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The Cabaret Son^s of William Bolcom and Arnold Weinstein merge 

characteristics of European cabaret song and art song with characteristics of American 

popular song to create a modem American form of cabaret song which generates a 

complete theatrical characterization in each piece. Aspects of European cabaret song 

evident in these songs include satire, parody, and directness and intimacy of presentation. 

Independence of the piano, partnership of the piano and voice, and effective word setting 

and word painting are qualities identified with European art song which appear in these 

Cabaret Sonss. Elements of American popular song woven into these works include jazz 

figurations, quasi-improvisatory sections, musical theater style, and the presence of 

complete theater "scenes" in each piece. These songs are derived firom a multiplicity of 

styles which have become part of the American vernacular and run the gamut firom Negro 

spiritual to pachanga. These Cabaret Sones provide the classically trained singer with 

the opportunity to experience and perform in a popular idiom. William Bolcom's writing 

demonstrates his fluid integration of diverse musical styles which reflect the richness of 

the mosaic which is the United States of America. 
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THE ORIGINS AND HISTORY OF EUROPEAN CABARET 

Composer and concert pianist William Bolcom and poet Arnold Weinstein have 

written a collection of twelve Cabaret Songs which merge characteristics of European 

cabaret song and classical art song with characteristics of American musical theater and 

jazz idiom to create a modem American form of cabaret song. 

One may ask, "What is cabaret?" It is possible to receive multiple answers to that 

question. The term "cabaret" is elusive and challenging to define. When one mentions 

the word "cabaret" today, overpriced drinks at the Rainbow Room come to mind. In her 

book. The Cabaret. Lisa Appignanesi laments the modem associations with the term 

"cabaret": 

In popular usage, the word most generally conjures up visions of seedy 
strip joints on dank, dimly lit city streets, or altemately nightclubs where 
the exorbitant price of drinks is rarely linked to the meager stage fare. To 
these images the film Cabaret has added a grim aura of Weimarian 
decadence and a hint of satire which is all too quickly lost in 
sentimentality. In effect, these versions of cabaret are only the 
impoverished distant relatives of the literary cabaret which emerged in 
France in the last century and blossomed into a unique medium for 
political and cultural satire in the German Kabarett of the twenties and 
early thirties. They share with the artistic cabaret only the presence of 
spectacle and an intimate space in which people can smoke and talk, eat 
and drink.' 

Cabaret in France 
Cabaret evolved during this period of flux between the late IP''' and early 20'*' 

centuries. The era of the Belle Epoque was a uniquely creative period in France. Bizet's 

Carmen, Saint-Saens' Samson et Delila and Puccini's La Boheme were playing in the 

' Lisa Appignanesi The Cabaret (London: Studio Vista, 1975) 9. 
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Paris Opera House. Delibes, Offenbach, and Debussy offered evenings of new music. 

Sarah Bernhardt played Hamlet and Edmond Rostand wrote the historical romance 

Cyrano de Bergerac. Zola and de Maupassant wrote about the people for the people. In 

science, Pasteur discovered the rabies vaccine and the Curies discovered radium. 

Motorized vehicles were being produced for the first time. The Eiffel Tower was built. 

A new metro allowed people to move throughout Paris more easily. Electric lights 

brought day into night. The telephone and typewriter speeded up communication. In 

1895, the Lumiere brothers showed the first moving pictures. Laws passed in 1881 

allowed greater freedom of speech and of the press. These laws gave the common citizen 

the opportunity to debate about lifestyles, government, and personal beliefs." 

It was in Montmartre that these changes seemed to converge to make it the center 

of Parisian artistic fervor. At that time, social and intellectual exchange between classical 

and popular musicians was not uncommon. Cabaret took off like a steam locomotive 

from its origins in Paris and continued to Berlin and other major European centers, taking 

on new characteristics as it went. This cross-pollination of sorts occurred between 

countries, musical styles, and artistic disciplines. 

David Chisholm explains that "the French word cabaret was originally a 

designation for a round, divided serving plate or food tray with compartments for 

different dishes; later it was used to refer to wine-cellars, inns or tavems, in which such 

^ Armond Fields Le Chat Noir-A Montmartre Cabaret and Its Artists in Tum-of-the-Centurv Paris (Santa 
Barbara, CA: The Santa Barbara Museum of Art, 1993) 37. 
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food trays were served to guests along with beverages."^ The image of the divided 

serving tray or hor d'oeuvres plate corresponds to the idea of cabaret as a mixture of 

small forms, offering a litde something for everyone. During the 17"* and 18''' centuries, 

it was common for cafes and bistros to serve as performance locales. The cafe 

performance of the solitary singer gradually evolved into a larger production using 

costumes and props which eventually became the cafe-concert. These cafe-concerts 

generally catered to a large audience and were often situated in the open air. Full-scale 

bands often played in these establishments whose primary concem was entertainment. 

While the satirical or protest song occasionally found its way into these shows, this more 

aggressive form of the chanson found its more natural home in the intimate cabaret.'^ 

After the Franco-Prussian War (1870-1871), Montmartre, a section of Paris which 

was originally rural, rapidly became a center for artists and public entertainment. Within 

the next twenty years it would also become both a symbol of Bohemian life and Paris' 

avant-garde and intellectual arts center. The most influential contributors to this unique 

environment were the cafi^s and cabarets which were patronized by all the social classes 

in Paris.^ France was the first European country to estabUsh universal manhood suffrage 

and this expression of equality was acted out on the streets of Montmartre. This inspired 

the common people to purchase newspapers, books, and art, and to attend musical 

performances and plays which were previously available only to the elite. Though 

^ David Chisholm "German Cabaret Songs in the Weimar Republic" Dimensions. Krefeld: Van Acken, 
1993. 258-268. 

Appignanesi, 11. 
' Fields, 7. 



13 

focused on Paris where the state prison was destroyed in 1789 during the French 

Revolution, the first Bastille Day celebration was held nationwide in 1880, a symbolic 

expression of the unity of all social classes.^ 

Armond Fields describes the atmosphere in the cafds and on the streets of 

Montmartre in 1880 in his book Le Chat Noir: 

Walking the streets of Montmartre in 1880, one could easily be drawn into 
the lively and expansive behavior of the community ... Aspiring artists, 
writers, and students were attracted to this area because of its cheap 
lodging and food. There were as many art and book shops as there were 
food shops. The book shops were becoming meeting places for literary 
activity ... Equally important to Montmartre's inhabitants were the cafes 
and cabarets ... Before the Franco-Prussian War, the Cafe Guerbois was 
frequented by Manet and his friends, including Alphonse Legros, Whistler, 
Fantin-Latour, Zola, and somewhat later Degas, Renoir, and Monet.^ 

There was an open interaction between artists of all disciplines in the decades 

preceding the twentieth century. The ideas of painters, writers, and composers 

intermingled. 

The Nouvelles Athenes replaced the Cafe Guerbois after the Communard 
uprising. Artists including Manet, Degas, Jean Louis Forain, and Henri-
Charles Guerard now were working and living in Montmartre ... Between 
1878 and 1880 the group expanded to include artists and writers like 
Marcellin Desboutin, Philipe Burty and Mallarme ... By 1880, the 
customer profile at the Nouvelle Athenes had changed. Leaving were the 
well known painters; replacing them were younger artists now residing in 
Montmartre, like Adolphe Willette, Henry Somm, Charles Pille, and 
Antonio de la Gandera, future adherents of the Chat Noir... Across the 
street from the Nouvelles Athenes was the Rat Mort (the dead rat)... In 
1878, the Grande Pinte, considered the first 'artistic' caf6 in Montmartre 
was opened. On the walls were hung works of art from the many artists 
who patronized the cafe. While Manet was seen there often during the 
cafe's early days, it wa:; the young Montmartre artists who took it over. 

® Fields, 8. 
' Fields, 9. 
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wanting to have examples of their work hanging for the public to see and 
hopefully to buy ... In addition to the artists, a group of writers and poets 
became frequent visitors at the Grand Pinte where they could recite their 
poetry and prose before an enthusiastic audience. They belonged to a club, 
organized in October 1878, called the Hydropathes.® 

The Hydropathes were a literary society. This society met weekly so that writers 

and poets could perform their works for one another. The artists' common desire to 

exchange their work and ideas was demonstrated by the increasing size of the gatherings.' 

The group's name was a play on words - it could mean someone who loved water, 

someone who hated water, or someone who had water feet. The organization's founder 

was Emile Goudeau, whose own name could be translated as "drop" or "taste" of water. 

Goudeau and many other members of the Hydropathes were to become major literary 

figures by the turn of the century.'" In February, 1879, the organization published a 

journal, L'Hydropathe, which included poems, short stories, cartoons, and news of their 

activities. L'Hydropathe was one of the first periodicals to publish such literary and 

artistic material in Montmartre. It was the precursor to the journal Le Chat Noir.'' As 

L'Hydropathe was finding its audience, a young, redheaded, aspiring artist, arrived in 

Paris. His name was Rudolphe Salis. He was the son of a wealthy brewer in 

Chatellerault, a small town in central France. He had decided he wanted to be a painter 

and upon his arrival in Paris went to the Hotel de Rome in the Latin Quarter. It was there 

that he met Maurice Petit, a fellow resident of the hotel and a member of the 

® Fields, 10& 11. 
' Appignanesi, 11. 
'"Fields, 10. 
" Fields, 10. 
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Hydropathes. Salis was a provisional student at the Ecole des Beaux Arts, but his art 

career was floundering and he was short of money. He got a job decorating for theatrical 

productions and moved to Montmaitre. Montmartre's population then consisted of the 

canaille, the rabble. Criminals, pimps and prostitutes, the poor, the employed and 

unemployed laborer, that hierarchy of social outcasts who were the very subjects of 

Naturalist art congregated in Montmartre.'^ Roget's Thesaurus has many adjectives listed 

under the word "populace". They are: plebeian, proletarian, common, democratic, 

homely, homespun, vulgar, illbred, basebom, earthy, unknown to fame, obscure, untitled, 

rustic, countrified, provincial, loutish, boorish, clownish, churlish, barbarous, barbarian, 

and barbaric. Antonyms of these words are listed under "nobility". It is exactly this same 

"populace", unknown to fame, who initiated cabaret, was its inspiration, and its first 

audience. After all, "popular" music must appeal to the "populace". 

Two of Salis' fellow scenic painters were Rene Gilbert and Antonio de la Galdara, 

both future Chat Noir collaborators. Salis was introduced to the night life of Montmartre 

and to the Hydropathes, and even though his career as a scenic designer was on the 

upswing, he decided to open an artistic cabaret in Montmartre, similar in theme to the 

Grand Pinte. Salis' father offered some financial backing, and the Hydropathes agreed to 

make his cabaret their official meeting place.^^ 

Salis called his cabaret the Chat Noir (the Black Cat). Armond Fields explains 

the multiple significances of this choice: 

Appignanesi, 12. 
Fie lds ,  11 .  
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The Black Cat was a familiar character in French tales and ballads, 
sometimes as a figure who punished disobedient children and sometimes 
as a seductive lover. More recently, however, it had become a symbol for 
artistic freedom in Montmartre. Historians believe that Salis chose the 
name because of its sexual cormotations and artistic symbolism, which 
enabled him quickly and clearly to communicate his cabaret's social, 
political, and entertainment intentions.''^ 

With the opening of the Chat Noir 'va. November 1881, cabaret was bom. 

The Chat Noir was initially a modest undertaking. Poets, composers, writers, and 

painters, who were Salis' friends would gather at the new location and perform their 

works for one another. The 'club' or elitist, closed nature of their existence would soon 

arouse interest in the community. Salis had the brilliant idea to serve drinks to those who 

earned their thirst artistically, and since outsiders from the Latin Quarter and the 

immediate area insisted, to open his doors to a select public once a week.'^ 

The Chat Noir was decorated in a random manner. Furnishings from the Louis 

Xin period were featured in humorously inappropriate settings which made them appear 

incongruous.*® There was one narrow comer in which no one wanted to sit. Salis 

transformed this fault into an advantage. He named this comer "The Institute" and 

suggested that only those who lived by their intellect could enter this elite sanctuary. The 

institute soon expanded into the shop next door and became the trademark of the Chat 

Noir}'^ 

Fields, 11. 
Appignanesi, 18. 
Fields. 12. 
Appignanesi ,  18 .  
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In the Chat Noir's early years the program was unstructured. It was based 

on the principles of surprise and spontaneity, with a major attraction being the fact that 

the creators themselves performed their own works: 

During the early years, the Chat Noir's audiences were entertained with 
solo or group performances of political and social satire. Sometimes 
elaborate fantasies were given, dealing with religion, the government, or 
the upper classes ... All of these presentations featured a sense of humor, 
biting and sarcastic, but not malicious. The atmosphere was light, 
seemingly unstructured and improvisational. Audiences expected to be 
insulted by Salis and other performers as they poked fun at the values of 
all classes of society. The environment was such that people could laugh 
at themselves and others with no one being offended. 

Salis functioned as the conferencier or master of ceremonies. The cabaret's 

performers read poetry, sang political songs, even devised melody to existing poetry such 

as Baudelaire's verses to entertain audiences. Skits were performed in mime, usually 

with Salis orating. Maurice Mac-Nab, the cabaret's resident poet was credited with 

preparing the Chat Noir's first song book. The availability of a piano helped to attract 

young musicians to the cabaret. Debussy was known to have conducted a choir there. 

During the later days of the cabaret, Salis' verbal improvisations were accompanied by 

Satie on the piano. Salis recognized and encouraged the young composer's talent and 

satirical genius. Eventually, Salis and Satie had an argument which resulted in Satie 

leaving to play at the Auberge de Clos where he met Debussy. However, Satie's career 

Fields, 14. 
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really began at the Chat Noir. He composed over fifty songs during the time he played at 

both establishments." 

Lisa Appignanesi states that "it is difficult to generalize about the actual content 

of a typical cabaret programme"}^ The spontaneity and flexibility of cabaret insured that 

the implementation of standards or specific requirements of performance would have 

undermined its very essence: 

.... the cabaret was marked by these two elements. It emerged either as a 
laboratory, a testing ground for young artists who often deliberately 
advertised themselves as avant-garde, or as the satirical stage of 
contemporaneity, a critically reflective mirror of topical events, morals, 
politics and culture. In the best instances, it was both. Walking the 
tightrope between the stage proper and the variety show, the cabaret 
defined an independent territory for itself. A flexible medium - with its 
impromptu stage, setting, and program - it shifted its focus with the times, 
without ever on the whole losing its rebellious wit or dissident, innovative 
nature."' 

In 1882, Salis launched a journal also called Chat Noir which duplicated the 

events and the spirit of the cabaret: 

(The journal) contained graphic work by Steinlen, Adolphe Willette, the 
poster artist Caran D'Ache, and Forain; the satirical sketches of that 
famous methodological absurdist, Alphonse Allais; songs, poetry, and 
commentary. Goudeau was its editor for several years followed by Allais, 
and the journal was one of the brightest cornerstones of la belle epoque." 

By 1885, the Chat Noir had become too small to accommodate its increasing 

popularity. At first it expanded into a clock shop next door, but even that was not 

" "Cabaret," The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians. (London: Macmillan Publishers 
Limited,  1980. )  Vol .  3 ,571.  
^ Appignanesi, 12. 

Appignanesi, 12. 
^ Appignanesi, 19 & 20. 
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adequate to house the many Chat Noir artifacts. In addition, some of the rougher 

elements of Montmartre's night life did not appreciate the influx of a new, well dressed 

clientele. Several attacks on the Chat Noir had already taken place.^ Finally, there was 

the notoriety triggered by a violent quarrel that occurred in December 1884 between Salis 

and some local Montmartre pimps who were becoming a problem. The scuffle resulted 

in the death of a waiter who came to Salis' defense when the confrontation took an ugly 

tum. A move was deemed necessary.^'* The Chat Noir moved to an new location, a few 

blocks from its original site. It was housed in a three story building. The first story was 

called the '"Salle des Poetes and Chansonniers", or the room for poets and singer-

songwriters. In this room the Chat Noir regulars continued their poetry readings, skits, 

and songs. 

The second floor was converted into one large room for display and performance. 

This room was called the "Salle des Fetes", the place where the famous shadow theater 

productions were held. The shadow theatre, the creation of Henri Riviere, was a brilliant 

technical and artistic innovation; 

Using an ingenious combination of shadow and light play, decor painted 
or superimposed on glass and paper, cut-outs and Japanese-style puppets. 
Riviere created unparalleled pre-cinematographic effects on the screen-
stage. These were underlined by musical accompaniment, with a choir of 
sometimes up to twenty people backstage, piano or organ; by narration, 
either of the story-telling or satirical commentary kind; and by acting. The 
diversity of the shadow plays does credit to the eclectic black cat.^ 

^ Appignanesi, 20. 
Harold B. Segel Tum of the Century Cabaret (New York: Columbia University Press, 1987) 23. 

^  Appignanesi ,  21 .  
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The third floor was "L'Instituf\ the regulars' private quarters to eat, relax, talk, 

argue, and plan productions.^ 

The Chat Noir achieved financial success by beginning to sell lunches, dinners 

and snacks at reasonable prices by the late 1880's. Shadow theatre programs, the Chat 

Noir Guide, and the journal Le Chat Noir were sold. Art works were sold off the walls, 

the proceeds being shared by the artist and Salis. An additional fee was collected for the 

shadow theatre performances. When the shadow theatre performances were published in 

books and sheet music, they were sold both in the cabaret and in book shops.^^ 

The audiences now coming to the Chat Noir included all social classes, 
from day workers and housemaids to politicians, generals, and people of 
wealth. Emile Zola, Guy de Maupassant, and Paul Verlaine, well-known 
writers, were frequently seen there. Paris' literary and musical avant-garde 
came often-Massenet, Delibes, Strindberg, Verne, and Anatole France. 
By the early 1890's, the cabaret was mentioned in guide books and had 
become a tourist attraction, especially for English visitors ... The Chat 
Noir was a symbolic expression of the new popular culture. Its regulars 
were highly talented creators and performers. They represented some of 
the best in art, literature, and music of their era.^® 

Social and cultural luminaries of the city made it a point to attend shadow theater 

openings, Claude Debussy, Paul Verlaine, and Erik Satie, all former Chat Noir 

participants with flourishing careers, were present at many performances. 

The example of the Chat Noir was copied by its competitors. Over the years, the 

success of the Chat Noir made it easy for other cafes and cabarets to flourish. They 

^'Fields, 18. 
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offered additional opportunities for more artists and writers to acquire exposure and 

attention. In fact, the production of illustrations by artists for newspapers, magazines, and 

books increased ten times during this period.^® 

By 1896, what had been novel about these productions a few years earlier was 

becoming commonplace in Paris. Other cabarets were featuring shadow theater 

productions and a new visual medium, motion pictures, was being discovered by a 

fascinated public. Sails, already ill with the disease that would result in his death, was 

faced with an expiring lease for his cabaret. Salis died in early 1897, and the spirit of the 

Chat Noir died with him. Riviere, saddened by Salis' death and the closure of the Chat 

Noir, reminisced: 

I remember, not without sadness, entering the room (the Salle des Fetes) 
and seeing the wall torn open where the facade of the shadow theater had 
been ... Yet, I thought it was perhaps better ... who knows if the 
transformation of the theater would not have soon become a simple 
commercial affair... and with the help of such pecuniary success, what 
would have become of the unworldliness, goodwill, enthusiasm, liveliness, 
and poetic fantasy of all these artists, who only asked to enjoy themselves 
together and to share their pleasure with the public.^' 

By the time the Chat Noir closed its doors in 1897, it had substantially impacted a 

variety of art forms. An interesting by-product of the Chat Nioir journal was the 

increasing use of narrative caricatures to convey humor. Steinlen, Uzes, and Somm, for 

example, would develop a set of images and combine them with a story, with the last 

picture being the humorous 'punch line'. These cartoons quickly became important 

^ Fields, 38. 
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features of the journal and could be considered among the forerunners of the twentieth 

century comic strip. The art of etching and engraving in color became a popular art form. 

Chat Noir artists refined and expanded lithographic technique. The woodcut medium 

was also rediscovered by artists such as Riviere, Auriol, and Jeanniot who created 

woodcuts in color using traditional Japanese methods. It is important to note that there 

were few art galleries at that time that were open to the general public. Those that existed 

exhibited primarily the academic painters, not Montmartre artists. The Chat Noir 

displayed new art on its walls and made it more accessible to the general public. The new 

collaboration of printers and artists enabled the print studios to sell everything from 

limited edition prints for the wealthy to diplomas, greeting cards, and menus for the 

population at large. The shadow theatre was another Chat Noir innovation that combined 

visual, images, words, and music. It developed into a highly sophisticated art form that 

evolved from using simple zinc cutouts to intricately back-lit moving colored glass 

modules on wires. Audiences could see the illusion of people in action or the changing 

colors of passing clouds. The shadow theatre productions lasted almost twenty years and 

were replaced only by the movies.^^ 

The Chat Noir's success made Montmartre the artistic center of Paris, and Salis 

deserved to claim this achievement as a personal feat. Chatnoiresque became a current 

adjective of the period used to describe all events which blended fantasy and humor with 

a degree of insolence. Numerous other cabarets sprang up around the Chat Noir: 

Cabaret des Quat'z' Arts, La Lune, Rousse, and Les Pantins, to mention a few. But, the 

Fields. 38. 
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most notable of these was set up in the location of the original Chat Noir and was called 

Le Mirliton, the reed pipe : 

(Le Mirliton's) particular genius can only be attributed to its originator, a 
swashbuckling chansonnier called Aristide Bruant whose remarkable 
presence has come down to us in Toulouse-Lautrec's posters. Discovered 
by Jules Jouy and trained in the school of the first of balladeers, Francois 
Villon, Bruant brought street poetry and the socio-critical song which are 
fundamental to the cabaret repertoire, to their contemporary zenith. 

In contrast to the Chat Noir, which attempted to maintain a certain decorum, 

Bruant created an atmosphere which was the epitome of low life. In Turn of the Century 

Cabaret. Segel describes Bruant's particular appeal: 

From the moment a visitor entered Le Mirliton, attention was riveted on 
Bruant and would not easily have been diverted the rest of the night. Entry 
into the cabaret had to be first gained by knocking at the door and then 
waiting for Bruant's personal approval. As soon as visitors were admitted 
they were almost immediately subjected to a torrent of abuse from none 
other than the proprietor and star attraction himself. Arms akimbo, a 
contemptuous look on his face, Bruant would mock their appearance, often 
calling the men 'pigs', 'pimps', and 'scoundrels' and regaling the women 
with only slightly less offensive epithets ... Once newcomers overcame 
their initial shock they threw themselves into the spirit of the place with 
gusto, joining with Bruant and other guests in greeting new arrivals the 
same way they themselves had been greeted.^^ 

Despite the fact that Le Mirliton lacked the variety of talent offered by the Chat 

Noir in both its first and second periods and had only Bruant and his songs to offer, the 

appeal was enough to fill the cabaret every night for a good ten years. 

Guests were greeted witii a variety of slang expletives. Bruant's was the original 
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theatre of provocation and audience insult. Bruant is most famous for his evocations of 

street life, complete with appropriate accents and affectations: 

He pleaded the cause of those condemned by birth to abject misery and 
exposed the despair of those victims of social injustice who live without 
fire, home, and bread. With a mordant melancholy, he sang of prisoners 
and prostitutes, of the outcasts spawned by a city which refused to 
recognize them; 

A's sont des Tas 
Qu 'ont pus d'appas 
Et qui n 'ont pas 
L 'sou dans leur has 

Pierreuses, 
Trotteuses, 
A's marchent I'soir, 
Quand il fait noir, 
Sur le troittoir. 

Le ch 'veux frises, 
Les seins biases, 
Les seins biases, 
Les pieds uses 

Christ aux yeux doux, 
Qu 'es mort pour nous, 
Chauff la terre ous-
qu'on fait leurs trous. 

There are those 
With no more charm 
Not a penny 
Li their hose 

Street-walkers, 
Sidewalk-stompers 
They walk at night, 
When there's no more light. 
On the sidewalks. 

Hair frizze 
Breasts biases. 
Breasts biases. 
Feet worn away. 

Christ with mild eyes. 
Who died for our lives. 
Warm the earth where 
Holes are dug for them.^^ 

Aristide Bruant was unique in the way he portrayed the realistic dark side of the 

streets in his songs. He sang about the "undesirables" of society and did not flinch from 

the portraits he created. The people he brought to life in his songs were avoided or 

ignored by society at large, probably in the same way in which we avert our eyes when 

homeless people beg us for money in the streets today: 

Appignanesi, 28. 
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As a singer, Bniant was in the mainstream of such tum-of-the-century 
chansonniers as Jules Jouy, Jehan Rictus, and others whose songs were 
inspired by the poverty, wretchedness, and social injustice they saw around 
them in contemporary Paris. Truly 'poets of the pavement' they sang of 
that other Paris so many in their audiences at the Chat Noir and Le 
Mirliton preferred to ignore or encounter only in song in the cabarets of 
Montmartre. Bruant was as grim, caustic, and roughhewn as any singer of 
his time. But what he brought to his chansons that was different from 
those of his fellow chansonniers was an intimate knowledge of the mores 
and speech of petty criminals with whom so many of his songs deal, an 
even more striking realism of setting, character, and idiom, a somewhat 
greater feeling for the macabre, a distinct, indeed memorable voice that 
was at once cutting and metallic, and a physical presence and personal 
style that lent still greater authenticity to his songs and played no small 
part in the aura that grew up around him.^® 

Bruant's songs traveled far beyond the walls of Le Mirliton to become the basis of 

the cabaret tradition. In particular, they were taken up by Yvette Guilbert, one of the few 

women to perform in cabaret style at that time. 

Guilbert was an actress in song who 'spoke, sang, prophesied' her numbers, and 

her mode was to be recreated in cabarets for the next half century. Yet, despite her link 

with the early cabaret tradition, she did not actually perform in the noted cabarets. Her 

stage was the Divan Japonais, the Moulin Rouge, Les Ambassadeurs, headquarters of 

variety spectacle and later concert halls and university auditoriums around the world. As 

for cabaret, the form had to travel to Germany before women became an integral part of 

its makeup.^® 

Segel describes the journey which cabaret took after its conception at the Chat 

Noir. 
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Besides giving rise to many cabarets in Paris itself, in its own time and 
after it had become history, the Chat Noir also inspired the introduction of 
cabaret in major centers throughout Europe in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries: Amsterdam in 1895, Barcelona in 1897, Berlin, 
Munich, and Vienna in 1901, Cracow, Poland in 1905, Budapest in 1907, 
Warsaw in 1908, Moscow and St. Petersburg m 1908, Prague in 1911, 
Christiana (as Oslo was then known) in 1912, after the failure of a dismal 
earlier attempt as early as 1892, London in 1912, and Zurich in 1916."^° 

Cabaret in Germany 

Wilhelmine Germany provided a far less open-minded environment than Paris: 

The hierarchical authority structure, with its multifarious uniformed 
officials, encouraged 'yes-men' and political disaffection rather than 
critical attitudes toward change ... Censorship, especially where the 
dramatic arts were concerned, was strict, and rigid sexual morality 
prevailed. If certain kinds of art and literamre flourished - and the period 
was rich in this - they were not initially those which leveled an overtly 
satirical gaze at the state of society and German culture."*' 

By 1900 the tide was turning. A number of simultaneous elements contributed to 

the birth of German cabaret. Gossip from France concerning the vital bohemian aura of 

Montmartre and the creation of a new and vital artistic form spread through Germany. 

Albert Langen, who had spent time in Paris, came back imbued with the Chat Noir spirit. 

He and a group of others, including the radically innovative poet and dramatist Franz 

Wedekind, launched a satirical weekly entitled, Simpliciissimus. Then, in 1900, the poet. 

Otto Julius Bierbaum, published a collection of singable poems entitled Deutsche 

Chansons. Bierbaum had been impressed by the French sung lyric and saw its potential 

to bring art directly to the people. The book included native German poetry which could 

^ Segel. xii. 
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be set in song, including poems by Richard Dehmel, Amo Holtz, Detlev von Liliencron, 

Ernst von Wolzogen, and Wedekind. Bierbaum's aim was to make art pervade the 

entirety of life. Within a year, Deutsche Chansons had sold 20,000 copies (which was 

impressive at that time) and many further editions were to follow. Bierbaum wanted far 

more than simply making art accessible to the people. He wanted to elevate the 

Tingeltangel, or variety show, to the level of serious art. The adoption of popular forms, 

whether for political or cultural motive, was to remain a part of the cabaret tradition 

throughout its history.'*' The following is excerpted from Bierbaum's preface to the 

Deutsche Chansons: 

Nowadays artists build chairs and their ambition is that the chairs not just 
be admired in museums but that the you-know-what can actually establish 
contact with them without any loss of well-being. That is how we want to 
write poems, not just for them to be read in a quiet little study, but so that 
they can be sung before a fun-loving crowd. Applied lyrics—now there 
you have our slogan! If we are artists imbued with the desire to be a part 
of life, we will not succumb to the idea of rooting out the honky-tonk 
(Tingel-Tangel) with fire and sword, with the police and fanaticism, but 
instead we will consider how to win it over to art, how to make it the equal 
in a sense of the 'legitimate' stage"*^ 

After the appearance of Deutsche Chansons things began to happen quickly. 

Ernst von Wolzogen, aristocrat and poet, opened the Uberbrettl in Berlin at around 

midnight on January 18,1901. means "little stage". Wolzogen was a great admirer 

of Nietzsche and it was from Nietzsche's concept of the Ubermensch or "Superman" that 

Baron von Wolzogen derived the inspiration for his super-mini-theatre. He had a clear 
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idea of wliat lie intended with his cabaret. He did not want to yield to the tastes of the 

proletariat. He didn't want his performances to take place amidst the stench of beer, 

wine, or tobacco fumes. It should be more like a regular theatre. It was impossible for 

the Germans to engage in the same bold satire which the French reveled in due to 

censorship. However, parodies were very popular, and Wolzogen succeeded in 

transforming the variety show into a more literary event while simultaneously making the 

chanson form part of the German repertory.'*^ 

Wolzogen's second theatre got into financial trouble, partly due to its location in a 

working class neighborhood, and also because some of his star performers commanded 

exceedingly high salaries. He also had a costly policy of signing exclusive contracts with 

writers and composers, including the young Arnold Schoenberg, who had set several 

poems to music. When the theatre was forced to close down he blamed its failure on the 

Jews. This was but a hint of the anti-Semitism that was to sweep through Europe in the 

next four decades killing over six million Jews and wreaking irreversible horrors on 

millions of European citizens."*^ 

Cabaret is often referred to as an ephemeral art, and despite its short life-span the 

Uberbrettl had an effect on its surrounding environment. Both large and small scale 

cabaret-like ventures sprang up in Berlin. On January 23, 1901, just five days after the 

official opening of Wolzogen's second theatre, the first German cabaret of Chat Noir type 

distinction celebrated its inauguration at a private fund-raising affair on Bellevuestrasse in 

Segel, 125. 
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another part of Berlin. The cabaret was called Schall und Rauch (Sound and Smoke) and 

it was the brainchild of the writers Christian Morgenstem, Friedrich Kayssler, Richard 

Vallentin, Martin Zickel, and most noteworthy, the future great director of the German 

theatre, Max Reinhardt. Somewhat reminiscent of the origins of the Chat Noir, Schall 

und Rauch was the offshoot of a lighthearted bohemian artists' society known as Die 

Brille (The Spectacles). Die Brille had evolved out of a loose association of actors, 

painters, and poets some of whom Reinhardt had befriended when working at the 

Deutsches Theater in Berlin under the direction of Otto Brahm. The group had a quasi-

mystical initiation rite in which new members would have ±eir eyes covered and would 

be fitted for glasses through which they would "see" for the first time, in the sense of the 

new aesthetic insight and perception that their experiences in Die Brille would make 

possible.'*® 

After several months, the Schall und Rauch metamorphosed into the Kleine 

Theater, one of Germany's first experimental theaters. Despite the fact that Max 

Reinhardt chose to pursue his life in the "legitimate" theater, Schall und Rauch had 

influenced the direction of cabaret, using cabaret as a vehicle for satirizing other 

literature.'*^ 

Germany's artistic center at the turn of the century was Munich. The bohemian 

quarter of Schwabing echoed the tone of Paris' Montmartre. By 1900, the avant-garde 

had rebelled against old forms and entered the grips of an artistic renaissance, despite the 

•^Segel, 136. 
Appignanesi, 34. 



30 

restrictions imposed by Wilhelmine law. Munich was famous for its pre-Lent carnival 

called Fasching. The carnival was a time of creative extravagance and exuberance in 

which all sectors of Munich society were joined in the spirit of mutual laughter and 

mockery. Perhaps it is in the carnival with its air of popular festivity, masquerades and 

pranks, and relaxing of sexual inhibitions that the age-old ancestor of the cabaret is found. 

It is possible that this history of the carnival combined with creative energy and talent is 

what enabled Munich to produce one of the most productive and intriguing of European 

cabarets.'*® 

The Lex Henze was the stricdy imposed morality law which permitted police 

interference in art. This could take the form of censorship, confiscation of a book edition 

or magazine issue, deletion of one part of a performance, or, more radically, 

imprisonment of the offending artist or publicist. In an effort to protest against this law, 

artists, painters, and students formed the Goethe Alliance for the Protection of Free Art 

and Science. During the carnival of 1901, members of this group including Wedekind 

and Simplicissimus editor Langen paraded through the streets in Masquerade carrying 

signs. As a direct result of this protest, eleven members of the group decided to form a 

cabaret which would continue their battle against unjustly imposed standards of morality. 

They called themselves Die Elf Scharfrichter, "the eleven executioners", in bold defiance 

of the legal system they despised. They rented a small theater and decorated it with 

instruments of torture they had gathered along with grotesque masks of the eleven 

members. 
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Their theater had a sunken orchestra pit, rare in those days, and a modem lighting 

system to create special effects. The "Executioners" knew that if they performed publicly 

they would be harassed by censorship. Instead, they called themselves a "club" which 

played only to "invited guests" one night a week. Every program stated openly how one 

could obtain an invitation."*' 

Opening night occurred on Friday the 13'*' of April, 1901. Dressed in 
blood red gowns with slit eyed cowls and wielding executioners' hatchets, 
they danced on stage, hands joined and sang their theme song: 

It looms on high that black block 
We judge heartily but pierce 
Blood red heart, blood red frock. 
Our fun is always fierce. 
WiU bloodily executed be 
Whoever is an enemy of the time 
a fnend of death 
Adorn with song and sound will we.^° 

The theme song was followed by chansons and recitation by both male and female 

members of the group and its wider entourage, known as the Hentersknechte or 

hangman's apprentices. A woman entered to sing who stole the show. Her name was 

Marya Delvard. She was the first stage vamp of the century. She was tall and thin and 

extraordinarily pale. Her stage attire was a black day dress which she wore extremely 

tightly. The contrast of the dress with her flaming red hair and ghostly pallor was 

startling.^' Delvard often sang the songs of Franz Wedekind, including the song Use 

which she sang for her debut at the Elf Scharfrichter: 
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I was a child of fifteen 
A pure, innocent child 
When I first experienced 
How sweet the joys of love are. 

He hugged me round and laughed 
And whispered: Oh, what joy! 
And then he bent my head gently, gently 
Down onto the pillow. 

Since that day I love them all. 
Life's most beautiful spring is mine. 
And when I no longer please anyone, 
I will gladly be buried.^^ 

Franz Wedekind had joined the Executioners several months after the opening. 

He did not take on a pseudonym like the other Executioners. He enjoyed testing the 

limits of German authority: 

A radically innovative dramatist and poet, Wedekind was seen by his 
friends as a mixture of anarchist and saint. His chilling portrayal of man's 
instinctual drives, his frank evocation of sexuality, his frank denunciation 
of the hypocrisy of prevailing moral codes - all were intended to shock the 
bourgeoisie out of its dull complacency, and did not exactly endear 
Wedekind to the censors. Indeed, little of his work could be performed at 
the time without creating a scandal.^^ 

Wedekind was no stranger to conflict with authority. In 1898 he had been jailed 

for writing a ballad in Simplicissimus which satirically spoofed the Kaiser's trip to the 

Holy Land. The Kaiser was insulted and insisted that the anonymous offender must be 

found. Wedekind was tipped off by the police and had time to dash to Paris where 

Simplicissimus editor Langen had already fled. Unfortunately, Thomas Heine who had 
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created a caricature to go along with the ballad, had been arrested and sentenced to six 

months. Hearing of Heine's fate, Wedekind returned to Germany and turned himself in. 

Like Heine, he was jailed for six months and spent the turn of the century behind bars.^'^ 

The threat of censorship was real, but the elusive art of cabaret managed to 

express itself and thrive within this climate of risk. However, by 1903, tired of the 

constant censorship, most of the original Executioners had gone their separate ways: 

The spirit of the cabaret had clearly evaporated. That it was incapable of 
sustaining further blows was demonstrated by the police crackdown on 
certain items of a sexual and political-satirical nature announced for its 
new program. After publicly complaining about police censorship on 
November 7, 1903, Mark Henry was summoned by police for interrogation 
- and a stem warning - for the following day. This was the last straw. 
With its original membership fragmented, its original purpose undermined 
by censorship and an ever growing commercialism beholden to public 
taste, the Eleven Executioners closed its doors by mid-December 1903. 
The most successful and artistically significant German cabaret of the fin-
de-siecle had reached its end.^^ 

Like the cabarets of Paris and Barcelona that had preceded it, the Eleven 

Executioners exemplified, more than the other German cabarets of its own time, the 

possibility of synthesis of popular and high cultures. Initially inspired by the revival of 

the chanson at the Chat Noir and Le Mirliton, the Eleven Executioners had moved 

quickly beyond imitation to a renewed interest in indigenous forms such as the lied and 

especially the Bdnkelsang and Moritat. 

If Wedekind's ballads for the Elf Scharfrichter recall the socially defiant and grim 

chansons of several of the French singers, they owe more to the street minstrel tradition 
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of the German Bdnkelsanger whose stage was usually just a bench {Bdnkel in German, 

hence the name "benchsingers"). These singers often performed in public places such as 

fairs and markets. Their songs were often accompanied by an illustrated signboard. The 

Bdnkelsanger's performance was a primitive Gesamtkunstwerk of sorts. The appeal of 

the Bdnkelsanger tradition came from its synthesis of text, music, picture, and 

performance. The singer vocally dramatized the text of the picture signboard to which he 

often referred with a pointer, and usually accompanied himself on the guitar, accordion, 

or fiddle. Many of the songs sung by the Bdnkelsanger were Moritaten, which were 

songs about crime, predominantly murder. The emphasis was on the sensational, the 

lurid, and the grotesque. The singer's aim was to inform, frighten, and move.^^ 

Bertolt Brecht who not only admired but learned from Wedekind, carried 
the Bdngelsang-Moritat into the theater in his world-famous 
Dreigroschenoper (Three Penny Opera). A Moritatensanger (Moritat 
singer) sings a Moritat in the Soho scene while "The Ballad of Mack the 
Knife" is actually a Moritat, as the original German title, "Moritat vom 
Mackie Messer" indicates clearly. The anti-capitalist opera parody's 
underworld setting, peopled with a variety of criminals and prostitutes, 
was an appropriate setting for a new adaptation of the Bdnkelsang-Moritat 
tradition. Brecht's use of it extended not only to modem versions of 
Moritaten, but to the pictorially related epic element in which the singer 
narrates a series of events depicted in pictures. So cognizant was Brecht 
of the potential of the Moritat for his own work that he wrote several 
Moritaten, among them "About the Child Murderess Marie Farrar", 
"Apfelbock, or The Lily in the Field", the previously mentioned "Ballad of 
Mack the Knife", and, also from The Threepenny Opera, "A Pair of New 
Verses of a Now Obsolete Moritat".®' 
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The influence of the performers and programs of the Elf Scharfrichter was far 

reaching. After the closing of the Elf Scharfrichter, Marc Henry and Marya Delvard went 

to Vienna and opened a new cabaret called the Nachtlicht (night-light) which later 

became Die Fledermaus (the bat). It was a huge success. Without the Executioners' 

example of the fusion of dramatic art and popular theatrical small forms, it is doubtful 

that innovative stage works such as Brecht's anti-war comedy Mam ist Mann with its 

cabaret, music hall, and circus elements or The Threepenny Opera would have appeared 

when they did.^® 

The Simpicissimus cabaret, known as the SimpV, was a gathering place for poets, 

artists, political radicals, and students - all those who were opposed to the official rules of 

culmral life in Wilhelmine Germany. It had originated in the Dichtelei, a drinking and 

talking establishment which had been frequented by the Executioner's group. A waitress 

of peasant-stock, Kathy Kobus, was beloved by the bohemians at Dichtelei and they 

persuaded her to open her own bistro. Wedekind was among the regular perfomers. 

Every night there was an informal program of songs, poetry, music, and occasionally 

dance. Of the many anecdotes surrounding the SimpV, one describes Isadora Duncan 

dancing in varying degrees of nudity on the tabletops until the early hours of the 

morning.^' 
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Following are The Ten Commandments of Cabaret Life as stated in the 

Simplicissimus - Kunstlerkneipe: 

1. Come if possible, late, so that the guests already there know that you 
do have something else to do. 

2. Give your coat to the woman in the cloakroom. You're a friendly man 
and your coat is new. 

3. Sit down haphazardly and noisily. Then change your seat often until 
you find one with the right shape. 

4. Read the menu and wine list loudly and noisily to your companion. 
Learn it if possible off heart and then order a portion of 'later'. 

5. When everything concerning your material welfare has been looked 
after, take part - even if at first only unwillingly, in the artistic 
presentation. Look upon the conferencier with contempt right from 
the start. He's an ass and because of this let him feel your spiritual 
superiority. 

6. Place your loud interruptions exactly where they don't fit. This 
actually belongs to the enlivening of the program. 

7. If you're a woman, then criticize the dress of the performing artist 
loudly and skillfully. (Don't forget your lorgnette for this.) 

8. During song presentations, blow your smoke unbotheredly toward the 
podium. The singer will inhale it willingly. It makes his voice soft 
and supple. 

9. During acts, use your cutlery and glasses in an unbothered fashion. 
Their sound does one good and replaces the band. 

10. When you have been bored long enough by the program and have 
gotten angry over the bill, leave as noisily as you came in with the 
consciousness of having spent a most enjoyable evening.*^® 

These rules of cabaret behavior characterize the spirit of Munich's Schwabing, or 

Schwabylon as it came to be known in the pre-war years. An anarchistic excitement 

prevailed, a desire to shock the establishment out of its conventional conformity. 
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In Paris, a similar atmosphere prevailed. By the turn of the century, cabaret had 

already been in existence in Paris for about twenty years. Now, in the twentieth century, 

cabaret was increasingly becoming a salon for the avant-garde: 

Spectacle was of its essence, and the avant-garde needed to make a 
spectacle of itself in order to be heard. Its artistic dissent paralleled the 
cabaret's parody of entrenched values, both social and artistic. Humor-
ranging in kind from comic childlikeness to biting satire—marked both; 
and both seriously exploited the popular elements in art. Finally, the 
nature of the cabaret programme, its discontinuity supplemented by 
ironical commentary, reflected the basic composition of the experimental 
work. This kinship of cabaret and the early twentieth-century avant-garde 
was a two-way dynamic: one created the other and was in turn influenced 
by it.^' 

Le Lapin-Agile was the foremost salon of the avant-garde. In the symbolist period it had 

been called Le Cabaret des Assassins, perhaps suggesting the nature of many of its 

clientele. It was purchased by Aristide Bruant who wanted to preserve this landmark and 

was leased from Bruant by Frederic Gerard (known as Frede). For ten years it served as a 

meeting ground for artists both famous and forgotten, including Picasso, Apollinaire, 

Max Jacob, Andre Wamod and "Joachim Raphael Boronali". Imaginative pranks were 

conmionplace at the Lapin. 

The writer, Roland Dorgeles, later to become an established literary figure, was 

then a struggling artist who was well known for his pranks. Dorgeles had decided to 

settle a score with the cubists who were sometime members of the Lapin circle. He 

thought the cubists were pretentious. Their chief spokesman, Appollinaire, refused to 

answer any queries or criticisms of the movement. In order to prove how easy it was to 

Appignanesi, 64. 
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achieve fame in Paris, Dorgeles invented an artist called Boronaii who declared himself 

head of a new artistic school: Excessivism. "Boronaii" published a manifesto which 

parodied Futurist prose. Given the Italian name of its inventor, the Parisian public found 

it believable. Dorgeles then needed to find an artist. The Lapin-Agile's Frede kept a 

donkey named Lolo. It was in this donkey that Dorgeles found his artist. He bet all of his 

"snob" friends that at the next Salon des Independants he would exhibit a painting more 

original and provocatively revolutionary than any other. In front of witnesses, he tied a 

paint brush to Lolo's tail. Lolo had just been fed and wagged his tail all over a canvas 

held by Andr^ Waraod. Gradually, the canvas assumed some rather interesting qualities. 

The painting was ready just in time for the Salon des Indipendants. Dorgeles positioned 

himself discreetly near the painting to hear the commentary from passers by. The public 

and the critics, most of whom mentioned the work in their reviews, were divided as to the 

value of the painting, but their comments did not differ much from those directed at the 

work of Van Dongen, Matisse, or Roualt, all of whom exhibited at the same salon. 

Finally, Dorgeles informed the papers of his hoax and the headlines read "Donkey Heads 

Artistic School". 

Dorgeles' pranks tested the supposed connoisseurship of the artistic world, 

exposing the hypocrisies of fashionable taste. They demonstrated the emphasis on vivid 

originality which was at the core of the avant-garde. Unfortunately, war loomed on the 

horizon and even the humor of the avant-garde couldn't postpone the inevitable. But the 
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Lapin-Agile had served as headquarters of an age when, as AppoUinaire testified, "We 

learned to laugh."®^ 

In this period just before World War I, new schools of thought were springing up 

across Europe. Part of avant-garde philosophy was not only to initiate the new, but to 

repudiate the old, to reject what had come before. Futurism was the doctrine in Italy. 

The fiiturist Filippo Tommaso Marinetti defined a new kind of performance medium 

based on the variety show. The fourth wall of the conventional stage was to be broken 

down, in Brechtian fashion. Actors were to play to the audience instead of to each other 

and to provoke it into participation. The cabaret also challenged the traditional division 

between performer and audience by making it acceptable for composers to perform their 

own works and by creating an intimacy between stage and spectator. However, Futurist 

performance went beyond contemporary cabaret in terms of its sheer aggression and 

radical experimentation. Marinetti's suggestions for eliciting surprise and participation 

from spectators, such as spreading powerful glue on the seats or selling the same ticket to 

ten people, didn't always evoke a positive reaction, and more likely than not, provoked a 

not. 

A different kind of artistic experimentation was occurring in Berlin between 1909 

and 1910. It was called Expressionism, a school in art and literature which sought to give 

symbolic, objective expression to inner experience. By 1910, the group, initially 

including Kurt Hiller, Jacob van Hoddis and Erich linger, decided to go public and 

® Appignanesi, 65-70. 
Appignanesi, 74. 
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formed the Neopathetische Cabaret. They saw philosophy or pathos as a universal 

celebration and an experience, rather than something academic. 

The Neopathetische evenings included poetry, by among others Else 
Lasker-Schuler, the great actress Tilla Durieux speaking Wedekind, 
shadow plays, and music by Schoenberg and Debussy.®^ 

The poet Georg Heym was discovered by this circle. Heym was the poet who 

perhaps most vividly fulfilled the Expressionist insistence on vision, on the ability to 

access what lay beyond the realities of the city with its factories, disease, prostitutes, 

poverty, and general misery. Many of the Futurists looked forward to war to shatter the 

banality of daily existence. Initially, the outbreak of war was met with excitement. 

Switzerland, the neutral country, was the only shelter of sanity in a Europe bent on self-

destruction. 

During World War I, Zurich was an international center for emigres. James 

Joyce, Lenin, and Krupskaya were among the parade of illustrious visitors who sought 

solace there. Along with many others who opposed war or who did not wish to repeat the 

actual experience, a young German poet named Hugo Ball, who had been acquainted with 

Berlin's Expressionist circles, fled to Zurich with his mistress, the singer and poet Emmy 

Hennings. In 1914 Ball had volunteered for war service, but had been discharged. Upon 

arriving in Zurich he convinced Herr Ephraim, the owner of a seedy bar, to allow him to 

open a cabaret on the premises. Herr Ephraim retired after six months for health reasons. 

Thus, the Cabaret Voltaire was bom. Almost overnight a group of young artists from 

Appignanesi, 75. 
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everywhere in Europe gathered there and gave birth to a new movement: Dada. Thirty 

two years after the war, Hans Arp, a painter and poet, reflected on that era: 

Revolted by the butchery of the 1914 World War, we in Zurich devoted 
ourselves to the arts. While the guns rumbled in the distance, we sang, 
painted, made collages, and wrote poems with all our might. We were 
seeking an art based on fundamentals, to cure the madness of the age, and 
a new order of things that would restore the balance between heaven and 
hell. We had a dim premonition that power-mad gangsters would one day 
use art itself as a way of deadening men's minds.^^ 

Dadaism 

Dadaism was intended to be an art which was anti-war. Like life at its highest 

pitch, their art represented a constant process of creation. Art was something vital to be 

interacted with, not just a dusty work lying on a shelf from which its creator had already 

departed leaving behind only the dead letter of language. Pictures weren't meant to be 

gazed at in museums, but rather to be part of an intimate space in which one lived, 

laughed and shouted. The cabaret was conceived of as different from the theater: 

Theater was a state institution in which one politely applauded distant 
creatures who mouthed the sentiments of others. But the cabaret was 
alive: creators were physically present as performers, close to spectators 
who could be provoked into becoming part of the spectacle at any 
moment. The program itself was an unsystematic collage whose various 
pieces could be randomly rearranged and altered, in an ongoing process of 
creation. So, the Cabaret Voltaire staged a disparate program: 
performances by French, Russian, German, and Swiss poets and writers; 
songs by Bruant, a balalaika orchestra; Rubenstein playing Saint-Saens; 
poems by Max Jacob.. 

Appignanesi, 78-79. 
Appignanesi, 79. 
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Perfonnance at the Cabaret Voltaire was marked by audience provocation and 

protest. Surprise or shock tactics, the use of unusual sounds and instruments, poetry or 

prose which was aggressively anti-logical, experiments with masks, costuming and dance 

which were radically unconventional - all of these played a part in the Dadaists' attempt 

to liberate the imagination from the restraints of tradition.^^ 

Dada spread from Zurich to Paris and Berlin. Paris was a city which, unlike 

Zurich, had a history of avant-garde escapades and artistic scandals. There the post-war 

Dadaism was less playful and more violently militant. It reflected the four years of bitter 

fighting with its anti-bourgeois slogans. While Dada events did not take place within 

cabarets specifically, they maintained an insistence on the artists' personal performance in 

public, and on a variety of acts within a given evening. The audience responded actively, 

sometimes shouting, whistling, or throwing vegetables as they had done at the premiere 

of Stravinsky's Le Sacre du Printemps (The Rite of Spring) in 1913. Dada evenings 

often included experimental music and art. Compositions by Les Six (Poulenc, Milhaud, 

Durey, Taillefaire, Honneger, and Auric) were performed and works by new painters were 

exhibited. This spirit of Dada permeated even those concerts at which audience 

participation and reaction was not specifically solicited. Darius Milhaud recalls a 

performance of the Symphonic Suite he had written based on the incidental music for 

Protde on October 24, 1920. His parents had come for the performance. He had never 

dreamt that his music would be provocative, but the audience was already volatile during 

" Appignanesi, 79. 
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the overture, shouting 'Take it away!" and making animal noises, while counter 

demonstrators shouted "Bravo!" and clapped wildly. Obviously, it was difficult to hear 

the music at all. Milhaud began to fear for the upcoming fiigue in which the insistent use 

of brass might engender an audience response. He describes that response in his own 

words: 

With the fugue an indescribable tumult broke out, a real battle in the 
course of which Monsieur Franck, the organist from the Temple de la 
Victoire, had his face slapped by Durey. The sound of the orchestra was 
swamped; the din grew worse; the police intervened. The balconies were 
cleared by the Gardes Municipawc. I had the satisfaction of seeing 
Monsieur Brancour, the critic of Le Menestrel, thrown out by two 
policemen ... The audience was too excited to calm down completely. 
After a short while the uproar broke out again, and the noise covered the 
sound of the orchestra right to the end of the piece ... My parents were 
horrified; not that they had the slightest doubt concerning the value of my 
work, but because of their fears for my fiimre. As for me, I was extremely 
proud: this genuine, spontaneous, violent reaction filled me with 
boundless confidence. It is the indifference of the public which is 
depressing: enthusiasm, or vehement protests, are a proof that your 
work is alive.^ 

As Dadaism continued its journey through Europe, Berlin Dada arose in the midst 

of post-war socio-political chaos. The Weimar Republic was characterized by indecision. 

This quality together with post-war inflation, mass unemployment, and mass hunger 

created the spark which was to explode into Nazism. Famous Berlin Dada members 

included George Grosz, who, in a famous incident, recited an insult poem at the first 

Dada soiree and then grotesquely pantomimed urinating on a Louis Corvinth canvas, and 

Walter Mehring who was the main poet and Cabaretist to emerge from the movement. 

^ Darius Milhaud Mv Happy Life Trans. Donald Evans, George Hall, and Christopher Palmer (New 
York: Marion Boyars Publishers, 1995. Trans, of Ma Vie Heureuse. Editions Belfond. 1987.) 89-90. 
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The Dada movement wanted to attack German culture with satire, bluff, irony, and finally 

violence. "Beyond anything else, Dada was the artist's revolver."®' 

The Roaring Twenties in France 

The post-war "roaring twenties" signified a time of cultural exchange and 

openness. Paris had been the world capital of cabaret in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries. In the 1920's, strip club versions of the cabaret proliferated and 

Montmartre continued to have its chansonniers, who had begun to seem a bit old-

fashioned in this post-Dada era. However, in 1920 when poets such as Aragon began to 

use the chanson form as a means of political protest, the chansonnier returned to the 

mainstream. During the central part of the twenties, the innovative focus shifted from 

verbal satire and presentation to experimentation in the plastic arts, the cinema, and 

music. Paris had become the city of jazz, of the music hall, of the new sounds provided 

by Les Six and of theatrical forms which included dance, acrobatics, pantomime, 

orchestra, the spoken word, and drama.^° 

There was one locale which functioned as a meeting place for artists and a center 

for their improvisation. It was called Le Boeufsur le toit (the steer on the roof). On 

January 10'*', 1922 it opened its doors to the greatest artists of Paris including Picasso, 

Braque, Tzara, Mistinguette, Brancusi, Ravel, Milhaud, Poulenc, and, of course, Cocteau 

Appignanesi, 85. 
™ Appignanesi, 91. 
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who choreographed die concert-spectacle for which the cabaret was named. Milhaud had 

written the music for Le Boeufsur le toit: 

Still haunted by my memories of Brazil, I assembled a few popular 
melodies, tangos, maxixes, sambas, and even a Pormguese fado, and 
transcribed them with a rondo recurring between each successive pair. I 
called this fantasia Le Boeufsur le toit, which was the title of a Brazilian 
popular song. I thought that the character of the music might make it 
suitable for an accompaniment for one of Charlie Chaplin's films ... 
Cocteau disapproved of my idea, and proposed that he should use it for a 
show, which he would undertake to put on ... (He) produced a pantomime 
show which could be adapted to my music.'' 

This pantomime show became extremely popular and traveled to various cities in Europe, 

its title providing the perfect name for a new Parisian cabaret. 

Le Boeufsur le toit had grown out of a smaller bar, the Gaya, which Cocteau and 

Les Six had frequented because an American musician and student of Milhaud's, Jean 

Wiener, played there. He played anything from ragtime, to foxtrot, to Bach brilliandy. 

The presence of this artistic group drew so many people to the Gaya that the owner, Louis 

Moyses decided to move to larger quarters. So, Le Boeicf, the most fashionable meeting 

place of the twenties was bom. The sounds of Cole Porter, Gershwin, jazz, and more 

traditional songs were heard throughout the evening. Black musicians frequented Le 

Boeuf, and artists such as Artur Rubenstein would come in after giving a formal concert 

to entertain and improvise. The standard American bar, and its music, jazz, had come to 

Paris. It was in Germany, however, that the cabaret form was to definitively emerge in 

the fullness of its satirical and artistic potential.'^ 

" Milhaud, 87. 
^ Appignanesi, 91 & 94. 
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The Roaring Twenties in Germany 

The end of censorship in Germany after the fall of the monarchy in 1918 alluded 

to the promise of a new political openness on the stage, as performers would finally be 

able to take a stand on contemporary issues. The initial result was quite the opposite. 

The lifting of restrictions brought about a flood of obscenity and nudity rather than a 

wave of political entertainment. "Any politics which went beyond popular cliches and 

prejudices did not make money - smut did."'^ 

In opposition to this brand of commercial nightclub, known as the 

Amusierkabarett, a new movement of literary Kabarett sprang up hoping to reform the 

cabaret and to offer the intellectual art which seemed to have faded away. Artists who 

saw their work as more than a way to make money founded small, modest cabarets which 

shifted the emphasis from the restaurant to the stage performance. In these less 

commercial establishments, minus the barmaids and erotic exhibitionism, attention was 

paid to delivering a repertoire of intellectual quality which was drawn from the work of 

modem authors. This included poetry, social and political chansons, ballads, parodies, 

sketches, and one acts. Popular songs, dances, and traditional humorist fare were also 

performed. "The literary cabaret hoped to introduce its audience to new talents, new 

styles, and new ideas, so that they could use their heads while being entertained, not just 

passively consume stereotypical diversion."'^ However, in Berlin Cabaret. Peter Jelavich 

takes exception to the idea that literary cabaret was some highbrow art form that had 

nothing to do with its seedier cousins: 

This image of cabaret standing at an ironic distance to the sexual practices, 
the sentimental entertainment, or (after 1918) the flesh baring of the time 

Alan Lareau The Wild Staee: Literary Cabarets of the Weimar Republic (Columbia, SC: Camden 
House, 1995) 13. 

Lareau, 14. 
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is not quite accurate, since cabaret also counted sentimentality and skin as 
part of its own appeal. A typical evening at a cabaret would have both 
cynical and nostalgic love songs; and even a number that made fun of nude 
dancers or the kick lines of 'Girls' might be performed by a woman 
wearing skimpy clothing. In this sense, cabaret was something of a tease: 
it simultaneously satirized and sustained the erotic energy of the day.^^ 

Intellectual artists chose to use popular forms, newspapers and journals, as well as 

the small cabaret stage for exposing, satirizing, or evaluating the condition of German 

society. Jazz rhythms imported from America saturated all forms of entertainment. 

Compared to political issues, sexuality and gender were much more prominent themes on 

cabaret stages and in popular music and theater as well. The treatment of sentimental and 

unsentimental themes of sexuality such as love, romance, courtship, marriage, sexual 

hunting, conquest, and intercourse underwent dramatic changes between 1900 and 1930, 

as individuals transformed their actual sexual practice.'^ 

Within this context, cabaret had a field day. Its numbers mocked the 
kitschy romanticism of much popular entertainment; they satirized 
conservative moralists who denounced the loosening of sexual mores; and 
they made fun, in turn, of those liberalized sexual manners. Moreover, 
cabaret dealt with themes that were not addressed in most types of popular 
music or theater; prostitution, homosexuality, and lesbianism.^' 

These four stanzas from Erich Kasmer's seven stanza chanson. Ragout de siecle 

catch the permissive pulse and sexual liberation of post-war Berlin while satirizing the 

Amusierkabaretf s ambience: 

" Peter Jelavich Berlin Cabaret (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1993.) 5. 
Jelavich, 5. 

" Jelavich, 5. 



48 

Here specialists can hardly say who's who 
Or tell the iddney from the heart. 
Here women are an all-male-crew. 
Here all men play the woman's part. 

Here young lads dance the latest hits 
At ease in gowns and rubber tits, 
While in falsetto they descant. 
Here women in tuxedos groan 
With Santa Claus-like baritone 
While lighting up Havana brand. 

It's men who occupy the ladies' room here 
Putting powder gaily on their skin. 
No woman looks for bridegroom here 
Since each one's got a bride with whom to sin. 

Some here, from sheer wish to be perverted 
Found that they had to the norm reverted. 
And if Dante had this place to visit 
He'd take poison just to miss it... 
(translated by Koka Koala)'® 

The foremost poets of Weimar Kabarett were Kurt Tucholsky,Walter Mehring, 

Klabund, Erich Kastner, and Bertoldt Brecht. Revolutionary pacifists on the whole, these 

writers attempted to fight against Germany's continuing militarism and glorification of 

war. 

Bertoldt Brecht was in a category all his own. Like his fellow writers, he aimed to 

deromanticize the notion of war. In these stanzas from his macabre "Legend of the Dead 

Soldier" he reveals the exploitation and dehumanization of the common soldier: 

™ Appignanesi, 95. This is a free and not entirely accurate rendering of Kastner's poem. The original text 
appeared in: F.rich Kastner: Gesammelte Schriften (Zurich: Atrium, 1959. Vol. 1. 169f) 



49 

The board went out to the cemetery 
with consecrated spade 
and dug up what was left of him 
and put him on parade. 

The doctors sorted out what they'd found 
And kept what they thought would serve 
and made their report; 'He's physically sound 
He's simply lost his nerve.'^' 

This legend earned Brecht a place on the Nazi black list as early as 1923, and in 

1935 it was cited as the reason for the revocation of his German citizenship. The cabaret 

strongly influenced Brecht's style and ideas and, through him, continued to affect 

twentieth century theater. 

Brecht began his career as a strolling balladeer. He performed in various locales, 

including cabarets around Munich. Lisa Appignanesi asserts that Brecht belongs to the 

satirical New Objectivist Tradition. Brecht's theory of Verfremdungseffekt or the 

alienation effect grows as much out of the cabaret stage as from the popular music hall or 

sporting events. The actors play directly to their audience instead of to each other, and 

the fictional distance between performer and spectator is eradicated. Brecht's alienation 

effect demands a consciousness by both the audience and the spectators of the roles being 

played. The suspension of disbelief called upon so often in dramatic theater is the 

opposite of what Brecht aspired to cultivate in his epic theater. The actors' insistence that 

they are merely playing roles which they can clearly see around, creates a growing 

awareness among the audience members that they too are playing roles themselves. 

"Appignanesi, 130. 
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Brecht's use of a "poor" stage, almost bare of props and effects reinforces this 

breakdown of illusion. Cabaret, by nature, requires very little scenery, and often uses 

harsh lighting and few props.®° 

In his collaboration with Kurt Weill, the sentimental and satirical song became ' 

one of the focal points of his drama. The songs were intentionally a separate part of the 

drama. Brecht described this intent in his essay. On the Use of Music in Epic Theater 

(translated by John Willett): 

The most successful demonstration of the epic theater was the production 
of The Threepenny Opera in 1928. This was the first use of theatrical 
music in accordance with a new point of view. Its most striking 
innovation lay in the strict separation of the music from all the other 
elements of entertainment offered. Even superficially, this was evident 
from the fact that the small orchestra was installed visibly on the stage. 
For the singing of the songs®' a special change of lighting was arranged; 
the orchestra was lit up; the titles of the various numbers were projected 
on the screens at the back ... The musical items, which had the immediacy 
of a ballad, were of a reflective and a moralizing nature. The play showed 
the close relationship between the emotional life of the bourgeois and that 
of the criminal world. The criminals showed, sometimes through the 
music itself, that their sensations, feelings, and prejudices were the same 
as those of the average citizen and theatergoer.®" 

Brecht had precise ideas about the manner in which a song should be delivered. 

He explzdned that "when an actor sings he undergoes a change of function. Nothing is 

^ Appignanesi, 130-131. 
" It is important to recognize that Brecht's use of the word "song" refers to the cabaret or jazz type of song, 
which was considered the opposite of the German Lied. 

Bertolt Brecht, Schriften zum Theater. Trans, and Ed. John Willett Brecht on Theatre: The Development 
of an Aesthetic (New York: Hill and Wang, 1957.) Original manuscript for this selection from Brecht's 
notes wasjjublished in Frankfurt: Suhrkamp-Verlag, 1957. This was incomplete and omitted everything 
before 1930 and several important texts. The Brecht estate supplied copies of other theoretical articles 
listed in Walter Nubel's Brecht biography and Theaterarbeit (Dresden: Dresner Verlag, 1952) and a 
number of posthumous magazine essays were drawn on for additional material. 
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more revolting than when the actor pretends not to notice that he has left the level of plain 

speech and started to sing." The use of gestus, or appropriate gesture, was more 

important than revealing the emotional content of the song. Brecht was against the use of 

gesture for its own sake, but conceived of it as a physical expression of political and 

social realities. Use of gesture was often identified more with the popular song than with 

Lieder. Brecht believed in the singer's self-awareness of role as a presenter of song: 

"Particularly in the songs it is important that he who is showing must himself be 

shown."" 

The short, sketch-like scenes of cabaret performance and collagistic organization 

of cabaret were captured in Brecht's work. Brecht's use of a narrator who steps outside 

of the dramatic framework to comment on events in the play is reminiscent of the 

cabaret's conferencier and his monologue on contemporary events. Many of Brecht's 

actors came from the cabaret stage.^ 

The stage itself became a separate element also involved in telling a story. The 

background adopted an attitude to the events on the stage with big screens that recalled 

other simultaneous events elsewhere or projected documents which confirmed or 

contradicted what the characters said. The spectator was no longer allowed to submit to 

an experience uncritically or passively by simply empathizing with the characters in the 

play. Brecht's work and his remarkable collaborations with Kurt Weill on Die 

Dreigroschenoper and Aufstieg und Fall der Stadt Mahagonny popularized the cabaret 

style internationally and changed the public's perceptions and expectations of theater and 

its implicit function.®^ 

Brecht, 44-45. 
" Appignanesi, 131. 

B r e c h t ,  7 1 .  
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A contemporary of Brecht, Kurt Tucholsky was the period's most influential 

satirist. He assumed different personalities or aliases for his writings, and tried to draw 

attention to the injustices of Weimar, Germany, with the only weapon he had, his 

typewriter. His pseudonyms and the man behind them were well known, as his writings 

appeared frequently in the majority of Berlin newspapers and periodicals. He wrote both 

political and social satire. David Chishohn cites the poem Danach (Afterwards) as an 

example of the illusion of a happy ending which is "scathingly demolished by ironic 

commentary": 

Tucholsky's Danach is concerned with the adult world, namely with 
marriage and family. The poem explains why a fade-out takes place 
immediately after the 'Happy Ending' in most films, right after the 
audience has had a close-up view of the lovers kissing. Soon the first 
child is bom, and along with it come all sorts of worries and difficulties: 
the child screams and makes racket, the milk boils over, the parents start 
arguing, and the marriage collapses. The parents want to get divorced; 
however, a separation is not possible because the child is still small and 
not very healthy. The parents stay together, torment each other, and the 
man thinks how wonderful it would be to have a beautiful young wife. 
They get old, their son leaves them, and the husband becomes tired and 
listless. He thinks back, and realizes that their marriage consisted mainly 
of frustration, boredom, and unfulfilled wishes and expectations. Here 
there is no political or revolutionary protest, but rather a totally 
disillusioned, pessimistic depiction of the institution of marriage.^^ 

Tucholsky's name was most closely associated with Die Weltbiihne, a weekly journal put 

out by Germany's foremost left-wing intellectuals which combined politics and culture. 

Sensing the impending catastrophe ahead, Tucholsky wrote in 1931: "I worry about the 

problem of effectiveness. Does my work have any? ... I write and write - and what effect 

Chisholm, 267. 
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does it have on the conduct of my country?"®' Many prominent writers began to feel less 

identification with their homeland as negative nationalism continued to escalate. 

Tucholsky considered himself primarily a European rather than exclusively a German, 

and spent more and more time away in other countries. He said," In Europe a man is a 

citizen only once and a foreigner twenty-two times. The wise man, twenty-three times."®® 

Walter Mehring, a friend of Tucholsky, also considered himself an 

"internationalist". His father was a Berlin writer who had been jailed for several months 

at the turn of the century for his public criticism of Germany's reactionary regime. This 

may have inspired in Walter a deep distrust for authority. His mother was an opera singer 

and both of his parents exposed him to the cream of Germany's artistic and intellectual 

society. Mehring became one of the leading figures of Berlin Dada: 

Mehring was the master of quick, earthy repartee of Berlinese, that 
untranslatable dialect which mingled the savage wit of street talk, little 
man's humor and importation of foreign words. His chansons - which 
combined irreverently free associations, jazz tempos, and a big city 
language of slogans and hoarding advertisements - made him a popular 
success overnight... 

Politically, Mehring belonged to the same intellecmal left as his 
friend, Tucholsky. A revolutionary pacifist, he was anti-bourgeois and 
championed the cause of the workers without ever strictly adhering to any 
political party. Like the other Weltbiihne writers, he still believed in the 
power of verbal polemic: exploiters and exploitation could be fought by 
bringing people to consciousness of their situation as underdogs. 
Contemporary conditions could be radically changed by the force of 
illuminative reason and its weapon, satire...®' 

" Appignanesi, 99. 
Appignanesi, 100. 

''Appignanesi, 101-102. 
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In contrast to Tucholsky and Mehring, Klabund composed ballads which were less 

overtly political but which empathized with and brought to life the experience of the 

underprivileged. His identification with the poor and needy was exemplified by his lyrics 

which addressed such topics as murder, unwanted pregnancy, robbery, prostitution, 

adultery, and prison, often all within the same song. It is interesting to note that the lyrics 

which are less about politics and more about people still seem to have resonance and 

relevance today. The above mentioned topics sound remarkably like the basic themes 

covered in modem America's daily talk shows. 

The poet Erich Kastner also addressed a large public, but the reader he particularly 

targeted was a young or mid-career member of the white collar class. He addressed 

concerns such as the difficulties of starting a career and climbing the office ladder, and 

parents' loss of savings due to inflation. Kastoer coined the term Gebrauchslyrik for his 

kind of verse which meant "poetry for everyday use."^ 

Gebrauchslyrik is a term which can be applied to all the topical, socially 
critical, humorous verse which made its way into the cabaret and its 
chansons. Witty, compassionate, or caricatural, providing an immediately 
comprehensible analysis of social horrors, these were poems intended for 
everyone. Satire, Kastoer stated, diagnoses the disease of the age ... And 
the age demanded radical diagnosis.'' 

Kastner was a master at satirizing form as well as topic. Kastner satirized the 

Moritat or street-ballad. In the ballad, "Zeitgemasse Ballade Friedrich Karsch" (Up-to-

date Ballad of Friedrich Karsch), he tells of a merciless, unemployed photographer who 

sends his wife onto the street to earn money as a prostitute. The wife has no luck, being 

^ Jelavich, 205. 
" Appignanesi, 105 
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inexperienced and unenticing. When she returns to her husband and he asks for her 

wages, she tells him that a man waiting at the door is demanding a five-mark reward for 

his services. Karsch flies into a rage, runs downstairs, and stabs the man. It turns out that 

the man is a civil servant and Karsch goes to prison for the murder. However, this is not 

merely a bleak social ballad. The last verse contains the moral of the story: before 

stabbing someone, you should always ask if he is a civil servant.^^ 

In The Wild Stage: Literary Cabarets of the Weimar Republic. Alan Lareau 

provides some insight into Kastoer's unique style: 

The new, ironic perspective of black humor confronts the audience with 
the moral ambiguity and emptiness of modem society, refusing to instill 
the tale with any value at all. But it also discredits itself with its snotty 
tone and its silly moral at the end, dissolving the song into a joke. The 
funny song is more a parody than a social satire; it mocks social poetry, if 
anything. 

Kastner's ambiguity has been the problematic factor of his 
reception; Walter Benjamin complained that Kastner's poems sacrificed 
their own powers of provocation through a formulaic routine of ironic 
impertinence, so they could be consumed as the very type of amusement 
they pretend to resist... it is Kastner's harmless ballads which found a 
place on the cabaret stage. Bold political texts such as 'Kemst du das 
Land, wo die Kanonen bluhn'\Knov/'st Thou the Land Where the Cannons 
Stand in Flower?] or 'Stimmen aus dem Massengrab' [Voices from the 
Mass Grave] appeared in book form but were not performed,'^ 

The poets of the Kabarett in post World War I Germany endeavored to put into 

words the contrasts of human experience in cosmopolitan Berlin. Wolfgang Ruttowski 

differentiates between five types of chanson in his book Das literarische Chanson in 

Deutschland. These five types include: (1) the fashionable or worldly chanson (2) the 

'^Lareau, 137. 
Lareau, 138. 
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popular (yolkstiimlich) chanson (3) the political chanson (4) the social chanson (5) the 

lyric chanson. David Chisholm explains that the types of chansons performed most 

frequently in German cabarets were the "non-political chansons, mostly fashionable and 

popular songs, which, humorously as well as seriously, treat every-day human situations 

on a personal level. Some of the most frequent themes are sex, prostitution, love, family 

life, Berlin milieu and society - in particular the plight of the poor - and personal 

frustrations arising from human relationships on a personal level."'"* 

Lisa Appignanesi describes post-war Berlin's cosmopolitan atmosphere: 

A heady mixture of sekt and smoke, jazz and pornography, song, sport, 
and stinging satire - such was the post-war Kabarett. Its seductive 
atmosphere, at once sentimental and erotic, finds its most authentic record 
in Joseph von Steinberg's 1929 film classic, The Blue Angel. Loosely 
based on Heinrich Mann's novel Professor Unrath, the film brought 
together some of the greatest cabaret talent - the actor-singer Kurt Gerron, 
the dynamic diseuse, Rosa Valetti, the composer Friedrich Hollander - and 
introduced to the intemational public a woman who was to encapsulate the 
entire myth of femininity for the roaring twenties: Lola-Lola, alias 
Marlene Dietrich.'^ 

Friedrich Hollaender was one of post-war Kabarett's greatest composers. He 

wrote his own poems in addition to setting the works of Tucholsky, Mehring, and other 

well known poets. In some instances, he was criticized as writing in a form which was 

intended to cater to "popular" taste: 

Besides these more literary numbers, cabarets poured out bouncy songs 
based on American dance styles (ragtimes, fox-trots, one-steps)... These 
tunes were mass-produced and aggressively marketed in inexpensive 
sheet-music editions. They made no claim to lasting fame-their 

^ Chisholm, 266. 
Appignanesi, 126. 
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attractiveness lay precisely in their fleeting fashionability of hit songs of 
the day. 

This is the tradition in which the first cabarets of the Weimar 
Republic also worked, including Friedrich Hollaender's songs for the new 
Schall und Rauch. Most of these songs use a simple strophic structure 
with a narrative verse set off from a rhythmic and catchy refrain. The 
music is clearly subservient to the words; its function is to give the text 
structure and to make it entertaining ... '^ 

Friedrich Hollaender was only 25 years old when he began writing for the new 

Schall und Rauch. Usually his music is to be taken at face value and to be enjoyed for the 

sake of entertairmient. Some of his later songs reveal an ironic discrepancy in which the 

music programmatically goes against the text, as in "Die Trommlerin" (The Drummer 

Girl, 1928) or the film song "Black Market" (1948) "in which a rich Viennese waltz 

contrasts with the souhiessless and cynical materialism of defeated Germany."'^ 

Friedrich Hollaender is best known for his music for The Blue Angel. Lola-Lola's 

haunting text became one of the main motifs of the film; 

From head to foot, I'm made for love 
For that is my world and nothing else 
That is what I can do - my nature. 
I can only love and nothing else. 
Men cluster round me like moths round a flame 
And if they bum, I'm not to blame.®^ 

One of the most popular literary cabarets of the "Blue Angel" era was a second 

Schall und Rauch. Max Reinhardt wanted to have parodies of his large-scale productions 

so the second Sound and Smoke was bom. Its collaborators included Mehring, 

^ Lareau, 108. 
^ Lareau, 108. 

Appignanesi, 128. 
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Tucholsky, Klabund, Hollaender, and some of Germany's most talented performers. 

Performance Schall und Rauch-stylt tended toward the sharply political and satirical and 

was politically left-wing in orientation. The Schall und Rauch introduced some of the 

period's most famous song performers. One of these was Paul Gratz. He was a native 

Berliner with a knack for Berlin dialect. He popularized Mehring's quickly-paced city 

chansons. Gussy HoU was another member of the 5c/ia//urn//fawcA team. Tucholsky 

wrote of her, "Frankfiart has produced two great men: Goethe and Gussy Holl. ... She 

can do anything: hate and love, stroke and beat, sing and speak - there is no tone that is 

not part of her lyre."®' 

While Gussy Holl was the Schall und Rauch" ^ femme fatale, Blandine Ebinger 

was its waif-like little street-muse. She communicated both innocence and cosmopolitan 

experience and was able to suggest the comic and tragic simultaneously. She married 

Friedrich Hollaender and was the perfect interpreter for his street-dialect songs. 

In 1920, the Schall und Ranch's most outstanding visiting performer was Joachim 

Ringelnatz. Ringelnatz wrote adventure-packed poems about the sailor Kiittel-Daddeldu. 

Just back from the war and extensive travels, Ringelnatz created the perfect post-war 

hero, a tough, drinking, slang-speaking sailor. "A kin of Grosz, Brecht, and Ben Traven's 

murderers and gangsters, he emerged from a lawless romantic underworld - which 

reflected the anarchic tone of the times - to appear on the cabaret stage."'°° 

Unfortunately, despite the magnificent talent which abounded, the Schall und Rauch was 

^ Appignanesi, 132-133. 
Appignanesi, 137. 
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only able to sustain its artistic program for a year before inflation took its toll and it 

degenerated into an amusement club. However, other literary cabarets continued to 

sprout up. Of the many performers to become celebrities, one, Rosa Valetti, went on to 

create her own cabaret. The Grossenwahn program consisted of a rich mixture of 

political chansons from Bruant to Tucholsky, and sketches. In addition to the Schall und 

Rauch performers, Valetti added her own discovery, Kate Kiihl to the list. Kiihl's 

mannish voice and gift for improvisation made her a natural for the ballads about seamen 

which were so abundant at the time. The Grossenwahn was also hit by inflation, and for 

a while Rosa Valleti moved from one cabaret venture to another. Towards the end of the 

twenties, Valetti, was one of the initiators of the Larifari, a radically satirical cabaret 

which traveled from location to location.'"' 

From 1921-1924, Trude Hesterberg ran Die Wilde BUhne, the Wild Stage, one of 

Berlin's raciest literary cabarets. Her team included Mehring, Tucholsky, Klabund, and 

Max Herrmann-Neisse and her performers were the cream of the cabaret crop: Rosa 

Valetti, Blandine Ebinger, Paul Gratz, Gussy Holl, Kate Kuhl, and Kurt Gerron. 

Hesterberg added Margo Lion, a model-thin singer who tantalized the audience with her 

satire of high-fashion, and Aimemarie Hase, a provocative singing comedienne. Trude 

Hesterberg, herself, was one of Mehring's great interpreters. She also had an instinct for 

finding talent. She first introduced Brecht to the Berlin public where he performed his 

"Legend of the Dead Soldier" and played the banjo on the Wild Stage. 

Appignanesi, 139-140. 
Appignanesi, 141. 
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Berlin's largest and longest-lasting cabaret was the Kabarett der Komiker. This 

cabaret was a showplace for the 'stars'. Ernst Busch, a famous revolutionary singer 

performed there, but the overall atmosphere was that of a formalized American nightclub. 

Were it not for the presence of the confirenciet, the program would have had little literary 

or political content. In the mid-twenties the cabaret spawned an offspring: the 

cabaretistic satirical revue: 

Abandoning intimate space so as to gain a slightly larger audience, these 
revues incorporated the satirical tone of the cabaret, often softened its 
sharpness and political critique just a little, dropped the improvisational 
flavor, and introduced a loose thematic continuity into the sequence of acts 
and sketches. Verbal wit generally, but not always, played a secondary 
role to music and dance. 

In addition to the revue, comedy for the people was becoming increasingly popular. The 

comedian Erich Carow was a slapstick genius, and was equalled only by Karl Valentin 

who was a character-comic who played multiple roles in farcical songs, monologues, 

sketches, and one act plays.With the new interest in jazz and American culture, black 

performers in Germany were received with an enthusiasm that was full of racial 

prejudice. Since the turn of the century it had been common for Germans to refer to 

American Blacks as "coons" or "niggers". Even the Dadaist verse of Mehring and Grosz 

is fiill of these terms. Black entertainers were considered to be simultaneously primitive 

and modem. In Berlin Cabaret. Peter Jelavich recounts the comments of a reviewer for 

the Berliner Tageblatt describing a performance by Josephine Baker, "In her the wildness 

Appignanesi, 145. 
Appignanesi, 149. 
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of her forefathers, who were transplanted from the Congo Basin to the Mississippi, is 

preserN'ed most authentically; she breathes life, the power of nature, a wantonness that can 

barely be contained."'"^ In the United States, generations of Black performers had been 

forced to conform to the comic stereotypes expected by white audiences. When crossing 

the Atlantic, these same stereotypes often prevailed. 

The really aggressive political satire which attacked discriminatory stereotypes 

and the National Socialist party took place at the Kuka or Kunstler-Cafe. This cabaret 

was a meeting place for young, literary Bohemia. Largely made up of left-wing literary 

intellectuals, its politics were becoming more revolutionary by the moment. 

Among the Kuka's renoAvned guests and performers was the conferencier, writer, 

actor, and pioneering broadcaster, Karl Schnog, who appeared in all of Berlin's best 

cabarets. Later, during the Third Reich, Schnog organized cabaret evenings in the 

concentration camps where he spent most of the Hitler years: Dachau, Sachsenhausen, 

and Buchenwald.'°^ 

Another famous conferencier of the period was Werner Finck. He opened his 

own locale. Die Katakombe in 1929. The Katakombe continued the line of genuinely 

satirical and politically unaffiliated cabarets; 

Though some of its performers, like Emst Busch, might be committed 
revolutionaries, the Katakombe's tone was never propagandist. Rather, it 
emphasized the battie against the increasing power of the National 

'"^Jelavich, 170-171. 
Appignanesi, 141 & 154. 
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Socialists and their apocalyptic ideology of racial purity, and exposed the 
nature of internment camp existence, along with other aspects of Nazi 
terror."" 

The Nazi Travesty 

Following the Reichstag fire on February 27,1933, an emergency decree based on 

article 48 of the Weimar constitution gave Adolph Hitler immediate authority to suspend 

freedom of speech, the press, and political assembly. By summer the Nazis had banned 

all other political parties, dissolved the trade unions, and forced all newspapers to adhere 

to and promote National Socialist rhetoric. In addition, they began to institute their anti-

Semitic policies. On April 1st they proclaimed a one-day boycott of Jewish businesses, 

and on April 7th they passed a law dismissing almost all Jews from the civil service. 

Understandably, these events had a traumatic effect on Berlin's cultural life, including 

cabaret. The Nazi terror was not limited to the Communists or Social Democrats. Many 

of Berlin's liberal and bourgeois celebrities of literature and art were very high on the 

Nazi hit list. The Nazis desired to "cleanse" Berlin's cultural scene, and numerous book 

burnings took place. Most of the prominent cabaret writers and performers had already 

fled Germany. They were almost all Jewish: Kurt Gerron, Valeska Gert, Paul Gratz, 

Fritz Grunbaum, Annemarie Hase, Friedrich Hollaender, Margo Lion, Walter Mehring, 

and many others. They all faced hardships in exile. Paul Nikolaus, the political 

conferender of the Kabarett der Komiker, committed suicide in Switzerland. Two years 

Appignanesi, 158. 
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later Tucholsky ended his life in Sweden.'®^ 

While the Nazis systematically muzzled cabaret after 1933, some of the 

entertainers who had fled the Third Reich attempted to perform in exile. They had 

limited success in cities like Zurich, Vienna, Prague, Paris and London. In 1943 and 

1944, some of the Jewish stars of the twenties mounted shows again, but did so this time 

as prisoners in the concentration camps of Westerbork and Theresienstadt. The camp 

Theresienstadt, in particular, was rumored to be a more "favorable" camp than the others: 

The Nazis had special reasons for creating a supposedly 'model' ghetto at 
the time that the mass exterminations of Jews was entering its most 
intense phase. In the face of mounting reports of atrocities, the Germans 
could invite outside commissions, such as those of the Intemational Red 
Cross to Theresienstadt to counter reports of bad treatment, let alone mass 
murder in the camps. In particular, the Nazis could demonstrate that 
various well-known Jewish personalities, whose disappearance caused 
concern abroad, were alive and well.'®' 

The so-called "favorable" conditions at Theresienstadt were a myth. Of the 141,000 Jews 

sent there: 33,000 died of overwork, malnourishment, and disease. Another 88,000 were 

shipped to extermination camps, primarily Auschwitz. Theresienstadt was essentially a 

deceptive way station along the path to the "final solution". Despite the harsh conditions, 

the inmates there managed to develop an incredibly rich and active cultural existence. 

Cabaret performance flourished, owing to the versatility it had demonstrated throughout 

its history. Elaborate sets and costumes were not required, thus it was a flexible art form 

in a terrifying time: 

'"®JeIavich, 231. 
""Jelavich. 273-274. 
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Along with the fact that its smallness is to a certain extent the mark of its 
independence, the cabaret has other intrinsic qualities which make it a 
perfect medium for hard times. The live contacts between artists and 
public inherent in the form permits a continuity of artistic activity, 
innovation, and community. The performer's ability to contradict or give 
additional nuance to verbal utterance by gesture enables criticism, satire, 
or simply laughter to emerge where it would otherwise be impossible, such 
as in print. Finally, the improvisational quality of cabaret, which allows 
constant shifts in content so that an immediate commentary on events is 
possible; its openness to amateurs; its adaptability to various physical as 
well as moral climates, makes it a unique art form for survivors.'^® 

Kurt Gerron, one of Berlin's greatest cabaret stars of the twenties arrived in 

Theresienstadt in 1944. Following the Nazi invasion in Holland, Marlene Dietrich had 

tried to bring him to the United States, but he had refused her offer. As a decorated hero 

of World War I, he had been given a certificate which exempted him fi-om deportation. 

However, this promise of safety was soon broken. Once ensconced at Theresienstadt, 

Gerron mounted a lavish cabaret known as the Carousel {Karusselt). While the 

performances offered the inmates a distraction fi:om the horrors all around them, the 

Carousel was part of an elaborate Nazi charade. In anticipation of a visit by the 

International Red Cross, Theresienstadt's population was mobilized to clean up the town. 

They repainted facades, planted gardens, and concocted fictitious shops, schools, 

playgrounds, and a bank. Over seven thousand elderly prisoners were shipped off to 

Auschwitz to give the city a less crowded appearance. The Red Cross observers were 

taken on a carefully choreographed eight hour tour of the ghetto which appeared to be an 

ideal, thriving community. Based on the success of this deceit, the Nazi officials decided 

to use the cleaned-up camp as a backdrop for a propaganda film to show how well they 

Appignanesi, 161. 
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treated the Jews. The film was entitled Der Fiihrer schenkt den Juden eine Stadt (The 

Fiihrer Presents a City to the Jews), As a famous actor and film director, Gerron was 

forced to participate or he surely would have been killed. Gerron's cabaret was included 

in the film. The crowd was instructed to behave as happy spectators. The shooting was 

delayed for a few days because there were too many blond-haired people in the audience. 

Gerron had been ordered to show only "Jewish looking" individuals and was forced to 

wait for a shipment of more dark-haired prisoners. The completed film was first shown 

to a Red Cross commission on April 6,1945. By then the fictitious scenes were less 

convincing as proof of the Nazi atrocities was being uncovered daily by the Allied forces. 

However, beginning in 1944, clips of Gerron's film had been seen in the weekly 

newsreels shown in the German cinemas: 

Images of "Jewish-looking" people sitting in the Terezin caf6 were 
juxtaposed with shots of fighting German soldiers, and the voice over 
proclaimed, 'While the Jews in Theresienstadt dance and consume coffee 
and cake, our soldiers bear all the burdens of a terrible war, its dangers and 
deprivations, in order to defend the homeland.' In reality, by the time the 
film clips were shown on German screens, the population of Terezin had 
been decimated. Having duped the Red Cross commission and shot the 
film, the Nazis had no further use for their 'model ghetto'. September and 
October 1944 were the most terrible months in the history of the camp, as 
aknost twenty thousand prisoners were transported to Auschwitz. Among 
them were Kurt Gerron and Leo Strauss, who died in the gas chambers."' 

Friedrich Hollaender and Rudolf Nelson survived the war and continued to mount 

cabaret shows and revues in the Federal Republic. Erich Kastoer and Werner Finck, who 

had remained in Nazi Germany, also contributed to West-Germany's post World War n 

Jelavich, 281-282. 
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cabaret scene. Despite the fact that the flexible genre of cabaret constantly shifted in 

response to Germany's changing political, cultural, and economic climate, Berlin cabaret 

essentially perished."^ 

It perished not because it could not cope with the inhuman conditions; it 
managed to retain a blend of art and entertainment, of humor and 
seriousness, even in those impossible circumstances. Berlin cabaret died 
because the Nazis murdered so many of the human beings who sustained 
it—women and men, writers and composers, actors and musicians, 
professionals and amateurs, entertainers and audience.' 

Cabaret, the art form, caimot be adequately defined apart from the particular historical 

moment at which it took place, as it depends upon the contextual specificity of its 

contemporary environment and public. Cabaret evolved during a period of great social 

change, and intrinsically reflected this upheaval. As cabaret spread throughout Europe, it 

mutated according to the particular political, literary, and social environment with which 

it was greeted. From its origins at the Chat Noir, cabaret developed into an art form 

which often consisted of social, political, and sexual satire. The objects of its ridicule 

were injustice, deviant life styles, hypocrisy, stupidity, abstraction, absolutism of any sort, 

and when it moved to Germany, bureaucracy, violence, coercion, and censorship itself. 

Its manifold use of cleverness was derived from the many forms of its humor: parody, 

satire, ridicule, metaphor exaggeration, platmed inappropriateness, and a formula for 

brevity with a quick, unexpected ending. Cabaret was an intimate art which tapped into 

the common idiom of its audience. It did the most with the least, by using little scenery 

"^Jelavich, 282. 
Jelavich, 282. 
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or satirical and often contained an element of what we would call "sexiness" today and/or 

an aggressive spirit. The musical settings often distorted and quoted conventional music, 

and the segues from one section to another were frequently blatant. 

Cabaret has always been associated with the avant-garde, a term which has come 

to mean the leaders of new movements, particularly in the arts, or the new movements 

themselves. In The Theory of the Avant-Garde. Poggioli explains that in a democratic 

society, displays of eccentricity and nonconformity are tolerated by the majority, even if 

they are not embraced. Poggioli calls avant-garde art the "art of exception"."'* 

Democracy, or a certain amount of expressive freedom, is essential to the existence of 

cabaret. Nazi Germany's lack of tolerance for deviation from the norm is what destroyed 

both European cabaret and the cabaret artists themselves. For the most part, cabaret was 

driven out of Europe and forced, like many European citizens, onto new Democratic soil 

where it would mutate and continue to evolve in an unfamiliar climate. 

' R e n a t o  P o g g i o l i  T h e  T h e o r y  o f  t h e  A v a n t  G a r d e .  T r a n s .  B y  G e r a l d  F i t z g e r a l d  ( C a m b r i d g e ,  M A :  T h e  
Belnap Press of Harvard University Press, 1968) 44. 
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CROSS-POLLINATION BETWEEN POPULAR AND CLASSICAL 

MUSICAL STYLES 

The dichotomy which exists today between classical and popular music was not 

always so pronounced. The musical forms which are now considered classical (such as 

comic operas) were popular favorites 200 years ago. The New Grove Dictionary for 

Music and Musicians asserts that the term popular music has been most commonly 

applied to music beginning with the "Tin Pan Alley" era (the 1880's and onwards in the 

USA) and the early years of the 20"' century in Europe. The term is also used in a broader 

sense to refer to the music that, concurrently with the growth of industrialization in the 

nineteenth century, began to develop distinctive characteristics in accordance with the 

tastes and interests of the expanding middle class. The essence of popular music is that it 

should be readily comprehensible to (and perhaps also performable by) a large proportion 

of the population, and that its application presupposes little or no knowledge of musical 

theory and techniques."^ 

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, there was a growing distance 

between serious and popular music which was accentuated by the development of 

musical criticism. The tendency of intellectual musicians to condemn all that was readily 

approachable increased the gulf between popular and serious music. Toward the turn of 

"Popular Music", The New Grove Dictionary for Music and Musicians (London: Macmillan 
Publishers Limited, 1980) Volume 15, 87. 
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the century, popular music showed signs of the greater commercialization that was to 

dominate it in the twentieth century. Up to that time, sheet music had been the primary 

form in which music was distributed to the public. After the invention of the 

phonograph, popular music became a business for conmiercial gain.' 

Cross-pollination between "classical" or serious "art" music and "popular" or 

"frivolous" music has always been a part of musical experience. In Arnold Weinstein's 

foreword to the BoIcomAVeinstein Cabaret Songs entided, "What Is Cabaret Song", he 

reminds us that "the courtly and the popular were blended as early as the 15th century and 

wandered along with the chansonniers through the Renaissance."' Jelavich states that 

"the history of cabaret cannot be written without considering developments in theater, 

vaudeville, nude dancing, revue, and agitprop, as well as popular music, dance crazes, 

film, and many other facets of public and commercial entertainment.""® 

Classical Composers of Cabaret 

Several European classical composers have written cabaret songs or cabaret-like 

songs which are still performed by classical singers today. They include: Erik Satie, 

Francis Poulenc, Darius Milhaud, Arnold Schoenberg, Kurt Weill, and Benjamin Britten. 

Satie, Poulenc, Milhaud and the poet AppoUinaire were all active participants 

inFrench cabaret life. Satie's chanson. La Diva de I'Empire (The Diva of the Empire) is 

"Popular Music".The New Grove Dictionary for Music and Musicians. Volume 15, 87 & 92. 
Arnold Weinstein, foreword. Cabaret Sones: Volumes land 2 bv William Bolcom and Arnold 

Weinstein (Milwaukee: Edward B. Marks Music Company. Used by permission of RCA Records, 1985.) 
3. 

Jelavich, 3. 
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about a girl who is able to tantalize and manipulate men while appearing iimocent. The 

men frantically cheer for her "without noticing the mocking smile on her pretty face." 

This text satirized the all-female revues and burlesque shows which emphasized nudity, 

and also poked fun at the way men respond sexually to a women's nakedness (visual 

erotic stimulus) without comprehension or awareness of the woman's true iimermost 

thoughts. 

Poulenc's Hotel from the song cycle Banalites is an imagistic song which depicts 

a sensuousness and intimacy characteristic of cabaret chanson. Appollinaire's poem is set 

in a declamatory manner and seems to word-paint in onomatopoetic fashion each image 

created by the text. We can picture the cigarette being lit and the sun streaming through 

the window with the phrase "j'allume au feu du jour ma cigarette". Likewise, in our 

mind's eye, the song ends with a slow exhalation of smoke on the words, "je veux 

fumer". The sonority of the words themselves contribute to the depiction of sensuous 

laziness. The song creates a detailed environment in the mind of the listener and 

performer without the aid of props, scenery, or costumes, but by the power of its 

evocative imagery. The description of intimate space is brought to life so that we can 

even sense the smallness of the room. Such is the theatrical power of the cabaret song. 

Milhaud's Six Chansons du Theatre focus on popular themes such as a visit to a 

fortune teller to reveal one's romantic destiny, or a silly list explaining how ingesting 

meat from different animals can affect the human personality. These are frivolous songs 

intended solely to entertain. 



Arnold Schoenberg was a known frequenter of Berlin cabarets and was music 

director of Wolzogen's Uberbrettl from December 1901 until July 1902. While still in 

Vienna, Schoenberg obtained a copy of Bierbaum's Deutsche Chansons and set seven 

poems by Wedekind, Bierbaum, Salus, Hochstetter, Colly, and Schikaneder from the 

collection. None of these songs were ever performed during the heyday of cabaret, and 

they were not published until 1970. The only song believed to have been performed at 

the Uberbrettl was Nachtwandler which includes piccolo, trumpet, and snare drum. 

Supposedly, the reception of the song was less than enthusiastic."^ That piece is 

published separately from the other seven. Schoenberg's Brettl-Lieder have been 

performed by classically trained sopranos and were first recorded by Mami Nixon in 

1975, who delivers them in a mixture of popular and classical style. She uses many 

portamenti and occasionally a Sprechstimme style. While it is obvious that she has a 

trained voice, her priority in the expression of this music is understandably an effective 

declamation of the poetry rather than a pure, legato line. In the song Entfaltiges Lied 

(Simple Song) by Salus which describes the King wandering into town without his 

crown, she speaks the line "Seht ihr's! Da habt ihr's! Das sag' ich ja!" in an amusing 

swoopy, Sprechstimme character voice. The texts of the seven Brettl Lieder contain 

subtle satire and ironic verse about love, marriage, intimacy, and politics. Der 

Geniigsame Leibhaber (The Contented Suitor) by Salus is an amusing text about a man 

who gets little attention from his girlfriend because she is obsessed with her cat. The only 

way he can get her to touch him is to put the cat on top of his bald head. When 

Leonard Stein, liner notes. Schoenberg: Brettl Lieder/Earlv Sones. LP, RCA Records, 1975. 
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performing the Brettl Lieder, Mami Nixon often wears male garb, which was sometimes 

wom by female performers when performing songs which expressed male desire or 

sentiment. Schoenberg's musical settings are popular sounding, but with a sophistication 

of intervalic relationships and vocal range not often found in cabaret songs. 

Kurt Weill is really in a category by himself. He will be addressed further in the 

next chapter. His cabaret-like style originated with his collaboration with Bertolt Brecht 

which resulted in the expressionist operas, Aufstieg und Fall der Stadt Mahagonny (The 

Rise and Fall of Mahagonny) and Die Dreigroschenoper (The Three Permy Opera). His 

cabaret-style songs are often excerpted from these larger theatrical works and performed 

in varying order on concert programs. Brecht differentiates between serious and popular 

music by describing performance practice relative to gesture: 

To put it practically, gestic music is that music which allows the actor to 
exhibit certain basic gests on the stage. So-called 'cheap' music, 
particularly that of the cabaret and the operetta, has for some time been a 
sort of gestic music. Serious music, however, clings to lyricism, and 
cultivates expression for its own sake.'^° 

Brecht seems to be referring to the fact that classical singers are schooled to stand still 

when they sing in recital, revealing the emotion of the song primarily through appropriate 

facial expression and demeanor coupled with the pure sound and coloring of the vocal 

instrument. Conversely, popular music performance demands greater use of physical 

gesture which is drawn from daily life and more bodily movement in the theatricalization 

of the song. 

Brecht, 87. 
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American jazz had a tremendous influence on composers in Europe during the 

1920's and on their compositions. In his article, "A Note on Jazz", written in 1929, Kurt 

Weill addresses the importance of jazz as it affected the classical composer at that 

time: 

Today we undoubtedly stand at the end of the era in which one can speak 
of an influence of jazz on art music. The essential elements of jazz have 
already been utilized by art music ... Some critics have tried to reproach 
modem music for being more strongly influenced by jazz than the art 
music of earlier times was by its conesponding dance forms. This 
overlooks the fact that jazz is more than just a social dance, that it contains 
elements which go beyond the influential possibilities of a waltz. In the 
midst of a time of heightened artistic abstraction, jazz appeared as a piece 
of nature, as the healthiest, most powerful kind of artistic expression, 
which because of its popular origins immediately became an international 
folk music of broadest consequence. Why should art music have sought to 
close itself off to such an influence? ... It is unmistakable that jazz played 
an essential role in the rhythmic, harmonic, and formal relaxation we have 
achieved today, and above all in the steadily increasing simplicity and 
comprehensibility of our music.'"' 

Milhaud was also quite taken with the jazz idiom which had permeated Europe's 

cosmopolitan centers. He describes his personal effort to analyze and assimilate what he 

heard when listening to this new species of music: 

The new music was extremely subtle in its use of timbre: the saxophone 
breaking in, squeezing out the juice of dreams, or the trumpet, dramatic or 
languorous by turns, the clarinet, frequently played in its upper register, 
the lyrical use of the trombone, glancing with its slide over quarter-tones 
in crescendos of volume and pitch, thus intensifying the feeling; and the 
whole, so various yet not disparate, held together by the piano and subtly 
punctuated by the complex rhythms of the percussion, a kind of inner beat, 
the vital pulse of the rhythmic life of the music ... I had the idea of using 
these timbres and rhythms in a work of chamber music, but first I had to 

Kurt Weill, "A Note On Jazz". Trans. Michael Gilbert. Writings of German Composers Ed. Jost 
Hermand and James Steakley (New York: The Continuum Publishing Company, 1984) 265. 
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penetrate more deeply into the arcana of this new musical form, whose 
technique still baffled me.'^ 

Benjamin Britten, like Kurt Weill and Milhaud, was affected and inspired by 

popular American idiom. In 1937, Benjamin Britten began to compose his Cabaret 

Songs to texts by W. H. Auden. These songs were written for and inspired by the singer, 

Hedli Anderson, a singer who specialized in "the singing of intelligent, witty, high-

quality 'light' music".Britten and Auden were undoubtedly affected by the 

collaboration of Weill and Brecht, and by German experimental theater which showed a 

strong and radical political commitment. 

The idea of a serious composer and a poet writing cabaret music had its 
origins in Germany, and more especially in Berlin where the pungent, 
sometimes abrasive cabaret song was a genre in its own right... Auden's 
and Britten's songs were personal rather than political and took as their 
model either the blues, roughly in the shape in which it had been imported 
from America, or the popular song. For instance for 'Tell me the truth 
about love', the model, for the text and the music, was clearly Cole Porter, 
and the song adopts the classical popular song shape. We have a well 
defined 'intro' and a seductive refrain, seductively harmonized.'"'* 

Auden's lyrics to Tell me the truth about love are, in Arnold Weinstein's words, 

"ironic (we hope) fluffi'love rhyme": 

Is it prickly to touch as a hedge is 
Or soft as an eiderdown fluff. 
Is it sharp or smooth at the edges 
tell me the truth about love.'^ 

Arnold Weinstein also describes the text to Funeral Blues as an example of 

Darius Milhaud, Notes Without Music (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1953) 119. 
Donald Mitchell Britten and Auden in the Thirties: The Year 1936 (Boston: Faber and Faber, 1981) 

108. 
Mitchell, 109. 

'^Weinstein, 3. 
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Auden's "campaign against the uncouth refinement of political rhetoric ... clear and 

simple, but demanding that imagistic attention characteristic of the cabaret experience": 

Stop all the clocks, cut off the telephone... 
Let airplanes circle mourning overhead 
Scribbling on the sky the message HE IS DEAD. 
Put crepe bows round the necks of the public doves. 
Let the traffic policemen wear black cotton gloves. 

The singer's melodic line in Britten's Cabaret Songs often ascends and descends 

chromatically and contains repeated notes. Calypso and Tell me the truth about love are 

perfect examples of this. Funeral Blues begins in this manner, but goes on to utilize the 

extremes of the vocalist's range and requires a trained voice for proper execution. 

Popular Music For Purchase 

Comparisons between "serious" music and "popular" music are not new. For 

many years, popular music suffered from an inferiority complex based on social class. In 

the United States, Afiican-Americans were exploited as musicians. Prior to 1900, it was 

common for middle class Americans to perform Negro spirituals, work songs, and 

ragtime and blues songs in "blackface". The discriminatory notion of making a popular 

show out of the African American's plight was publicly acceptable at that time. Pseudo-

slave music was the main origin of American popular music and white Americans 

eventually became fascinated by it.^^' 

Weinstein,, 3. 
Colin Larkin, introduction. The New Guiness Encyclopedia of Popular Music (Chester, CT: New 

England Publishing Associates, Inc., 1992) 9. 
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In the 1920's, the great female blues singers of the time evoked sex and booze. 

The blues boom of the early twenties opened the door for dozens of aspiring female blues 

singers. Bessie Smith's Down Hearted Blues sold an astonishing 750,000 copies and 

brought black music into the homes of white people, who were usually the owners of a 

phonograph. 

The invention of the phonograph record had an incalculable effect on "popular" 

music. The 78 rpm phonograph lasted an unbelievable 38 years until it was finally edged 

out by the virtually unbreakable 45 rpm 7 inch disc.'^® 

The importance of jazz and blues must not be underestimated by anyone 
interested in the development and study of popular music. Jazz and blues 
effectively created what we now accept as rock music. The root of the 
music is African, but the style is American, played in a black culture. In 
essence, the perpetrators were as African as they were American.'"^ 

Popularity in modem America has a great deal to do with the distribution of 

popular art and culture as consumer goods. Inmiediate popularity is characteristic of 

"bestsellers", top 40 songs, television shows, and movies: 

In other words, immediate popularity belongs exclusively to those forms 
of expression which are today called, especially in England and America, 
popular art or cultiure, meaning pseudo-art or pseudo-culture, current and 
inferior... This means primarily popular art and culture understood as 
consumer goods, manufactured for a mass public by specialized 
commercial agencies. Paradoxically, this type of popularity goes along 
with ignoring the author's name and forgetting the title; in other words, 
with an anonymous product and anonymous producers.*^® 

Larkin, 9. 
Larkin, 10. 
Renato Poggioli The Theory of the Avant-Garde. Trans, by Gerald Fitzgerald (Cambridge, MA: The 

Belnap Press of Harvard University Press, 1968) 44. 
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In The Theory of the Avant-Garde, Poggioli states that this type of inimediate 

popularity was totally unknown in the history of other cultures because it is inconceivable 

in any other conditions or circumstances other than those of our epoch or outside of 

Western civilization. What has always occurred is what Poggioli terms a "mediate 

popularity". This consists of a work being known not so much completely and directly as 

it is indirectly and in part. Practically everyone will know some detail or fragment of a 

work. In olden times, this type of popularity was based almost exclusively on oral 

tradition. Today mediate popularity is made possible by radio-television and mass press. 

This is the way in which the public manifests its knowledge of masterpieces of classical 

or national literature: "It shows that in reality the public only knows the modem classics 

by way of vulgarization, just as it knew older classics only by vulgarization."'^' All new 

art must be essentially unpopular, until it becomes accepted and widely known by the 

majority of the population. Thus, the thread linking the avant-garde to the popular is a 

132 continuous one. 

In Europe, cabaret was not an art form popularized by the modem media we 

experience today. It was an intimate art which targeted its ironic commentary at 

contemporary cultural experience. The mediate popularity described by Poggioli is at 

odds with the immediacy and specificity of cabaret which is difficult to sustain through 

media-mediated communication. Most Americans know cabaret in terms of its European 

Poggioli, 44-45. 
Poggioli, 46. 
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portrayal in films like Cabaret and Blue Angel, rather than as a specific reflection of their 

own cultural experience. 

From Classical to Popular 

In the United States as we approach the twenty first century, the lines between 

classical and popular music are becoming more blurred. The term "classical" originally 

referred to something derived from the ancient Greeks or Romans. Webster's New 

World Dictionary defines "classic" as "being an excellent model of its kind" and "a 

literary or artistic work of the highest excellence" and "classical" as "famous as 

traditional or typical". It is interesting to note that today, in 1996, the term "classic rock" 

is used to describe rock and roll particularly from the 60's and 70's. Led Zeppelin, Cat 

Stevens, and the Rolling Stones would fall into this category. Radio stations advertise as 

"classic rock" stations. What is now termed "classic" may still be popular, was definitely 

popular at one time, and was also unpopular at its inception. Perhaps it has always been 

so. Bernard Holland addresses the dichotomy between classical and popular music: 

Classical music, having developed a two-centuries-old cult of the past, 
now finds itself in an ambivalent position. It rightly defends a repertory of 
great music by dead composers, but it has become distinctly inept at 
handling the present... High culture places its artifacts at the peak of a 
mountain and proceeds to push away the ascending creative minds that are 
not of its direct bloodline. Art like this retains its identity as do all closed 
societies: by rejection. 

'"Bernard Holland, "Flaws Aside, 'Rent' Lives and Breathes" New York Times 17 March, 1996, H31. 



79 

Popular music is slowly losing its reputation as the illegitimate stepchild of 

classical or serious art music. In his introduction to The Guiness Encyclopedia of Popular 

Music. Colin Larkin writes: 

The ultimate intention of this work is once and for all to place popular 
music shoulder to shoulder with classical and operatic music. It is a 
legitimate plea for acceptance and tolerance. Popular music is now not 
only worthy of serious documentation, it is worthy of the acceptance of 
serious documentation. Pop, rock, and jazz have been brilliantly written 
about with passion, knowledge, and relevance. As we move towards the 
end of the century, popular music shapes and is shaped by the decade in its 
very style and fashion: the clubs of the 20's, dance halls of the 30's, radio 
of the 40's, television of the 50's, festivals of the 60's, concerts of the 
70's, video of the 80's, and digital and computer language of the 90's.'^'* 

Lisa Appignanesi explains that the cabaret's identification with the popular 

assisted its social and political agenda: 

By using popular forms, writers and artists could convey to a larger-than-
ever number of people the reality of their contemporary situation and the 
necessity for social change ... 

To be popular meant to be entertaining. As any one in show 
business will testify cynically or not, the formula for entertainment, 
spectacle aside, is a tang of eroticism, a touch of sentimentality, music 
with contemporary words, a strong rhythm, or a melody which can be 
whistled, and jokes, wit - anything which produces laughter. These are 
the elements which, of course, in varying proportions, make up the cabaret 
chanson and indeed the cabaret's entire program. 

Cabaret has always straddled the classical and popular genres and been a haven 

for art which does not fall decisively into either category. Such art has been adopted and 

generated by the "middle form", the cabaret. Just as the term "classical" has been 

broadened to refer to rock music, the notion of what "popular" represents is constantly 

Larkin, 14. 
'"Appignanesi, 129-130. 
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shifting to include new cultural influences and musical styles. Cabaret songs composed 

by classical composers may represent the ideal meeting of these two worlds, in that they 

embody both the sophistication and careful architecture of classical music merged with 

the accessibility and broad appeal of popular music. 

While cabaret may not be ideally suited for "immediate" nationwide popularity in 

the United States, it is an adaptable genre which has carved out a small niche in major 

metropolitan cities where it coexists with the plethora of musical styles and forms which 

comprise the current American vernacular. 
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MASS EXODUS AND MELTING POT 

With the Nazis' rise to power, large numbers of European Jews fled to the United 

States of America. Artists were often the first to seek refuge, since the expressive nature 

of their work made them targets for censorship and harassment early on. Classical 

composers including Hindemith, Schoenberg, Weill, Milhaud, Bartok, Stravinsky, 

Krenek, and many others immigrated to the United States. Hitler had banned twelve-tone 

music and ail forms of expressionist art as being contrary to the ideals of the Third Reich. 

Large numbers of cabaret composers and performers also flocked to America in search of 

safety and creative freedom. Walter Mehring and Friedrich Hollaender ended up working 

in Hollywood for a time and writing musical scores for American films. 

In New York City, several artists tried to open cabarets, but the majority of 

ventures were not commercially successful. Their failure may be attributed, in part, to the 

conservative climate prevalent in the United States at that time. Cabaret has always been 

identified with new, cutting-edge ideas and philosophies. The distinction between avant-

garde culture and traditional culture is less sharp in North America than in continental 

Europe where the social system is more tied to the past, to ancient institutions, and to 

traditional customs. In addition, cabaret was unable to address the specific, contemporary 

issues of its public in a country made up of immigrants who did not share a common 

cultural experience. 
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European Musicians in a New Land 

This mass influx of talented Europeans facilitated a further cross-pollination of 

musical styles. The European composers who arrived in the United States were able to 

develop personal relationships with American composers whose work they had admired, 

such as Charles Ives, Aaron Copland, Walter Piston, Samuel Barber, John Cage, Elliot 

Carter, and Ruth Crawford. Immigrant composers affected American cultural experience 

in many ways, but one of the most lasting contributions European composers made in 

their new country was their participation in American scholarship. Arnold Schoenberg 

taught briefly at the University of Southern California (where his music collection is 

currently housed) and shortly thereafter became a professor of composition at the 

University of California Los Angeles. Paul Hindemith taught composition at Yale, and 

Darius Milhaud became a professor at Mills College where he taught composition to 

William Bolcom. These composers, in turn, affected the next generations of composers 

in the United States. Milhaud described his interest in the work of American composers: 

I was already well acquainted with the music of Aaron Copland, Roger 
Sessions, and Walter Piston, but I am glad to say that my stay in the 
United States has enabled me to get to know their work even better. What 
strikes one immediately in Copland's work is the feeling for the soil of his 
own country: the wide plains with their soft colorings... 

It is important to note that European and American composers were familiar with 

each other's work prior to World War 11 and that a large number of American composers 

went overseas, particularly to Paris, to hone their craft. Many of them studied with Nadia 

'"Milhaud, 215. 
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Boulanger, including Aaron Copland who worked with her from 1920-1924 before 

returning to the United States to continue his work. 

The American Musical Scene 

The popular forms which had developed in American music had a pronounced 

effect on composers of all genres. The American revue was a popular art form in the 

early twentieth century which descended from minstrelsy (particularly the fantasia section 

where individual company members performed specialty routines), vaudeville (brief, self-

contained acts of variety entertainment), burlesque (particularly the model of extended 

satirical sketches), and spectacle/extravaganza (the artful blending of physical beauty with 

sumptuous or marvelous surroundings).'^' "Spectacular" revue shows like the Ziegfield 

Follies glorified America and the beauty of the American girl. The more intimate revues 

were more modest, but rich in satire, charm, and performance energy. Minstrelsy, 

burlesque, extravaganza, vaudeville, and revue burst onto the American scene in rapid 

succession without forcing the contemporary European forms out of the market. 

French popular comic opera was well received in the United States and differed 

from the indigenous musical forms. It was a story with music in popular tone containing 

spoken dialogue, light subject matter, comic interludes and a happy ending. The premiere 

of Gilbert and Sullivan's HMS Pinafore in Boston on November 25,1878 created a 

sensation. Within one year, more than ninety HMS Pinafore companies were 

Richard Kislan, The Musical (New York: Applause Booics, 1995) 83. 



84 

touring the United States, and five of them played simultaneously in New York City. 

This frenzy occurred because the libretto was in English and could be inomediately 

understood by English-speaking audiences. The American discovery of English comic 

opera signaled the start of musical theater in New York as a large-scale show business 

industry. 

If we are to argue for one moment when modem musical comedy 
identified recognizable parents, this would be it, because joining comic 
opera on the scene was a similar, even more influential form, operetta. 

While comic opera directs an appeal to the intellect, operetta gears its formula to the 

senses with all-consuming romantic fantasy. The "Big Three" composers of American 

operetta were Victor Herbert, Sigmund Romberg, and Rudolf Friml. All three were bom 

outside the United States: Herbert in Dublin, Romberg in Hungary, and Friml in 

Czechoslovakia. It is interesting to note that often the music which sounds most 

"American" and patriotic is written by immigrants. Perhaps this is because people who 

emigrate from less than favorable living situations appreciate more fully the fireedom and 

democracy that most of us take for granted. For example, Irving Berlin's parents 

immigrated to the United States because of anti-Semitism in their native Russia. Berlin, 

who never learned to read or write music, ended up writing songs which are completely 

identified with the American vernacular: "God Bless America", "Alexander's Ragtime 

Band", and "White Christmas". 

Kislan, 99. 
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The Depression, which began in the late 1920's, brought rapid and enormous 

changes in American life, and with them the end of operetta. Operetta did not fit the new 

mood of the country which favored confrontation of new realities rather than a retreat into 

old-fashioned fantasy. Ragtime and jazz surfaced and made way for a new generation of 

dynamic composers including Jerome Kem, Richard Rodgers, Irving Berlin, George 

Gershwin, and Cole Porter. 

The Evolution of the American Musical 

Jerome Kem launched a theatrical revolution in musical theater. What 

distinguished him from his predecessors was a serious, artistic attitude toward the 

philosophy and craft of creating for the musical theater. He established the importance of 

the "book" of the play as the dramatic basis from which the music, lyrics, design, and 

performance are all generated, sort of an American version of Wagner's 

Gesamtkunstwerk idea. This new cohesiveness and adherence to a central dramatic idea 

allowed the musical to reflect real life more accurately, thus moving American musical 

theater closer to its public than it had ever been before. The arrival of Showboat in 1927 

heralded a new theatrical age and provided the prototype for the serious modem musical. 

This was the only musical of its time that could achieve a drama worthy of comparison to 

a stage-play. 

Rodgers and Hammerstein further developed the musical theater form by insisting 

that songs and dances must propel dramatic action or be eliminated. Oklahoma was an 
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outstanding example of this principle of artistic integrity which allowed the composer and 

librettist to focus on what was sincere, direct, and natural. 

Composers who immigrated to the United States during World War n did so 

during the heyday of Rodgers and Hammerstein, and were undoubtedly influenced by the 

pair. One classical composer who participated in American musical theater was Kurt 

Weill. After coming to the United States in 1935, he applied for American citizenship in 

1937 and began to write music in Hollywood. Weill greatly admired his predecessor 

George Gershwin and became interested in carving a niche for himself in the world of 

musical theater. He retained two notable advantages over his popular competitors: from 

his European background he possessed an aural imagination that freed him from 

dependence on the piano and compelled him to write his own orchestral scores; and he 

already possessed a highly refined sense of musical character and theatrical form. After 

1940, Weill did not seriously interest himself in musical developments outside Broadway 

and the Hollywood film studios. He implied that the European tradition had reached its 

historically appointed end and no longer served the needs and realities of society. While 

some notable artists have simply stopped creating at a certain stage in their careers, Weill 

is perhaps the only one to have done away with his old creative self in order to make way 

for a new one.'^' In Europe, he was accustomed to measuring his achievements against 

those of Hindemith, but the composer he now saw as his chief rival was Richard Rodgers. 

Weill worked hard to assimilate the American vemacular style into his work, and had 

"Kurt Weill", The New Grove Dictionary for Music and Musicians (London: Macmillan Publishers 
Limited, 1980) Vol. 20, 308 & 309. 
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successes such as Street Scene, Lady in the Dark, and Knickerbocker Holiday. In 1954, 

four years after Weill's death, Mark Blitzstein successfully adapted Die 

Dreigroschenoper as The Threepenny Opera from which the well known song "Mack the 

Knife" is excerpted. 

The legacy of Kurt Weill and Rodgers and Hammerstein was further refined by 

Stephen Sondheim who traded emotion for intellect and sweetness for detachment. His 

belief in the importance of the book was supported by greater detail in the development of 

characterization through the lyric. To date he has written fifteen musicals and 

approximately 400 songs. The shows include: West Side Story (lyrics only), Gypsy, A 

Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum, Company, Follies, A Little Night 

Music, Sweeney Todd, Sunday in the Park with George, Into the Woods, and Passion, 

among others. Sondheim commits totally to creative freedom and experimentation, 

whatever the resistance from the public, critics, or producers. While his critics have 

described his writing as cold, clever, and cerebral, we must acknowledge, whatever our 

personal preferences may be, that the musicals of Stephen Sondheim preserve and renew 

the tradition of the American musical theater. 

American musical theater is an integrated form created from a multiplicity of 

diverse idioms, just like the United States itself is a single country created by and made 

unique by its diversity. As immigration in the United States has continued, the idea of the 

"melting pot" in which the immigrant assimilated his/her identity to become part of a 

homogenous patriotic America has given way to the idea of the "mosaic" in which 

multiple cultures exist concurrently and need not repudiate their ethnicity to be 
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"American". Rather, one's cultural heritage is something to be celebrated and 

remembered. Musical theater in America reflects the varied musical and cultural 

experience of its citizens. 



WILLIAM BOLCOM 

89 

Composer and concert pianist William Bolcom was bom on May 26, 1938 in 

Seattle, Washington. He did not come from a particularly musical family, but his parents 

both loved music. His grandfather on his father's side enthusiastically supported the arts 

and generously contributed financially to Seattle's growing musical institutions. He even 

had a wing built onto his mansion especially dedicated for visiting artists such as 

Paderewski and Hofmann. William Bolcom's mother played a little piano while he was 

growing up. In his own words, he recounts the moment when his parents recognized his 

pianistic talent; 

One day, when I was two years old, I picked out the melody of Carrie 
Jacobs Bond's / Love You Truly on the piano after my mother had played 
it, and the folks decided to take me to be evaluated. Later, there was talk 
of touring me as a piano prodigy, but my parents nixed that, to my eternal 
gratitude.''*® 

Bolcom received a consummate formal musical education. He began composition 

studies with Verrall at the University of Washington (B.A. 1958) and took composition 

courses with Darius Milhaud at Mills College from 1958-1961 (M.A. 1961) and with 

Leland Smith at Stanford University from 1961-1964 (D.M.A. 1964). 

William Bolcom has been dedicated to education throughout his life. He taught at 

the University of Washington in Seattle from 1965-1966, Queens College of the City 

University of New York from 1966-1968, and the New York University School of the 

William Bolcom, letter to the author, 10 June 1996. 
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Arts from 1969-1970. He joined the faculty of the school of music at the University of 

Michigan in 1973 and was designated fiill professor in 1983. 

A Pulitzer Prize winner in 1988 for his 12 New Etudes for piano, William Bolcom 

is a prolific composer who has written symphonies, concertos, string quartets, and octets, 

duets, and quintets for various combinations of instruments. He has composed a great 

deal for the keyboard, and his performances and recordings as a concert pianist reveal his 

tremendous affinity for the instrument. He has also written songs, including Songs of 

Innocence and Experience after William Blake. 

Bolcom's Participation in American Popular Music 

In addition to his classical training, William Bolcom has always identified with 

and participated in popular music. In college he made the acquaintance of a promoter of 

bands and players named Burke Garrett, who got him jobs playing everywhere from 

burlesque shows to stag parties to college dances. In 1961, he subbed as improvisatory-

pianist for the Second City Troupe at what used to be the Red Garter in New York (now 

the Bottom Line). Paul Sills, the director of the theater troupe, later directed two of 

Bolcom's operas. Dynamite Tonite and Greatshot. 

In 1960, while working with Milhaud and Messaien in Paris, he began work on 

his first music-theater piece. Dynamite Tonight, a cross-genre cabaret opera that was the 

first of many collaborations with the librettist Arnold Weinstein. It won the Mark 

Blitzstein award from the American Academy of Arts and Letters in 1965. Bolcom and 

Weinstein continued to write cabaret operas including Greatshot in 1966 (about an 
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incident in the life of William Borroughs), Casino Paradise in 1990, and McTeague in 

1992 (based on the novel by Frank Norris). Casino Paradise was the first work 

commissioned by the American Music Theater Festival. It is "an accessible, cabaret-like 

opera that calls to mind the populist style of Kurt Weill".''^' Bolcom's most recent stage 

work, McTeague, is the first commission of an American composer by the Chicago Lyric 

Opera. Bolcom describes the work as "an eclectic mix, from simple to complex, atonal to 

t o n a l " . T h e  t w o - a c t  p i e c e  i s  t h e  c o m p o s e r ' s  m o s t  t r a d i t i o n a l  o p e r a  t o  d a t e  a n d  f e a t u r e s  

a Heldentenor in the title role. Over the years, Bolcom's music has grown increasingly 

tonal and American sounding. This is in line with what many contemporary twentieth 

century composers are cultivating; a revisiting of tonality or a "neo-tonality" in response 

to the twelve-tone work of composers such as Schoenberg and Webem. However, in the 

sixties when Bolcom began to rebel against European musical tradition, the classical 

musical world was not as tolerant as it is today: 

Trapped by the prevailing atonal style that most of his colleagues were 
writing in, a style that Bolcom dubbed the "look-over-your-shoulder-lest-
you-put-in-a-triad school of modernism," Bolcom was casting about for 
other options and feeling faintly guilty about it. "So there I was, teaching 
at the University of Washington, and the local radio station asked me to 
interview John Cage on the air ... In the middle of the third hour of the 
interview things had gotten to that level where I said, 'You know, I am 
terribly worried about choices. About how to choose. Somehow selecting 
a style and choosing notes is not making me as happy as I would like it to.' 
And Cage said, 'Some people divide the world into things that are good 
and things that are bad. Other people take it all in and let their own 
organism decide'". 

That statement, says Bolcom, turned his life around. He learned to 

HI "William Bolcom", The New Grove Dictionary of Opera (London: Macmillan Press Limited, 1992) 
Vol. 1,530. 

The New Grove Dictionary of Opera. 530. 
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be comfortable, as he puts it, "in the cracks" between opera and musical 
theater, symphony and jazz, coloratura and cabaret. He learned to ignore 
the either/or mentality of the art-music world and freely cross over the 
boundaries of the classical and popular traditions. 

Bolcom was active in the ragtime revival of the 1960's and 1970's and wrote 

original rags, among them The Graceful Ghost and Incineratorag. In fact, it is ragtime 

that Bolcom credits as being the initial link in his own compositions between classical 

and popular music. The style slowly began to seep into his own writing and to create an 

inner dialogue between the various styles in his compositions. Bolcom admits that "he's 

less fascinated than he used to be with the shock value of juxtaposing starkly different 

idioms, and more interested in making seamless transitions in and out of tonality, jazz, 

whatever."''*^ 

William Bolcom has cited Charles Ives, the first important American modernist of 

the twentieth century, as one of his earliest and strongest influences. In order to imbue 

his own music with substance, Ives made it depict the musical landscapes of his memory. 

Quotations from marches, patriotic tunes, and revival hymns punctuate his works. Like 

Bolcom, Ives was uncomfortable cooperating with the formal rules of composition and 

conventional notions of musical unity espoused in his time. Ives wrote, "the 'unity of 

dress' for a man at a ball requires a collar, yet he could dance better without it".''*^ Ives 

became famous for his innovative manipulations of rhythm, space, color, and texture, and 

N. Malitz. "Synthesizer" (cover story on William Bolcom). Opera News. Nov. 1992, Vol.57, No. 5, 14. 
'^Malitz, 16. 

Bryan R. Simms. Music of the Twentieth Century. (New York: Schirmer Books, 1986) 309. 
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for his injection of the American experience into classical music, which heretofore had 

been a European-dominated art form. 

William Bolcom has experimented widely and wildly with serial thematics, 

musical collage, sophisticated intentional plagiarism, and microtonal electronics. Like 

Ives, Bolcom enjoys quoting well-known pop tunes in the midst of his classical works: 

'If you mix popular and classical forms, it brings life to both genres,' said 
Bolcom ... 'By making them touch, something fresh, new, and organic 
grows. I like the traditional and the newest culture coexisting in the same 
piece. The classical masters had that possibility - Haydn is full of pop 
tunes - and I want it too.' 

One may suspect that perhaps William Bolcom's interaction with French 

composer Darius Milhaud may have led him to develop a specific interest in composing 

cabaret song. However, despite Milhaud's personal involvement in the French cabaret 

scene of the 1920's, Bolcom explains that he did not bring that focus to their composition 

lessons: 

Milhaud never discussed anything about cabaret or jazz; he was a little 
nettled at being pigeonholed as a jazz or popsy composer, and it was 
merely one of his many interests to deal with popular sources ... I was 
however very encouraged and influenced by his openness and lack of 
prejudice towards a wide range of music and styles - not a widespread 
attitude in the 1950's and 60's - and his example did encourage me in a 
direction I already tended toward.''*' 

From the 1970's on, Bolcom made a conscious effort to avoid an emphasis solely 

on European compositional styles. He is fluent in a wide range of classical and American 

Friederich Otto. "Where the old joins the new: William Bolcom thrives by mixing pop and classical." 
Time. Jan. 29, 1990, Vol. 135, No. 5. 77. 

William Bolcom, letter to the author, 10 June 1996. 
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popular idioms, blending elements of jazz, rock, pop and traditional "Americana".''*® 

Bolcom's intent to break down artificial distinctions between popular and serious music 

is realized in his own compositions. 

In 1971 Bolcom met mezzo-soprano Joan Morris whom he married in 1975 and 

with whom he began to develop programs on the American popular song. Their recitals 

and recordings of songs by Henry Russell, Henry Clay Work, and turn of the century 

popular songs have done much to arouse interest in the parlor and music-hall songs of the 

19"^ and early 20*^ centuries. They have recorded songs of Cole Porter, Lieber and 

Stoller, Gershwin, Rodgers and Hart, Irving Berlin, and vaudeville tunes, as well as 

Bolcom and Weinstein's own Cabaret Songs on the album entitled Black Max. Bolcom 

has also recorded solo albums of Gershwin, Milhaud, and himself. 

This writer first became familiar with William Bolcom's work at the Music 

Academy of the West in the summer of 1992 when I first heard the song Over the Piano 

performed in a master class by a colleague of mine, baritone Byron Jones. I was 

immediately taken with the piece and decided to perform a group of the 

Bolcom/Weinstein Cabaret Songs in my master's recital at the University of Arizona in 

1992. 

Bolcom and Morris: A Personal Interview 

William Bolcom and Joan Morris were kind enough to grant me a personal 

interview in New York City on July 27*^, 1995. I met them at their little apartment in the 

The New Grove Dictionary of Opera. 530. 
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Village and - tape recorder running - asked them non-stop questions for forty-five 

minutes until they had to leave for a meeting with their agent. 

The first question I asked William Bolcom was whether or not he saw his cabaret 

songs as arising out of a continuity of European cabaret song with its beginnings in Paris 

and Berlin. His answer was yes, but "not in a scholarly sort of way." He is well 

acquainted with the complex tradition of cabaret as it evolved in Europe, but did not 

consciously design the songs to follow a particular blueprint of musical architecture. Like 

most composers, he wrote what he heard in his own mind without analyzing it as he was 

composing. He continued, 'Today, my definition of cabaret is whatever the New York 

Times can't put into some other category in their two pages of concerts on Sundays. It 

ends up in 'cabaret' because they don't know where else to put it." Bolcom's comment 

addresses the fact that the American use of the term "cabaret" is no longer imbued with 

the specificity of its European origins. Rather, it has become a catch-all phrase referring 

to any form of entertainment which seems to occur in a nightclub-type setting. 

In discussing the socio-political implications of cabaret, he remarked that he did 

not find Schoenberg's Brettl Lieder to be overly political, though many of the songs by 

Franz Wedekind definitely were. He described Britten's cabaret songs as being excerpted 

firom plays, not really cabaret songs in terms of satirical content or raciness. Regarding 

American versions of cabaret he commented, "For America I think cabaret is musical 

theater in a small space." He named Mark Blitzstein's Cradle Will Rock as an example of 

American satire, and mentioned that BUtztein's songs are being performed more and 

more frequently at events like the Mabel/Mercer Cabaret Festival in New York. 
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When I questioned him about the socio-political implications of his own song 

texts, such as the song George written about a drag queen, he responded that these texts 

reflected the unique experience of Arnold Weinstein's background: "Arnold's training is 

both European and American. He was bom in Harlem and he studied and worked a lot in 

Italy and speaks very fluent Italian and has translated texts from many languages." 

Bolcom said that the difference between the song George and perhaps an analogous song 

by Franz Wedekind, would be that in Wedekind's version, the horror and gore of the drag 

queen's murder would be revealed in a more blatant manner. Arnold Weinstein hits it 

with a light touch because that's his style. He later added, "Arnold isn't a meanie. He 

doesn't have an axe to grind. But he's a very good observer ... A Jewish kid growing up 

in Harlem isn't going to be afraid of ethnicity." William Bolcom said that at first Arnold 

Weinstein wasn't interested in calling their pieces cabaret songs; 

I had to talk him into it because I realized that what made them cabaret for 
America was that they crossed between theater and concert... They are 
character pieces which have been done by everyone from actors to voice 
majors and certified singers like Frederica von Stade. 

I then asked William Bolcom if he thought the pieces were somewhat less accessible to 

untrained musicians particularly because of the challenging nature of the piano parts. He 

admitted, "I have a terrible problem. I forget about how hard to make the piano part 

because I'm a pianist myself." When I commented on his ability to seamlessly combine 

classical and popular elements within one piece, he responded. 

That's what a lot of people say about me. The whole business seems to be 
becoming much more blurred. Look at the albums Dawn Upshaw has 
released. It may possibly come from the fact that a lot more people are 
going into musical theater in music schools throughout the United States 
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and, of course, they're expected to have a certain level of music literacy so 
that, as once was true, they don't have to be trained by rote. They can read 
music now. 

Bolcom also referred to the frequency with which smaller opera companies have 

incorporated musical theater into their repertoires - they do Tosca during the year and 

musicals during the summer because those are what bring in the crowds: 

If you are a young singer now, you'd better have cabaret or pop song chops 
or you won't get hired ... One of the reasons I put that tiny little preface 
(in the Cabaret Songs) is that these are songs that are good for teaching 
because they will give people who have had classical training some tiny 
insight into the popular style. 

The preface William Bolcom refers to reads as follows: 

These songs are not written with operatic voice-classifications in mind, 
although they are performable by the trained voice and have often been so. 
Thus they can be fairly efficacious training in theater-style performance for 
voice students. 

Bolcom explained to me that in the vaudeville of the 1920's and 30's, it was expected 

that someone would do an aria amongst all the other stuff "It wasn't a problem for them. 

It's only a problem for the academics who want to make everything very neat. As far as 

I'm concerned all these geiures are suspect anyway. I disdain these hard and fast 

categories because they're so uncreative. I went the way my ear went." 

We discussed the difficulty in defining or "pinning down" cabaret. William 

Bolcom essentially told me that this is an impossible and perhaps unnecessary task: 

Our tendency is to want to know, 'what is this thing I'm buying?' Our 
mercantile tendency is to want to have a feeling of what something is 
before you buy it, which is understandable when you're buying a car. But, 

William Bolcom, preface. Cabaret Songs Volumes 1 and 2 (Milwaukee WI: Edward B. Marks 
Company, 1979 & 1985) 
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it doesn't necessarily work when you're going to the theater ... Cabaret is 
almost defined by its lack of definition. 

I asked him if he could direct me toward any writings about his work which he 

thought might be helpful, and he responded that he was not terribly happy with what 

people had written about him because they try to define him. "I don't make an effort to 

be difficult to define, but they come up with the theory and sometimes get angry with me 

when it doesn't meet the facts. I've had that experience a few times." 

At this point, Joan Morris entered and was very gracious as I asked them both 

questions about their collaboration on the Cabaret Songs. She said that before they 

recorded the songs, the three of them "tore them apart and put them back together" and 

that she was thrilled that Arnold Weinstein's attitude was very collaborative and 

accepting of her contributions. For example, she came up with the line, "the host and the 

hostess took flight" in Oh, Close the Curtain, and Arnold used it. She said that it is a 

remarkable feeling to write even only one word of a song that you know will remain part 

of the song forever. It made her feel proprietary toward the songs and even more willing 

than before to convey them effectively. They both explained to me that Bolcom has taken 

tunes from Weinstein and Weinstein has taken words from Bolcom. They have a flexible 

and mutually respectful working relationship. Joan Morris' suggestions and constructive 

criticisms were welcomed throughout the creative process. She called attention to 

anything which prevented her from effectively communicadng the songs, such as a text 

too rapid for proper declamation. I asked them both about transposing the pieces and 

Bolcom said, "a key for a singer is whatever is comfortable." Joan Morris explained that 
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they do Amor down a whole step from what is published because the high A flat is not as 

comfortable anymore. She reminded me that composers of the past usually wrote works 

with a particular singer in mind. William Bolcom made quite an accurate statement when 

he said, "There is something that seems terribly permanent about the printed page. If you 

saw the manuscript paper you would realize that somebody just wrote it down." I found 

it amazing to hear a living composer speak those words. As a singer who elicits music 

from the static stillness of the printed page, it is easy to forget how transitory and 

spontaneous is the process of its composition. 

It is this improvisational vitality that Arnold Weinstein highlights in his preface to 

the Cabaret Songs entitled "What is cabaret song?": 

Norse-American William Bolcom the composer studied with Roethke the 
poet, and before that, his feet barely hitting the pedals. Bill had played for 
the vaudeville shows passing through Seattle with such songs in the 
repertory as Best Damn Thing Am Lamb Lamb Lamb. Milhaud found Bill 
and brought him back alive to highbrow music, though he never lost his 
lowbrow soul, (neither did Milhaud). Operas later, we wrote these songs 
as a cabaret in themselves, no production "values" to worry about. The 
scene is the piano, the cast is the singer, in this case Joan Morris, who 
inspired us with her subtle intimations of Exactly What She Wanted. We 
hope she got it. Nobody defines better than she this elusive form of 
theater-poetry-lieder-poptavemacular prayer called cabaret song. 

Arnold Weinstein, foreword. Cabaret Songs: Volumes land 2 by William Bolcom and Arnold 
Weinstein (Milwaukee: Edward B. Marks Music Company. Used by permission of RCA Records, 1985.) 
3. 



100 

THE BOLCOMAVEINSTEIN CABARET SONGS 

This group of twelve Cabaret Songs are a unique, relatively new addition to 

classical vocal repertoire. The first six songs were published in 1979, and a second set of 

six were added and presented in the collection of twelve entitled. Cabaret Songs: 

Volumes 1 and 2 published in 1981. This collection reflects the diversity of William 

Bolcom and Arnold Weinstein's personal and musical experience and the eloquence of 

their long-time collaboration. 

I interviewed Arnold Weinstein on August 14,1995, and we discussed various 

aspects of the Cabaret Songs. We also spoke again on the telephone on April 12, 1996, 

as I needed to clear up some lingering questions about certain songs. I will intersperse 

moments from these conversations in addition to commentary from the Bolcom/Morris 

interview with my analysis of the songs when it is appropriate. 

Arnold Weinstein views each of the Cabaret Songs as an entire play or opera in 

itself, in the sense that the majority of these songs sets up a theatrical scene which can 

stand alone and which develops a distinct characterization. Cabaret and theater have 

always been engaged in a mutual symbiosis, each one influencing and being influenced 

by the other in turn. These songs embrace American musical theater style and vernacular 

song without being part of a larger show. Each song is a theatrical happening in itself, 

thus distinguished from musical theater show tunes which exist within a larger context. 

Cabaret song differs from other types of song in that it relates specifically to the 
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contemporary context of its audience. Bolcom and Weinstein follow the immediacy of 

the European cabaret tradition by addressing our contemporary experience as Americans 

and Americanizing the cabaret so that it is not merely a regurgitation of a European form. 

Both Weinstein and Bolcom believe that cabaret songs have a certain simplicity and 

immediacy about them in terms of their idiomatic accessibility and their ability to create 

vivid imagery. The European cabaret, like American musical theater, is known for its 

ability to create character, but in a more intimate setting with minimal production values. 

Arnold Weinstein's texts differ from the popular ballad lyric. Popular music tells 

stories of romance with expected endings and follows traditional emotional logic. 

Cabaret often does exactly the opposite by surprising the listener with unexpected 

endings. Like the lyrics of the European cabaret songs of the past which flaunted 

authority and demystified romance, Weinstein's lyrics are more sardonic, intelligent, 

satirical and critical than the lyrics of most popular ballads. The subject matters 

addressed (modem sexuality, miserable parties, drag queens) reflect both contemporary 

American life and the confrontational and satirical nature of European cabaret. The 

sophisticated satire of Weinstein's texts is underscored in Bolcom's clever musical 

writing which unconsciously seems to satirize and parody the musical forms themselves. 

Bolcom combines European forms like the waltz and polka with elements of American 

popular song, including jazz figurations and quasi-improvisatory sections. 

In addition to the theatrical and cabaret style traits inherent in the songs, these 

cabaret songs exhibit many characteristics of classical art song. A highly trained pianist 

is requisite to the performance of these works. Like the German Lieder of Schumann, the 
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piano writing in these pieces is extremely challenging and retains a certain musical 

independence while maintaining a partnership between the piano and the voice. 

Thoughtful, vivid text setting and word painting are qualities of art song which permeate 

these songs. The collection of twelve Cabaret Songs make up a musical mosaic of the 

multiplicity of styles which have become part of the American vernacular and which run 

the gamut from spiritual to samba. The sophistication with which William Bolcom 

blends these various musical styles together into cohesive musical pieces demonstrates 

the complexity and breadth of his own training and experience. 

These pieces are most often sung by mezzo-sopranos and baritones, and while 

they can be transposed higher, the warmth of the more familiar and speech-like lower 

voice types may be more appropriate for the expression of these topical texts. Good 

diction is essential to the delivery of these songs, as the lyrics are narrative, and the 

audience's comprehension of the theatrical scene is contingent upon the proper 

declamation of the text. 

Over the Piano 

Like the parodies popular at Germany's Schall und Rauch, the first song in the 

collection. Over the Piano, is a parody of a torch song which satirizes the seductive 

nature of that genre. We can visualize the stereotypical sultry chanteuse perched 

somewhere "over" or on the piano. It is this image that Bolcom and Weinstein manage to 

have fiin with. The form of the song is through-composed. As is common in these songs, 

the piano part is quite challenging while the vocal line is quite manageable. One could 
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take the vocal line and re-harmonize it in a much simpler fashion, but it would not be 

nearly as captivating as what we find here. The entrance of the piano is marked "Swoopy 

with rubato: sentimental waltz tempo" and creates a melodramatic feel. The text is a 

descriptive tale, but we get the impression that the characters are at the hehn of the song 

itself (as in its own performers): 

He sang songs to her over the piano 
Sang long songs to her over the piano 
Low, slow songs lusty songs of love 
Loving songs of long lost lust 
Just to her 
Just for her 
Over the piano 
Until at last at half-past four 
Ev'rybody out the door! 
She asked him please play me one more 
Which he did and as he did 
Slid off the bench and said to her over the piano 
Goodbye. 
Copyright ® 1979 by Edward B. Maiics Music Company and Piedmont Music Company -Used by Permission 

In the text, the sounds of the words themselves contribute to the overall satire of 

the torch song. The alliteration of the letter L in the middle of the poem ("loving songs of 

long lost lust") adds to the melodramatic feel and a mocks the idea of sexiness in the 

overuse of the singer's tongue required to produce these repeated L's. The alliteration of 

the letter P on the words "please play me" gives the impression that she would like him to 

play more than just the piano. When a human being is the object of the word "play", it 

can mean to manipulate someone or to use him/her. 

It is no accident that the performers are describing a situation in which they appear 

to be presently participating. This creates the theauical scene that Arnold Weinstein 
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believes is inherent in each of these cabaret songs. The classical sounding piano solo in 

bars 26-40 creates a separate, individual identity for the pianist as a character in the story, 

instead of merely as an under-appreciated accompanist: 

Over the Piano: measures 27-41 
Copyright O 1979 by Edward B. Marks Music Company and Piedmont Music Company - Used by Permission 

a tempo 

deliberate 
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rlt. 
dim. ft_ dim. 

Slow a tempo 

Un 

PP 

This section seems to represent the music that the pianist plays for his female admirer. At 

the end of the intense piano solo in bar 41, Bolcom is kind enough to provide the singer 

with her cue note so that she can continue her melodic tale. Bolcom's music supports and 

accentuates the meaning of the words, their natural accents, and their sonorities. This 

type of expressive, thoughtful text setting is typical of European art song. In measures 45 

and 46 he plays in unison with the singer to underscore the declamatory nature of the text 

as it shouts: 
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Figure 2, Over the Piano: measures 45-46 

Faster 
a (like a bouncer} " 

Ev* -ry- bo-dy out the door! 

The piano part in bars 54 and 55 word paints the upcoming text, "slid off the bench," as 

the notes themselves slide down the keyboard: 

Figure 3, Over the Piano: measures 55-57 

Poco rit. a tempo 

Slid off the bench and said to 

P 
If f 
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This torch song parody makes fun of the song that tries to be sexy but does not 

always succeed. The pianist may play for her, but he doesn't seem willing to play with 

her, sexually speaking. The song describes the frustrating experience of flirtation 

followed by rejection. The pianist's departure with the word "Goodbye" is an unexpected 

twist. This is a torch song in which the torch does not seem to be lit. 
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Fur (Murray the Furrier) 

The second piece, Fur, (subtitled Murray the Furrier) is one of the most popularly 

styled songs in the collection. It satirizes the experience of the retired American Jew. 

This piece is a two-beat musical theater show tune with a returning refrain, reminiscent of 

the Tin Pan Alley era which began at the turn of the century when sheet music was the 

chief disseminator of musical culture. Composers from that period included Irving 

Berlin, Cole Porter, George Gershwin, Jerome Kera, Richard Rodgers, and Frank Loesser 

among others. Their music collectively represents the urbanization of American song, 

reflecting the cultural climate of New York City and appealing generally to middle class, 

white, urban, literate Americans.'^' Another piece which captures that same two-beat 

style with a returning refrain is Sondheim's song "Some People" from the musical Gypsy. 

The listener may detect more than a passing resemblance. 

Murray the Furrier begins with no key signature because in pieces which 

modulate as frequently as this one does, a key signature can be a hindrance rather than a 

help. Key signamres do not create a key, they merely represent the relationships of the 

notes to each other in the simplest notational form. It would be more frustrating to put a 

key signature into a piece only to deal with reading constant accidentals. With careful 

text illumination reminiscent of Schubert, Bolcom's syncopated rhythms accentuate the 

pronunciation of Weinstein's humorously rhymed text and yiddish words: 

My Uncle Murray the furrier was a big worrier 
But he's no hurrier now - not today 

Craig H. Roell, "The Development ofTin Pan Alley". America's Musical Pulse: Popular Music in 
Twentieth-Century Society. Kenneth J. Bindas, Ed. (Westport, Connecticut; Greenwood Press, 1992) 119. 
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He's good and retired now, didn't get fired, now 
Fulfills his desires on half of his pay. 

He eats in the best of dives although he dines alone. 
He buried two wonderful wives and he still has the princess phone. 
It's the best of all possible lives 
Owning all that he owns, on his own. 

You see, he never took off a lot and used to cough a lot. 
Fur in his craw from hot days in the store 
Worked his way up to the top. Was the steward of the shop. 
Has a son who is a cop and he is free! 

My Uncle Murray the retiree loves this democracy 
And says it very emphatically. 
He lives where he wishes, when he wants does the dishes. 
Eats greasy knishes, yes - sir - ree! He is free! 
No guilt, no ghost, no gift for no host. 
He goes, coast to coast, coughing, coughing 
My Uncle Murray the furrier no, no worrier he. 

Copyright © 1979 by Edward B. Marks Music Company and Piedmont Music Company—Used by Permission 

There are "stage-directions" interspersed throughout the Cabaret Songs. For example, 

above the words "eats greasy knishes", Weinstein has inscribed "molto 2'^ Avenue''. 

Arnold Weinstein told me that he is a playwright by trade and that it is no accident that 

the songs play like scenes. Obvious scene changes occur in bars 62 and 114 when the 

two-beat song melts into a European device, the % "waltz time", to effect a gentler, more 

contemplative change in mood: 
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Figure 4, Fur {Murray the Furrier): measures 62-65 and 114-116 
Copyright O 1979 by Edward B. Marks Music Company and Piedmont Music Company—Used by Pemiission 

Waltz time c.lOO* J 
62 63 64 , 65 

You see. 

Waltz time, a little slower 
114 115 P 116 
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The scene changes are not only achieved by transitions in meter and tempo, but are 

further enhanced by a change in dynamics from forte to piano. 

Obviously, by the time they collaborated on these songs, Bolcom and Weinstein 

had already worked on operas together for twenty years and knew how to jointly represent 

a theatrical musical idea. The song text describes "Uncle Murray" in the third person, but 

in the role of descriptive narrator, the singer seems to take on the character of Murray 

himself. The song concludes with a sweet, reminiscent mood akin to the wistful quality 

in the second part of Ives' two part song Memories (B—Rather Sad), also about an uncle. 
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Both songs speak to the tenderness we feel for our relatives, no matter what kind of 

"characters" they are. 

He Tipped the Waiter 

He Tipped the Waiter, the third song in the collection, exhibits a combination of 

classical and popular qualities which are typical of Bolcom's eclectic compositional style. 

The melody is not all that unusual, but the tonality underneath it is in constant flux. 

William Bolcom consciously avoids the traditional harmonies one would usually 

associate with a melody such as this and causes the melody to function in unexpected 

ways within the harmony. The text tells a story, once again in the third person: 

He tipped the waiter in the dining car for a seat near the lady with flowing 
fur and took off his glove and kissed her hand 
and yet his monocle was steaming wet. 
Oh, so nervous! Oh, so grand! greasing that palm and kissing that hand. 
What baby brain pushed his button so his gravy train 
would glide across the Elysian plain to Rome by night. 
I met him on a Roman night and then again by Venice light 
among a flock of latest loves 
counting up his conquests on grey suede gloves, 
then shooed us all away like turtle doves. 
And then he vowed out loud to the cooing crowd "A guy gotta lay low!" 
and gave me pause to realize he would if he could seduce a halo 
the great hole in the skies! 
His were not lies, not merely lies. Lies were his form of merchandise. 
What baby brain pushed his button so his gravy train could keep on 
puffing across the plain to Rome by night and the Venice light. 
Oh, so nervous! Oh, so grand! Greasing that palm and kissing that hand. 

Copyright ® 1979 by Edward B. Marks Music Company and Piedmont Music Company—Used by Permission 

When the text switches to: "I met him on a Roman night..." the narrator is 

revealed to have been present as a participant in the dramatic action. At this point. 
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Bolcom switches from the art song genre to polka, both to suggest the compulsive and 

shallow flirtation taking place and to evoke a mental scene change for the listener: 

Figure 5, He Tipped the Waiter, measures 46-49 
Copyright ® 1979 by Edward B. Marks Music Company and Piedmont Music Company—Used by Pennission 
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A descending figure in the left hand precedes the "chorus" of "what baby brain pushed his 

button..and becomes an integral part of that section. It represents the sleazy, slickness 

of the male character and simultaneously word paints the sound of his "gravy train" 

puffing along through the endless territory of naive female conquests: 

Figure 6, He Tipped the Waiter, measures 28-33 

i hand. 
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iieazy 

What ba - by brain 

Word painting, a characteristic of art song and popular song, is also present in the vocal 

line on the words "flowing fur" in measure 10, which becomes a repeated motif 

throughout the piece on the words "Oh, so nervous! Oh, so grand'."; 

Figure 7, He Tipped the Waiter, measures 9-11 

mf 

flow fur with mg 

This is a sentimental satirical scene of seduction which exposes the obsequious, deceptive 

nature of the male playboy when attempting to conquer a female: 

I met him on a Roman night and then again by Venice light 
counting his conquests on grey suede gloves 
then shooed us all away like turtle doves 
And then he vowed out loud to the cooing crowd 'A guy gotta lay low!' 
and gave me pause to realize he would if he could seduce a halo... 

The line "And then he vowed out loud to the cooing crowd" is spoken, which further adds 

to the theatricalization of the piece. Looking back at the first line of the song, one 



113 

realizes that as the song begins, so does the manipulation and conquest of the first 

woman. The man tipped the waiter to sit near her, and from that point this Don Juan 

pursues his prey, at least until he loses mterest and goes to find another turtle dove. 

Interestingly, the teller of the tale is an example of the prey that got away, and she seems 

to be onto his game. 

Waitin 

The fourth Cabaret Song entitled Waitin is written in the style of a Negro 

spiritual. The through-composed setting is slow and simple and very tonal. Arnold 

Weinstein told me that this song is about human kind's continual search for spiritual 

enlightermient which exists beyond the everyday realm. It is also about human hope; 

Waitin waitin I've been waitin waitin waitin all my life. 
That light keeps on hiding from me, 
but it someday just might bless my sight. 
Waitin waitin waitin 

Copyright (S 1979 by Edward B. Marks Music Company and Piedmont Music Company—Used by Permission 

In the Bolcom/Morris recording of Waitin from their album. Black Max, Joan 

Morris sings delicate pianissimos which leave a quiet, contemplative hush behind in their 

wake. The piano concludes the piece because the singer is still lingering in the 

intermediate space which exists between human life and elusive spiritual salvation. 

The Song of Black Max (As Told by the de Kooning Boys) 

The Song of Black Max {As Told by the de Kooning Boys) is the song which Joan 

Morris and William Bolcom say they most frequently perform on their concerts. In their 
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own recording of the piece, they take the tempo much slower than the "132 to the quarter 

note" which is marked. That published tempo is unrealistic and would inhibit proper text 

declamation. I asked Arnold Weinstein who the "de Kooning boys" were. He said they 

were the painter William de Kooning and his brother who had come to visit from 

Holland. They had recounted to Weinstein the story of this man called "Black Max" 

whom they remembered from the 1920's; 

He was always dressed in black 
Long black jacket, broad black hat. 
Sometimes a cape, and as thin, and as thin as rubber tape: 
Black Max. 

He would raise that big black hat 
To the big shots of the town 
Who raised their hats right back. 
Never knew they were bowing to 
Black Max. 

I'm talking about night in Rotterdam 
When the right night people of all the town 
Would find what they could in the night neighborhood of 
Black Max. 

There were women in the windows with bodies for sale 
Dressed in curls like little girls in litde doll house jails. 
When the women walked the street with the beds upon their backs 
Who was lifting up his brim to them? 
Black Max. 

And there were looks for sale, the art of the smile. 
Only certain people walked that mystery mile: 
Artists, charlatans, vaudevillians, 
men of mathematics, acrobatics and civilians. 

There was knitting needle music from a lady or organ grinder with all her 
sons behind her. 
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(spoken) 
Marco, Vito, Benno (Was he strong! though he walked like a woman) 
And Carlo who was five. He must be still alive! 
Ah poor Marco had the syph, 
and if you didn't take the terrible cure those days 
You went crazy and died and he did. 
And at the coffin before they closed the lid, who raised his lid? 
Black Max. 

(sung) 
I was climbing on the train one day going far away to the good old U.S.A. 
When I heard some music underneath the tracks. 
Standing there beneath the bridge, long black jacket, broad black hat. 
Playing the harmonica, one hand free to lift that hat to me: 
Black Max, Black Max, Black Max. 

Copyright & 1979 by Edward B. Marks Music Company and Piedmont Music Company—Used by Permission 

The style of Black Max is reminiscent of the song Poor Jenny by Boudleaux and Felice 

Bryant of 1959, which depicts a rough and tumble evening among the lower-class. The 

musical form is primarily through-composed with one small snippet of identically 

repeated melody. The first line of the song "He was always dressed in black, long black 

jacket, broad black hat" is repeated later in the piece on the words "I was climbing on the 

train, one day going far away". The melody is identical but the rhythm is slightly altered. 

It is rare in these Cabaret Songs to find musical material that is repeated without being at 

least subtly altered or developed in some way. Unlike most popular song which adheres 

to the formula of a repeated refrain, Bolcom's songs are mostly through-composed or 

modified through-composed, with any repeated sections being altered to reflect the 

precise meaning of the text. The opening melody returns near the conclusion of the song, 

as if to frame the story. 



116 

In Bolcom and Weinstein's song, each time the words "Black Max" appear, 

Bolcom slightly alters the melodic line and the harmony to draw attention to the title 

character. The first time the words appear we are in d minor, the second time we shift to 

b minor, and the third time we switch to c# minor: 

Figure 8, Black Max: measures 12,21, & 29 
Copyright © 1979 by Edward B. Marks Music Company and Piedmont Music Company—Used by Permission 

12 d minor 21 b minor 29 c# minor 
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Black Max. 
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The interval of a minor third shown above on the words "Black Max" is the predominant 

melodic interval outlined throughout the piece as illustrated in the following example in 

bars 38-42: 

Figure 9, Black Max: measures 38-42 

cresc. 

When the wo-men walked the street with the beds up - on their 
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backs, who was lift • ing up his brim to them? Black Max! 

This is a tale about street life and prostitutes which hearkens back to Bruant's 

songs and Brecht's Moritaten. On the words, "knitting needle music" the effect is one of 

polytonality (reminiscent of Ives) with the upper notes representing the lady organ 

grinder's tune over the continuing accompaniment: 

Figure 10, measures 57-59 

more and more spoken 

knit-tine-nee-die mu-sic from a la-dy or-ganig^-er with all her sons be-hind her. 

(mechanical) 

simile 

The addition of spoken dialogue which occurs in the middle of the song conjures up the 

intimacy of the European cabaret and the spectacle of the American theater. This 

"speaking to the audience" or "confrontation of the audience", as Brecht referred to it, 

was common in the close cabaret atmosphere: 
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Figure 11, Black Max: measures 67-72 

spoken, in free time 

Ah poor Marco had the syph, and if you didn't take the teiiible cure those days you went 

k'i 1.*̂ " ii ii-
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strict time 
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craz - y and died and he did. 

i 
bi 

In following the tradition of Ives who incorporated patriotic tunes into his 

classical works, Bolcom quotes the Star Spangled Banner and in the next measure 

iniitates the sound of the coming train: 

Figure 12, Black Max: measures 83-87 

when 1 (heard some mu - sic 

hke a harmonica: 
vrnc. 
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un-  der -nea th  the  t r acks .  

softer than LH. 

Initially, Black Max seems to be a mafia character or some kind or a pimp. The 

majority of the song describes his activity around town, as though we were watching him. 

As the song progresses, so does the slow realization that he is watching us. Weinstein has 

developed the character of Black Max into a personification of death. Black Max's 

haunting presence at Marco's coffin is illustrated in the line "and at the coffin before they 

closed the lid, who raised his lid?" It is as if Black Max is bidding farewell to the dead 

man, or greeting him as he enters a new realm. The townspeople of Rotterdam "never 

knew they were bowing to Black Max." He is a mysterious other-worldly creamre who 

exists among human beings. On the last two pages of the song we can feel him getting 

closer. In the section beginning "I was climbing on the train" the narrator is finally 

placed in proximity to the mysterious Black Max and his presence becomes all the more 

tangible to the audience. Despite the singer's previous spoken dialogue to the audience, 

the first person is not used until the fifth page of the piece. It seems common practice for 

Bolcom and Weinstein to set the scene and then to save the introduction of the 

storyteller's involvement as a mysterious surprise for the end of the song. Black Max is 
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death personified. When the narrator leaves for America, we realize that no matter where 

she travels, she can never escape Black Max - or her own mortality. 

Amor 

The song Amor is based on a pachanga which is a Cuban style rhythm and 

rigorous dance that was very popular during the 1950's. Pachangas typically emphasize 

the first, third, and fourth beats in a 4/4 measure. Bars 11-14 represent a montuno which 

is a typically repeated section or vamp of a pachanga. In a pachanga played by 

ins t rumental  ensemble ,  the  montuno sect ions  are  usual ly  p layed by the  p iano.This  

chord progression of I-IV-V-I is a common structure for a montuno and this montuno 

occurs throughout the piece: 

Figure 13, Amor, measures 11-14 
Copyright © 1979 by Edward B. Maries Music Company and Piedmont Music Company—Used by Permission 

A-mor A-mor 

cresc. 

I sang this song for my friend, Jonathan Larson, a musical theater composer, and he said 

that this song seemed like a "specialty song" in a musical, which doesn't necessarily 

'"Rebeca Mauledn. Salsa Guidebook For Piano and Ensemble. (Petaluma, CA: Sher Music Co., 1993) 
207. 



121 

advance the overall dramatic action of the entire work, but which draws attention to the 

star. The text has a sexy, kittenish quality, reminiscent of Marilyn Monroe's seemingly 

effortless seduction: 

It wasn't the policeman's fault in all the traffic roar 
instead of shouting halt when he saw me he shouted 
Amor Amor Amor Amor 
Even the ice cream man (free ice creams by the score) 
Instead of shouting butter pecan one look at me 
he shouted Amor Amor Amor 
All over town it went that way 
Ev'rybody took off the day 
Even philosophers understood 
How good was the good 'cuz I looked so good! 
The poor stopped taking less 
The rich stopped needing more 
Instead of shouting no and yes 
both looking at me shouted Amor 
Da de da (scat) 
My stay in town was cut short 
I was dragged to court 
The judge said I disturbed the peace and the jury gave him what for! 
The judge raised his hand and instead of desist and cease 
Judgie came to the stand 
He took my hand and whispered Amor Amor Amor Amor 
Night was turning into day 
I walked alone away 
Never see that town again. 
But as 1 passed the churchhouse door instead of singing Amen 
the choir was singing Amor 
Da da (scat) 
Amor Amor Amor Amor. 

Copyright © 1979 by Edward B. Marks Music Company and Piedmont Music Company—Used by Permission 

The notated scat interspersed within the text is a humorous touch. Scat singing is a 

technique of jazz singing in which onomatopoeic or nonsense syllables are sung to 

improvised melodies. In Amor, the world is so in love with the woman, and she's so in 
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love with their love/or her, that she is compelled to break into unimprovised/improvised 

song. Scat doesn't usually have anything to do with singing notes on a printed page. No 

one ever says "scat this" which is what makes Bolcom and Weinstein's notation so 

amusing: 

Figure 14, Amor, measures 45-46 

I - ^ cLr I j 
^ Da de da (scat) 

sei 71,7re 

— — i—  

fi ~s ̂
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^ —5 

This woman is so sexually attractive that she is able to step outside of and be exempted 

from society's structures which govern morality: the law and religion. She looks so good 

it's a crime. Of course, she is relating primarily to the men around her who seem to 

dominate commerce and the legal system. This song jests about men's sudden visceral 

and physiological response to encountering a beautiful woman. This is a cute, sexy song 

which is pure entertainment all the way. 

Places to Live 

The next song, Places to Live almost sounds samba-like. Perhaps that is why it is 

placed directly after the pachanga-]jkc Amor. The same motive which begins in the 
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piano continues throughout the entire piece. It sounds like a broken ragtime player piano 

which descends down the scale repeating the same riff; 

Figure 15, Places to Live-, ineasuresl-4 
Copyright (S 1985 by Edward B. Maries Music Company and Piedmont Music Company— Used by Pennission 
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The repeated section above also reflects the wheels turning in the woman's mind as she 

contemplates all the exotic places she'd like to be. The woman's thoughts, like the music 

which accompanies them, seem to be stuck on one focus. 

The text is similar to comic musical theater song; 

Places to live! Give me places to live! 
Wonders to wander to places to live! 
My feet are dreaming of new dust, new dirt; 
my hips want to swing in a cellophane skirt. 
Give me my change in a celluloid note 
while I buy wooden hats from the factory boat. 
Places to live! Give me places to live! 
Wonders to wander to places to live! 
My tonsils are longing to hum a new tune; 
I'm dying to dance by the dark of the moon 
With mustachioed mounties in deep purple kilts 
and me in blue velvet on flaming red stilts. 
Places to live! Give me places to live! 
Wonders to wander to places to live! 
My soul is keening for new forms of faith! 
I need a new God more than Henry the Eighth 
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to take off my feathers and give me release, 
and I'll kneel in the sand and I'll drown my valise. 
Places to live! Give me places to live. 

Copyright O 1985 by Edward B. Marks Music Company and Piednioot Music Company—Used by Pennission 

This song is different from the others in that while its lyrics are amusing and sort of poke 

fim at musical comedy ("My feet are dreaming of new dust new dirt, my hips want to 

swing in a cellophane skirt"), no advancement of dramatic action occurs within the piece. 

It is intended to be repetitious and a pattern is established which does not allow for much 

dramatic development. There is a repeated refrain on the words "Places to live! Give me 

places to live!". A chorus or repeated refrain is a common feature of musical theater song 

and of popular song. Unlike the other scena-like Cabaret Songs, this song is more 

context-deprived and actually sounds as if it could have been snatched out of a larger 

show. Its exuberance is reminiscent of Bernstein's What a moviel from Trouble In Tahiti. 

This is a song about escapism, not reality. Rather than a song about places to live, it is 

really a song about places to vacation. 

Toothbrush Time 

The song Toothbrush Time is a prime example of the melding of classical and 

popular style traits in these cabaret songs. The text is a lament on modem sexuality, but it 

is not condemning in an authoritative manner, it is merely "singin' the blues". Like the 

cabaret of Paris and Weimar, this is a social satire which makes reference to other literary 

and musical works, a common practice in European cabaret. Toothbrush Time is a 

modem Cinderella story. Instead of striking twelve midnight the clock strikes ten in the 
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morning, and Cinderella realizes that she hasn't found her prince. The text reads as 

follows: 

It's toothbrush time, ten a.m. again and toothbrush time. 
Last night at half past nine it seemed O.K. 
But in the light of day not so fine at toothbrush time. 
Now he's crashing round my bathroom 
Now he's reading my degree 
perusing all my pills reviewing all my ills 
and he comes out smelling like me. 
Now he advances on my kitchen 
Now he raids every shelf 
till from the pots and pans and puddles and debris emerges three eggs 
all for himself 
Oh, how I'd be ahead if I'd stood out of bed 
I wouldn't be here grieving 
waiting for the wonderful moment of his leaving 
At toothbrush time, toothbrush time, 10 AM again and toothbrush time. 
I know it's sad to be alone 
It's so bad to be alone 
Still I should've known that I'd be glad to be alone 
I should've known, I should've known... 
Never should've picked up the phone and called him. 
Hey - - uh. listen, uhm, uh, I've got to, uh, — oh, you gotta go too? 
So glad you understand. And- -
by the way, did you say nine tonight again? 
See you then. Toothbrush time! 

Copyright O 1985 by Edward B. Marks Music Company and Piedmont Music Company—Used by Permission 

The first three bars are a reference to the melody of Gershwin's song. The Man I 

Love, which was originally written for the show Lady Be Good. As fate would have it, 

the tune was dropped from the show and was never to find a secure place in any 

production during George Gershwin's lifetime. It later became the best-known ballad 
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Gershwin has ever produced.Bolcom's reference puts a different twist on the implied 

meaning of the melody: Someday he'll come along, the man I have sex with: 

Figure 16, Toothbrush Time: measures 1-3 
Copyright © 1985 by Edward B. Marks Music Company and Piedmont Music Company—Used by Permission 

Not too slow, slightly swung J ^^0.90 
( J -J)  

P 
^ smooth I i tii 
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This song is meant to sound improvised and has a jazz style. However, the notation is 

mostly classical in orientation and differs from the way a jazz tune would be rhythmically 

notated. In the above example, the notation doesn't create swing the way a jazz player 

would expect it to. The emphasis is on the strong beat instead of the weak beat where it 

should be to sound "swung". This is one of the difficulties of writing a jazz style piece in 

classical notation. The way in which a jazz player would interpret 8th notes within a 4/4 

bar would be as follows thereby suggesting 12/8 instead of 4/4. Three's tend to swing. 

Four's don't. 

This is the formula for swing: n-.T] 

Bernstein solved this issue in his opera Trouble in Tahiti by writing in 12/8. 

Kay Swift and Robert Kimball, liner notes. Songs bv Ira & George Gershwin recorded by William 
Bolcom and Joan Morris (New York: Nonesuch Records, 1978). 
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Measures 5-6 and 7-8 are examples of written out comping. "Comping" is a jazz 

term which is derived from the word "accompanying", and which means to provide 

chordal accompaniment in a rhythmically supportive maimer. "Comping" often fills 

spaces of musical inactivity, i.e. notes held by the vocalist and transitions. "Comping" 

occurs throughout this piece: 

Figure 17, Toothbrush Time: measures 4-8 

I t s  y s t o o t h - f a r u s h t u n e  ten a.iaa>gain 

m  
Last nighr tooth-brush time— 

'ozily • L. 

trr 1^, 
Measures 8 and 9 are not notated in the manner of a relaxed jazz ballad. Again, because 

of the placement of the dotted eighth followed by the sixteenth, the emphasis is on the 

wrong part of the beat. To make the song swing a singer has to make the dotted eighth 

notes shorter than the sixteenth tied to the following quarter: 
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Figure 18, Toothbrush Time: measures 8-9 

at half past nine. 

\ 

In a song like this the singer often sings behind the beat. This is typical in jazz, but not in 

classical song in which accuracy to printed notes and rhythms is required. In his book 

Jazz Talk. Robert S. Gold defines "behind the beat" as follows: "from a tendency 

common in jazz; current since c. 1920 of a singer or instrumentalist, lagging deliberately 

and relaxedly behind the metronomic beat of the tune." 

Rests are also a notational difficulty in communicating a jazz feel. The rest on the 

first beat of bar 32 is meant to indicate a lot of space and an expressive pause, but the 

notation is too confining. A fermata on the last sixteenth note of the previous bar would 

be more effective because the note on the word "self needs to be sustained longer. A 

fermata over a rest could also be used to indicate ftwdom to the singer, freedom which a 

singer with an ear for popular song will probably take anyway. The word "oh" in bar 32 

would be a pick up note if it were following a fermata: 
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Figure 19, Toothbrush Time: measures 31-33 

(J-J) 

all for him - self. Oh^Kwrdbe a - e head three eggs 

In addition to the jazz elements which pervade the piece, there are also elements of 

classical art song. While this is also in line with jazz style, the piano maintains a certain 

independence and does not always double the voice. In fact, the standard doublings 

conmion to popular music rarely occur for long in these Cabaret Songs. These songs are 

part of classical art song repertoire because of the sophistication with which they are 

conceived. William Bolcom calls upon the piano to create specific colors and moods 

which enhance the expression of the text. The piano and voice both do a great deal of 

word painting in this particular piece. In bar 6, the sixteenth notes on "ten a.m. again" 

indicate the repetition and monotony of this particular time of the morning rolling around 

again, and perhaps also the inevitability of its outcome: 
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Fipre 20, Toothbrush Time: measure 6 

ten a.m. a-gain and 

-i. 

The comping chords in bar 29 in the piano bring to mind the pots and pans clinking in the 

kitchen: 

Figure 21, Toothbrush Time: measures 28-30 

and pud-flies and- de - bris e - mer - ges till from the A pots and pans 

The word "grieving" in bar 37 is well set with a downward minor third which imitates the 

sound of moaning or lamenting: 
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Figure 22, Toothbrush Time", measure 37 

griev- ing, wait - ing 

The chords in the right hand of the piano in bars 40-44 imitate the sound of a chiming 

clock. Notice how the chords occur ten times, signaling that it's ten a.m.: 

Figure 23, Toothbrush Time: measures 40-44 

f P f l o  h e r s e l f )  

II tooch-bnish time. tooth-bnuh 

and tooth-brush time. ten a. m. a-gam 

This text creates a theatrical scene in which a woman has slept with a man she 

does not know well and is beginning to regret having done so. The morning after, she 
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feels her space has been invaded and wishes he would leave. There are spoken lines 

interspersed throughout the sung text in measures 58-62 and acting directions are 

included which add to the theatricality of the presentation: 

Figure 24, Toothbrush Time: measures 58-62 

spoken 

uh, I've got to, uh. — oh.you gotta go too? So glad you understand. Hey -- uh. listen, uhm, 
f trying to remember his name) 

sung: freelv (but enchaincd) 

. i J J J  
by the way, did you And 

In bars 64-66 both the piano and vocal parts express the situation's inevitable recurrence. 

Bar 65's move to D natural on the last eighth note, followed by the sforzando in bar 66, 

indicates the character's unhappiness and frustration with a cycle of behavior she is 

unable to resist or escape from: 
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Figure 25, Toothbrush Time: measures 63-66 

See you then nine to - night a-gam? 

Very slow 
(disgusted) 

Tooth-brush time!-

The last bar of the piece imitates a percussive instrument. It sounds like a drum fill: 

Figure 26, Toothbrush Time-, measure 68 

dry 

The song ends with the woman soliciting and accepting another invitation to sleep with 

the same man again. The text is non-judgmental, but it does call our attention to a 
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modern societal problem: the emotional consequences of casual sex. The text is neither 

an approval or a condemnation. Like the Kabarettlieder of Weimar, this song draws 

attention and awareness to a social phenomenon which exists in the twentieth century. 

Sondheim might call this an "inner-monologue" song because the character is singing her 

deepest thoughts to the audience, but not directly to the implied other character, her 

overnight guest. 

This is no fairy tale and the protagonist has not found her true love. In 

Toothbrush Time, Bolcom and Weinstein manage to tell a complete story from the main 

character's perspective. We know what happened last night, we know what is happening 

right now, and we know what is about to happen again tonight, even if it does not mean 

happily ever after. 

Surprise! 

The moody introspection of Toothbrush Time is in perfect contrast to the mood of 

the next selection, Surprise\ The wild waltz Surprise! is a brief, theatrical satire on the 

artificiality of social convention: 

Her twenty-fifth year at the office! 
They threw her a surprise party! 
Surprise! Surprise! Surprise! 
And were they surprised when she tried to drink iodine 
from the paper cup at the water cooler of cool spring water 

Copyright <& 1985 by Edward B. Marks Music and Piedmont Music Company—Used by Permission 

The surprise is not the party itself, but the disclosure that the guest of honor 

wanted to commit suicide during it. It is the guests who get surprised this time. Arnold 
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Weinstein told me that some of the Cabaret Songs have been performed with additional 

actors playing party guests, and suggesting the festive ambiance of the scene. This type 

of theatricalization could be effective in this piece as well as in Oh, Close the Curtain, 

#11 in the collection. The vocal line in measures 11-12 mirrors the actual shouts and 

hysteria which seem to go hand in hand with surprise parties: 

Figure 27, Sa/prise/: measures 11-12 
Copyright © 1985 by Edward B. Marks Masic and Piedmont Music Company—Used by Permission 

m 
l^ii-  j  =4. 

Sur - prise! Sur - prise! Sur - prise! 

There is a dramatic change of mood between measures 14-16. The sudden 

dramatic drop of the vocal line on the word "surprise" to middle C flat (the ninth of the 

chord) signifies that something is not right: 

Figure 28, Surprise!', measures 14-16 

poco rit. 
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The empty bar of rest in measure 19 sets up a silent moment of suspense for the word 

iodine: 

figoK 29, Surprise!: measures 17-20 

G.P. Slower 

m 
(in time) ti - o-dine when she tried to dnnk 

P 9^ L 
smooth 

con 
SeiSJ*. 

The sound of the overall music is somewhat akin to the hannonic style of Ned Rorem's 

Poems of the Love and the Rain, as it seems to lack a tonal center. The words "water 

cooler of cool spring water" are supported by raindrop like sounds in the left hand of the 

piano: 

Figure 30, Surprise!: measures 24-28 

spnng 

) con ^ 
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fl i 'T [I 
wa - ter. 

This piece is a quick shocker with a haunting ending, both harmonically and textually. 

Weinstein has given us an everyday theme and capped it off with an unexpected ending 

which goes against traditional emotional logic. 

The Actor 

The Actor is another brief piece which satirizes the career of the performer while 

also asking the difficult question: where does an artist draw the line between the 

sacrifices that are worthwhile for one's art and those that are merely exploitive? 

The text is direct and declamatory: 

A man I know to keep alive dies for a living 
To survive! To keep alive dies for a living 
Stands upon a stage each night 
Matinees from two to five to keep the show alive, to keep the show alive, 
dies for a living. 
I've taken the position do or die! 
not to survive for nor keep alive for not to die for a living. 

Copyright © 1985 by Edward B. Marks Music and Piedmont Music Company—Used by Permission 
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Like Surprise which precedes it, this piece also lacks a tonal center. The interval 

of a tritone is common in the melodic contour of this piece, particularly in the first half. 

The first phrase outlines a tritone in measures 1 and 2: 

Figure 31, The Actor: measures 1-3 
Copyright ® 198S by Edward B. Marks Music and Piedmont Music Company—Used by Permission 

Slow, freely 
parlando cresc. 

for a liv-ing. dies tokeepa-live A man I know 

Another tritone leap occurs on the words "to survive" in measure 4: 

Tigmt 22, The Actor, measure 4 

To sur-vive! 
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A tritone can also be found in measure 8: 

Figure 33, The Actor, measure 8 

moving ahead 

LL—i|J_ 

Stands up - on 

P' < 

a stage each night 
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The use of this dissonant interval, which Bolcom twice approaches by leap, draws the 

listener's attention to the intensity of the text. 

The words living and dying carry clever multiple meanings in this text. The first 

time the word "dies" is used, it signifies the actor acting out death. The first time "alive" 

is used it means to survive by making money. The second time "alive" appears it refers 

to the "show" and keeping the theater afloat. In the last two lines, the actor seemingly 

decides that the physical and emotional stresses are too great and the financial rewards 

too few to continue the sacrifice for one's art. Both Surprise and The Actor are too brief 

and idiosyncratic to be excerpted alone on a recital program, but provide interesting 

balance sandwiched in among a group of these songs. 

Oh, Close the Curtain 

Oh, Close the Curtain, the eleventh song in the collection, is a satire and lament 

on superficial, insincere social behavior in which appearance overwhelms substance. 
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Unlike much European cabaret which was politically focused, centering on the 

antagonism of authority, fascism, and control, Weinstein's texts are more socially 

focused, centering on the morays of social life and technological consumerism. Oh, 

Close the Curtain tries to find meaning in a material world. Like Surprise!, this song 

satirizes the artificiality of the human construct of social convention. Oh, Close the 

Curtain brings to life a party in the decadent 1980's when women wore sequins and had 

"big hair"... 

The text reads as follows: 

Oh, close the curtain I can't stand the skies 
Am I uncertain or is this room fiill of sighs 
What a wonderful party never heard such lies! 
And oh I want so to be in with these guys. 
And there is more booze than you could refuse 
More domestics padding around than you could ever lose 
But no one could find my mind, my heart or my shoes 
So slip into the bathroom and blow out your blues. 
Two pacifist brothers are having a fight 
A wife's getting loose 'cause her husband is tight 
Hear marriages breaking all over the night 
And the host and the hostess took flight (Joan Morris' contributed line) 
Oh don't close the curtain I must see the skies 
My heart is hurt in this room full of sighs 
What a terrible party 
They ran out of lies 
And oh I want so to be gone from these guys 
Prince Charming moves in as you crush a yawn 
Will you make it? Will you muck it? Oh, fiick it. He's gone. 
So I open the wmdow to stare down the dawn. 
The little blue gardener smiles at me from the lawn. 

Copyright <0 198S by Edward B. Marks Music and Piedmont Music Company—Used by Permission 

This is a fascinating song on many levels. It begins with the slow waltz with 

which it also ends. This waltz represents the natural world which exists beyond the 
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artificially constructed human one. The interludes which are marked "More swung, in 

tempo" have the schmaltzy sound of a hired band playing at a party: 

Figure 34, Oh, Close the Curtain: measures 20-24 
Copyright © 1985 by Edward B. Maries Music and Piedmont Music Company—Used by Permission 
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In measures 28-31, the walking baseline mimics the sound of the "domestics padding 

around": 
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Figure 35, Oh, Close the Curtain: measures 28-31 

More do-mes - tics pad-dinga-round than youoouide - ver lose, But no one could 

I asked Arnold Weinstein what he meant exactly by "blow out your blues". It seemed to 

be a reference to drugs, but I was not sure what type of drug. Mr. Weinstein told me that 

he was referring to marijuana, and that in writing that line he had actually visualized 

smoke blowing. 

The piano part in bars 59-60 under the word "flight" in the phrase "the host and 

the hostess took flight" musically describes their precipitous exit from their own party: 

Figure 36, Oh, Close the Curtain: measures 57-60 

fliglit. took host the host and ess 

cresc. 

fast 
rolls 

As for the expletive used in the text, Joan Morris insisted that it be in parentheses 

in case the singer would be in a situation where it was inappropriate. William Bolcom 
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remarked that he thought the "Oh, fuck it!" was appropriate in the text because it 

indicates the person's exhaustion and exasperation at that moment. 

I asked Arnold Weinstein what the meaning of "the little blue gardener" was in 

the last line of the text. I had thought it was perhaps a figment of a drug induced 

hallucination. He explained to me that little blue people are often described in eastern 

meditation (Indian) and he thought of the little blue gardener as a mystical earthly 

character. The presence of this gardener seems to reconnect us with nature and 

spirituality, and, like a modem day EUjah, appears at each house to save us from the 

insincerity of our own human culture. The song ends as it has begun, and we are relieved 

to find that we can see beyond the curtain. 

George 

The last song of the collection is George. This song is wonderfully flamboyant 

and theatrical and provides a wonderful conclusion to a group of these songs on a recital 

program. It is a tale of a singing drag queen: 

My firiend George used to say 
Oh, call me Georgia hon. 
Get yourself a drink 
And sang the best soprano in our part of town 
In beads, brocade and pins 
He sang if you happened in through the door he never locked 
and said, 'Get yourself a drink', and sang out loud 
till tears fell in the cognac and the choc'late milk and gin 
and on the beads brocade and pins 
When strangers happened through his open door 
George said 'Stay, but you gotta keep quiet while I sing 
and then a minute after. And call me Georgia'. 
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One fine day a stranger in a suit of navy blue took George's life with a 
knife George had placed beside an apple pie he'd baked and stabbed him 
in the middle of Un bel di vedremo 
As he sang for this particular stranger who was in the United States Navy. 
The funeral was at the cocktail hour. We knew George would like it like 
that. Tears fell on the beads, brocade, and pins in the coffin which was 
white because George was a virgin. 
Oh, call him Georgia hon, get yourself a drink. 
You can call me Georgia hon, get yourself a drink! 

Copyright @ 1985 by Edward B. Marks Music and Piedmont Music Company—Used by Permission 

Musically, George is kitschy and expressive and uses blatant intentional 

plagiarism as a satiric tool. Like the post-censorship pre-Nazi Kabarettlieder of Weimar, 

George deals with the subject of homosexuality and cross-dressing, but does so in a 

lighter, more indirect way than does Erich Kastner's Ragout de Siecle cited in the first 

chapter of this paper. 

This song jests at the singer's or performer's need for attention. The line "stay but 

you've gotta keep quiet, while I sing, and then a minute after..." mocks classical 

audiences' practice of delaying their applause for a moment when a classical singer has 

completed a song to allow the musical moment to resonate. 

There are two glaring borrowings from Puccini's Madame Butterfly which are 

Bolcom's way of poking fiin at the seriousness of the classical music world, of which 

Bolcom himself is a card-carrying member. Writing a song which quotes Puccini about a 

drag queen singing Puccini is anything but subtle. Like the character Butterfly in the 

Broadway Show Af Butterfly, George is a man in drag. However, in M Butterfly there is 

no singing. Weinstein and Bolcom have managed to merge the worlds of opera and 

Broadway to create their own theatrical moment of song. 
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Both of the blatant quotes from Puccini's Madame Butterfly are extracted from 

one of the most famous arias in soprano repertoire which is excerpted below; 

Figure 37, an excerpt of Un Bel di Vedremo from Puccini's Madame Butterfly 
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The first quote, in bars 17-21 of the vocal line, is based on the aria but is modified and 

transposed down a minor third: 

Figure 38, George: measures 17-23 
Copyright © 1985 by Edward B. Maries Music and Piedmont Music Company—Used by Permission 
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The second quote is also from Un Bel Di and begins with the words "and stabbed him in 

the middle of 'Un Bel Di Vedremo'", thus mentioning the actual aria title in bars 48-49. 

Bolcom keeps the exact same melody as in the aria but transposes it down a minor third: 
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Figure 39, George: measures 44-53 
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Bars 25 and 26 are a quote of Irving Berlin's "A Pretty Girl is Like a Melody" which 

brings to mind a Miss America pageant contestant sashaying down the runway: 
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Figure 40 George: measures 25-26 
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The "Pretty girl" quote is an ironic musical moment. Drag queens are always associated 

with melodramatic spectacle. In fact, drag queen beauty pageants have become big 

business in modem times. 

This is a theatrical work complete with scene changes. Before the funeral scene, 

the three measures of whole note chords symbolize the sound of the funeral chimes: 

Figure 41, George: measures 53-58 
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I asked Arnold Weinstein the meaning behind the line "because George was a virgin". 

He said that George was a closet celibate. All he really did was dress up and sing. He 

didn't deliver. Perhaps that is why he was killed by his visitor. It is not easy to satirize 

satire, but Arnold Weinstein pulls it off. 

The last line "Just call me Georgia, hon" brings the narrating singer back into the 

fold and into the action. If the singer is female, this moment provides sort of a 

Shakespearean turn of events in which a woman is playing a man who is playing a 

woman. 

This song is a theatrical spectacle extraordinaire. When it is over, in our mind's 

eye, we can still see Georgia in all her beaded splendor, particularly around the cocktail 

hour. 
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MUSIC IN AMERICA AT THE END OF THE MBLENNIUM 

In twentieth century America, where the art song recital is declining in popularity, 

any new additions to the repertoire which attract the interest of present day audiences are 

welcome. 

The Cabaret Songs of William Bolcom and Amold Weinstein are a unique, 

relatively new addition to classical vocal repertoire. Their simultaneous sophistication 

and accessibility make them attractive to a wide variety of audiences. William Bolcom is 

in a unique position in that he has the formal training which enables him to imbue his 

works with the depth of the classical past and the fluency with current idiom to infuse 

them with the spirit of the popular future. Bolcom and Weinstein's songs contain artistic, 

poetic texts, and merge characteristics of European cabaret song with European art song, 

American jazz, and American musical theater song. In this final chapter, I will argue that 

the vitality of this music is derived from this eclecticism: an inclusion that embraces 

many styles of music as well as styles of performance. 

The Musical Mosaic 

European cabaret style traits represented in these songs include (to use 

Weinstein's term) imagistic immediacy of delivery, intimacy of the audience's 

relationship to the character, and social satire and parody which demystify romance and 

thwart traditional emotional logic. Aspects of classical art song evident in these songs 
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include independence of the piano, partnership of the piano and voice, complex 

harmonies and modulations, and thoughtful and evocative word setting and word 

painting. Like the work of Charles Ives who came before him, Bolcom's music exhibits 

intentional plagiarism and polytonality, as well as simultaneity of musical themes and 

complexity of texture. Jazz characteristics which surface are idiomatic rhythms and 

figurations and quasi-improvisatory sections. Musical theater style is found in the 

repeated refrains, theatrical scene-style, musical scene changes, and the cohesive 

presentation of story line and characterization. The diverse musical styles which make up 

the current American vernacular inspired Bolcom to write songs derived from musical 

theater, Negro spirituals, Cuban pachangas, and torch songs, just to name a few. What a 

musical mosaic! 

The Path to Popular 

This vibrant weave of musical styles supports Poggioli's idea that the thread from 

the avant-garde to the popular is a continuous one. This is manifested in the development 

of cabaret song as well as in the development of popular music in America. Who is to 

say that the avant-garde ideas introduced in European cabarets are not present in songs by 

the pop singer Madonna today? She is well known for satirizing religion and the 

Catholic church, sexual practices, and social custom. Her song "Material Girl" is a 

satirical statement on the "me" generation of the decadent 1980's; 

Some boys kiss me, some boys hug me, I think they're okay. 
If they don't give me proper credit I just walk away. 
They can beg and they can plead but they can't see the light. 
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'Cause the boy with the cold hard cash is always Mister Right. 
'Cause we are living in a niaterial world and I am a material girl... 

Madonna's songs are popularized primarily by MTV music videos, the radio, sale 

of compact discs, and public concerts. In her videos and concerts, she creates a specific 

characterization for each song, not unlike the character-pieces in European cabaret at the 

turn of the century. In fashion and style, she is a member of the avant-garde and a "trend

setter". One of the primary reasons for her success has been her recognition of 

multiculturalism in America. She often records two versions of a song, one in English 

and one in Spanish to reach the ever-growing number of Spanish-speaking Americans. 

The variety of popular music genres is now broader than it's ever been. If 
we can regard this 'sapling' as having been planted around 1900, it has 
now reached the size of a mamre tree, with all its branches, leaders, and 
suckers. Popular music can be seen as a parallel, in so far as various 
offshoots came, bore their fruit, and died ... The long overdue mass 
acceptance of world music, in particular, Latin, reggae, and African pop, 
and its strong influence on the relatively simple structures of today's 
western pop music are positive steps. 

Rent'. An Encore for Cabaret and the Avant-Garde 

Distinctions between classical and popular genres of music and between opera and 

musical theater are becoming fainter and less discernible. Opera companies are 

performing musicals more frequently, and classical singers are auditioning for Broadway 

shows. 

A prime example of a work which has embraced multi-culmralism, a multiplicity 

of musical styles, and has mrned to the roots of cabaret for its current, popular inspiration 

is the new rock opera Rent which is based on the opera La Boheme. Rent opened on 

Madonna, "Material Girl", Like A Virgin. Sire Records, 1984. 
Larkin, 15. 
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Broadway at the Nederlander Theater on April 29,1996 to rave reviews and has since 

won a Pulitzer Prize and four Tony Awards, mcluding Best Musical. The show was 

written by Jonathan Larson, a thirty-five year-old disciple of Steven Sondheim. This rock 

opera finds its inspiration in the bohemia of French Montmartre where cabaret originated 

a little over a hundred years ago. At that time, the opera La Boheme was playing in 

Parisian opera houses. La Boheme's libretto tells the story of bohemian artists, writers, 

and musicians at the turn of the century ~ people like Rudolphe Salis who opened the 

Chat Noir. 

Adapting this opera libretto, Jonathan Larson transplants and modernizes this 

bohemia to place it today in New York City's East Village. The musical ensembles fi'om 

the original La Boheme are, for the most part, faithfiilly recreated as rock and roll 

numbers. Like the Bolcom and Weinstein Cabaret Songs, they are permeated by a 

variety of musical styles: 

The styles include not only electric rock but salsa, Motown, be-bop and 
reggae, with a firm nod to Stephen Sondheim and even a passing one to 
Burt Bacharach. 

In his review for the New York Times on Valentine's Day 1996, Peter Brantley 

describes Larson's adaptation of Puccini and Giacosa's original characters: 

The denizens of Mr. Larson's bohemian landscape are directly descended 
fi'om their Puccini prototypes but given a hip, topical spin. The poet, 
Rodolfo becomes Roger, a songwriter who has shut down emotionally 
after the suicide of his girlfiiend. The painter Marcello is now Mark, a 
video artist.,. Mark has recently been thrown over by his lover, Maureen, 
the show's answer to Musetta and a performance artist who has left him 
for another woman, the lawyer Joanne. And Puccini's frail, tubercular 

Ben Brantley, "Rock Opera la 'BohSme' and 'Hair' " New York Times 14 February 1996: Bl. 
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Mimi sheds her passivity to be reincarnated as Mimi Marquez, a tough 
stray kitten of a woman who dances in an S and M club.' 

Unlike the tuberculosis in the original opera, the majority of the characters in the show 

have the plague of the modem world; HIV and AIDS. Hearkening back to the French 

bohemian avant-garde, Larson's lyrics to the song La Vie Boheme are satirical, all-

embracing, and politically, socially, and sexually provocative: 

To handcrafted beers made in local breweries. 
To yoga, to yogurt, to rice and beans and cheese, 
To leather to dildos, to curry vindaloo 
To huevos rancheros and Maya Angelou 

Emotion, devotion, to causing a conmiotion. 
Creation, vacation, mucho masturbation 
Compassion, to fashion, to passion when it's new 
To Sonntag, to Sondheim, to anything taboo 

Ginsberg, Dylan, Cunningham and Cage 
To Lenny Bruce, Langston Hughes - to the Stage, 
To Uta, to Buddah, Pablo Neruda, too... 

To Sodomy, it's between God and me, 
ToS & M 
La Vie Boheme'^® 

On January 25, 1996, Jonathan Larson died suddenly and tragically at the age of 

thirty-five from an aortic aneurysm after attending Renf^ final dress rehearsal. 

Jonathan's dream for the musical theater was that popular song would originate once 

Brantley, B5. 
Jonathan Larson, workshop manuscript Rent. Copyright Jonathan Larson, 1993.49-51. 
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again from the musical theater stage, as it had done in previous decades. He believed it 

was time to "bring music theater to the MTV generation".'^' 

Jonathan Larson's politicized lyrics will ring in the air for some time to come: 

Anyone out of the mainstream 
Is anyone in the mainstream? 
Anyone alive - with a sex drive 
Pull down the wall 
Aren't we all 

War is not the metaphor 
Anymore - Anymore 

The opposite of war isn't peace... 
It's creation. 

(whispered) 
VIVA LA VIE B0HEME'^° 

Larson's words "the opposite of war isn't peace... It's creation" could have been 

quoted verbatim from Dadaist philosophy 80 years ago. 

In his column "Classical View" from the section of the New York Times on 

classical music, Bernard Holland chose to write about the new rock opera. Rent: 

I wonder if those first visitors to "La Bohfeme" at the Teatro Regio in 
Turin a century ago reacted much differently from the audiences currently 
being wowed by Jonathan Larson's Rent, the rock and roll knockoff of 
Puccini at the New York Theater Workshop in the East Village. Sure, a 
number of them must have said, 'What is this vulgar nonsense? Let's go 
back to Don Giovanni.'' But I suspect that many were kindred in spirit to 
the crowd I mingled with at Rent not long ago; 40 or under, inventively 
dressed, well-spoken and clearly educated. It was a crew genuinely 
interested in what the world around it right now had to offer.'®' 

Anthony Tonunasini, "The Seven Year Odyssey That Led to 'Rent' " New York Times 17 March, 
1996, H7. 

Larson, 55. 
Bernard Holland, "Flaws Aside, 'Rent' Lives and Breathes" New York Times 17 March, 1996, H3I. 
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American Cabaret a la Bolcom and Weinstein 

Like Rent, which hovers in the netherworld between the past and the present, 

William Bolcom and Arnold Weinstein's Cabaret Songs also manage to tread that fine 

line between classical art song and popular theater song, creating an all-inclusive genre 

that is more than the sum of its parts. However, Bolcom's music is more complex and 

intricately crafted than Larson's lyric-dominated rock and roll tunes If musical theater 

tends to emphasize the lyric over the music, and opera tends to put the music ahead of the 

lyric, Bolcom and Weinstein have achieved a carefully constructed synthesis of both of 

these worlds in which neither predominates. In addition, Bolcom and Weinstein's 

Cabaret Songs share with Rent their sense of musical and textual irony and critique. The 

energy and vitality with which Bolcom and Weinstein have infused the art song repertoire 

is a great gift to audiences who enjoy music that is both topical and subtle. 

A new collection of Cabaret Songs: Volumes 3 and 4 by William Bolcom and 

Arnold Weinstein has gone to press and should be on music store shelves very soon. 

Volume 3 contains six songs entitled: The Total Stranger in the Garden, Love in the 

Thirties, Thius King of Orf, Miracle Song, Satirfaction and Radical Sally. Volume 4 

contains another six songs entitled: Angels are the Highest Form of Virtue, Poet Pal of 

Mine, Can't Sleep, At the Last Lousy Moments of Love, Lady Luck, and Blue. Bolcom 

describes these new songs as somewhat darker in character than the first twelve, since 

some of them are about death. However, there are lighthearted offerings as well. Joan 

Morris and William Bolcom will premiere the new selections on July 12, 1996 at the 
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Tanglewood Festival where Arnold Weinstein's clever turn of phrase should once again 

be firmly planted amidst the flower of William Bolcom's sophisticated integration of 

varied musical styles. 

Perfonnance Versatility 

The trained classical singer can learn a great deal from the performance of these 

songs. They necessitate acting and involvement on the part of the performer, values 

which unfortunately are not stressed enough on the operatic stage, although this is 

changing. These songs require the performer to acknowledge the presence of his/her 

audience during the performance - an acknowledgment that is not customary during 

voice recitals, although stand up comedians do it all the time. Modem stand-up comedy 

seems reminiscent of the conferencier's role in European cabaret. At first it can be rather 

unnerving to interact with people when you're used to focusing above their heads. 

However, this contact integrates the audience's responses into the performance, thereby 

increasing its spontaneity and appeal. 

The performance of popular music often involves more gesture and physical 

action than the performance of classical music. In his book Emotional Intelligence, 

Daniel Goleman states that "one mle of thumb in communications research is that 90% or 

more of an emotional message is non-verbal."'®^ The content of the message is delivered 

unconsciously by body mannerisms, gestures, and tone of voice. The performer must 

Daniel Goleman, Emotional Intelligence (New York; Bantam Books, 1995) 87. 
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maintain a certain self-awareness in order to manipulate these resources which are 

essential to the successful delivery of a theatrical performance, especially if the majority 

of the message is not contained in the text alone. William Bolcom agrees that 

coDMnunication in performance encompasses several types of expression simultaneously; 

The problem with literal-minded people is that they tend to trust only 
spoken language. They are perfectly capable of understanding all the other 
languages that we use - body language, sign language, painting language -
that's where art forms exist. It's not that art and language don't touch -
they certainly do touch, but each one is particular. Each can do something 
the other can't. 

While the classically trained singer may prefer not to sing in the popular style too 

often for technical reasons pertaining to the health of the vocal instrument, the occasional 

foray into new territory can be enlightening and can stimulate an artist to grow creatively 

in new directions. 

William Bolcom's Eclectic Musical Expression 

William Bolcom is uncomfortable with unnecessary distinctions between types of 

music. He embraces acceptance and integration of styles, not exclusion and separateness. 

He does not like to be defined or pigeonholed as catering particularly to one style or 

another. This would restrict his artistic freedom. In Rent, Jonathan Larson poses the 

question; "What does "mainstream" mean? Is anyone even in it?" As a classical 

composer, William Bolcom does not choose to navigate the main part of the stream 

Mark Wait, "Meet the Composer-Pianist-William Bolcom". The Piano Quarterly. Summer 1988, Vol. 
39, No. 7, 34. 
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without picking up material from the sides along his way. If the term "mainstream" is 

inclusive enough to recognize the varied contributions made by a diverse group of people 

both domestically and internationally, then William Bolcom and Arnold Weinstein are in 

the "mainstream". Jonathan Larson's music and lyrics are growing in popularity and 

"mainstream" appeal as they enter each new phase of the Broadway publicity machine. 

However, at one time, as recently as within this past year, they were the individual avant-

garde words and notes of a lone artist who composed daily on his synthesizer in his 

Greenwich Village apartment. It is easy to forget that when we look at his printed page. 

As we approach the end of the millermium, the musical message of artists such as 

Bolcom, Weinstein, and Larson is one of inclusivity and acceptance, both of diverse 

musical styles and the people behind them. It is through this veiy acceptance of 

bohemian artistic freedom that we will create a richer, more creative "mainstream". I 

think that William Bolcom and Amold Weinstein would agree with Jonathan Larson's 

exuberant celebration of diversity, over one-hundred years after the Montmartre crowd 

first started meeting at the Chat Noir, and would gladly raise a glass to the continued 

presence of bohemian spirit in the year 2000 and beyond with the words: "VIVA LA VIE 

BOHEME"... 
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