—

is a significant unifying characteristic of each of these operas.  Study of his one-act and 

full-length operas as well as Barber’s Vanessa could proliferate musically and 

dramatically informed interpretations.147  Analyses of these works may also show 

differences between the role of music as a vehicle for dramatic expression in one-act and 

full-length works.  Studying works of Menotti’s students such as Lee Hoiby and Stanley 

Hollingsworth may also show Menotti’s influence on the creation of works with high 

levels of interaction between musical and dramatic elements.  Outside of the Menotti 

connection, other works within the genre of American realist opera (including works of 

Dominick Argento, Jack Beeson, Leonard Bernstein, Aaron Copland, Carlisle Floyd, and 

Douglas Moore) could prove equally intriguing, leading to comparative studies with 

additional opera repertoire.      

Moving beyond the operatic genre, direct transfers of analytical procedures from 

opera to songs can be made, although historical and literary issues relating to the text may 

require significant consideration.  Addressing narrative within non-text works renders an 

even greater level of subjectivity to analytic interpretation.  Nonetheless, within a 

                                                 
146 John Ardoin, The Stages of Menotti (Garden City, NY: Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1985), 52. 

 
147 Outside of the works included in this study, Vanessa is the only other libretto that Menotti gave 

to another composer. 
 



 114

composer’s oeuvre, it may be possible to parallel narrative techniques employed in 

orchestral passages within an opera to those in purely instrumental works. 

This study has shown that even the shortest of stories, the most simple of plots 

contain multiple layers of meaning.  Further research in American opera is warranted, 

most notably because of the significant void in analytic literature for this genre.  Like the 

works of Barber, Menotti, and Foss, shown in this study, American operas since 1945 

have a rich musical and dramatic framework worthy of analytical attention. 
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