Another Turn—Memory, Solitude, and Affirmation:  A Musical 

Term Paper en homage à Edward W. Said

Headnote, Footnote, Endnote


I first came to know of the writings of the late Edward W. Said from conversations in the Graduate Program in Music at York University.  I consider it a special privilege to be able to render homage to him with a composition for Isospin, a graduate students performance group in that same program.  I have a triple debt to Said.  As a musician, I am indebted to him for his stimulating contributions to music criticism.  (Said, who was a music reviewer for The Nation, had decided against a career as a pianist only after pursuing undergraduate studies simultaneously at Princeton and Juilliard.)  As a scholar, for his well known and deservedly influential development of the concept of Orientalism in cultural studies—not to mention many other ideas and observations.  And as a Jew, for unblinkering us to the plight of the Palestinians, to their history and what they’re up against.


My Musical Term Paper responds to his essay, “Melody, Solitude, and Affirmation,” the third of his 1991 Welleck Library lectures, published as Musical Elaborations.  It is an unusual essay.  Unlike the two others, it probes private experience rather than social context.  In its form or argument it elaborates Marcel Proust’s thoughts on melody, but it is hard to see form or thesis.  They are hidden by digressions.  The meanderings of Said’s ideas are calculated better to illustrate than to analyze his idea of melody.  For example, his surprising discussion of the melodic turn, the simple ornament ( i.e., Do, Re, Do, Ti, Do) seems itself an example of an ornament, an illustration of unfolding that needs no goal, of the counterpoints and variations and excursions of hearing and remembering, which belong to his haunting conception of melody.


Said taught at Columbia University, in New York.  Rednecks in the USA made it their fad to excoriate him, like his good friend, Noam Chomsky and many other leading thinkers as “public intellectuals”.  That should be a term of praise!  What a numbskull cult of stupidity! Our public athletes, public artists, and public intellectuals, all are our heroes.  They train assiduously, compete fervently and direct us to the light.  We count on them for any hope of sanity.  Their work should be celebrated and their passing mourned in our songs and our dances and our monuments.  Perhaps even a term paper can be a place to start.


Like many term papers, mine suffers collage.  It grasps at its notes—what you are reading now—to save its authorial integrity.  So here is some customary apparatus.  Note the emphasis on secondary and tertiary sources, for a composer who quotes a composer evoking another composer hopes to evoke memory.  All my  citations—they are really very short—come from Said’s text, which (with two exceptions) provides the musical scores for the examples.  The ending material is clear cut.  The flute quotes Strauss from Capriccio  (Said, p78).  Strauss’s tune is not itself a quote but is meant to evoke another century.  The trombone alludes to Rzewski’s variations (Op Cit. p101,) with its theme compounded of two quotations, the popular song of Sergio Ortega (“The People United Will Never Be Defeated”) and the revolutionary Chilean street chant on the same words which inspired him.  The saxophone takes a turn from Wagner ( Ibid. p77.)  The double bass draws from Beethoven some of what Strauss (same Strauss) quotes in his Metamorphoses (Viz. p104).  Finally, the piano has a bit of Brahms quoting himself, his piano transcriptions of the variations from his first sextet (Loc.Cit. 77 cf. 78-9).  Now, my opening, exactly corresponding to Said’s starting point, is a somewhat different matter.  Despite some flagrant liberties, you will probably recognize the Adagio that opens the Finale of the Venteuil Septet, Proust´s ideal in composition.  In this case, I relied on memory, the memory of a private performance in an house that seemed to me then, many, many years ago, a veritable museum.  I never have found the score; nor, he confesses, did Said.

D.L.  Toronto,  January, 2007

