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Vocal entanglements: exploring the links between music-making and 
performer-subjectivity at the Tanglewood Music Center 

 

 

Introduction 
 
 
I am a singer. I seek to change the performative outcomes of my work by 
questioning established habits in my embodied practice and by maintaining 
an awareness of my subjective identity within the musical context. My 
practice-based research adapts some simple methods into my daily routine 
to support a systematic way of paying attention to myself as I prepare to and 
reflect-upon performing.  

For two months in 2013, I was a fellow of the Tanglewood Music Center in 
Massachusetts, USA, where I performed in a number of projects. This chapter 
will discuss two projects from that time, as case studies examining the 
intersection between musical preparation and the performer-subject. The first 
project was the realization of two new works by Robert Honstein. The second 
was performing in a production of Purcell’s Dido and Aeneas, directed by 
Mark Morris.  

A problem that arises in this kind of self-reflexive research is that it is not 
possible for anyone to objectively describe his or her own experience. Yet as 
subjects able to self reflect, we are bound to question how we might improve 
our decision-making mechanisms and to develop methods that are fit to 
purpose; in my case, creating compelling performances. Through the course 
of this chapter I hope to make a preliminary examination of how practice and 
performance can be altered through a thoughtful examination of one’s own 
presence within the working process. 

This kind of practice-based research requires a methodology that is both 
bespoke and banal. The schedule of a festival like Tanglewood leaves little 
time unaccounted for and requires participants to immerse themselves in 
stimulating but rigorously controlled activity. I punctuated each day with 
physical exercise, keeping my artistic journal and reading self-selected 
theoretical literature. I combined this with extensive note taking in my classes 
and master-classes. These methods, enacted daily, allowed me to evaluate 
my experience as it evolved and to build self-determination into my routine. 

In exploring the subjectivities of a performer’s practice, it is useful to draw 
inspiration from the wider literature surrounding the voice as a site for critical 
or philosophical enquiry. Two key works, Roland Barthes’s classic essay ‘The 
grain of the voice’ (1977) and Mladen Dolar’s more recent ‘A Voice and 
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Nothing More’ (Dolar, 2006) offer rich theoretical representations of voice, 
the relationship between voice and self, and vocalism in society. The former 
is a seminal text exploring the relationship of voice to the identity of the 
vocalist, and the latter unpacks the relationship between voices, their 
originators and the society in which they move. Both texts have been highly 
influential in forming my singerly self-awareness and world-view. Vocality has 
been further unpacked and problematized by a range of theorists and artists 
addressing the simultaneity of physical flesh with agency (Chare, 2007), 
presence (Gumbrecht, 2004), the voice as a physical bridge between subjects 
(Bulut, 2010) and the materiality of the voice (Duncan, 2004).  

In preparation for discussing my own practice, acknowledgement must be 
made to the vocal performers who, in the latter half of the 20th century, 
provided revolutionary models for how a singer’s awareness of body and 
selfhood can radically redefine the parameters of singing in the context of 
western art-music: Cathy Berberian’s remarkable impact on re-shaping 
notated vocal music (Karantonis, Placanica, Sivuoja-Kauppala, & Verstraete, 
2014), Joan La Barbara’s redefinition of the practice of vocal arts (La Barbara, 
2002) and artists like Laurie Anderson (Salzman & Desi, 2008) and Pamela Z 
(Lewis, 2007), whose intersectional contributions have re-made contemporary 
vocal performance. All are key examples of singers building a practice on 
their own terms and successfully transforming their art by challenging the 
assumptions of both practitioners and audiences. 

It has been asserted that vocalists as human subjects are the physical site 
of, as well as authors of, their practice (Dolar 2006, Connor 2000, Cavarero 
2005). I am interested in the singer’s agency, as it is, housed within the body, 
being a primary producer of performance (Gumbrecht 2004, Duncan 2004). 
In my practice I am trying to explore how that deep embodied agency 
interacts with the decisions I make in my daily practice. Connor explains 
these interconnectivities most clearly when he says: 

My voice defines me because it draws me into coincidence with 
myself, accomplishes me in a way which goes beyond mere 
belonging, association or instrumental use. And yet my voice is 
most essentially itself and my own in the ways it parts or passes 
from me. Nothing about me defines me so intimately as my 
voice, precisely because there is no other feature of my self 
whose nature it is thus to move from me to the world, and to 
move me into the world” (Connor. cited in Dumbstruck, 2000, p. 
7). 

As I prepare works for performance I aim to find ways to commit to the 
musical, literary and extra-musical elements in as honest a fashion as I am 
able. I endeavour to unpack the musical work to find the most useful threads 
and, grasping hold of them, weave myself into the work and the work into 



	   3	  

me. This process actively binds me to the piece, laying the grounds for 
thoughtful and communicative musical agency. The firm foothold of this 
agency allows me to communicate as my self in a way that is transparent 
enough for introspective analysis, yet strong enough for committed 
communication in performance. What I am aiming for is not ‘self-
consciousness’, the negative inner voice many performers describe, but a 
‘consciousness of self’; being aware of my own presence within the work and 
the musical task at hand. 
 

We choose to go to the moon 
My first performance at Tanglewood was in the premiere of Robert 
Honstein’s We Choose to Go to the Moon, realized by Bretton Brown (piano) 
Jocelin Pan (viola) and myself with Dawn Upshaw and John Harbison as 
coaches. Honstein’s original composition set John F Kennedy’s famed 1962 
speech in which he outlined his aspirations for the US space program. The 
new work was paired with a companion piece, Destination Moon (Alfred & 
Fisher, 1962) a light-hearted pop tune from 1951. Honstein prepared an 
arrangement of the song for our forces, which was specifically influenced by 
Dinah Washington’s 1963 recording of the song. Both the speech and the 
song tapped into the zeitgeist of the early 1960s in America, full of hope and 
optimism.  

It was clear from early on that a successful realisation of these works would 
have to embrace the historical and personal narratives that underpin them. 
As an Australian singer born decades after the demise of both narratives’ 
protagonists, I had to find shared threads that might allow me to enter into 
their world in a sincere way. To do this, I focused upon the commonalities 
between the contemporary culture to which I am accustomed and the one in 
which Kennedy and Washington lived.  

 
One day before the rehearsal, I was reading Philip Auslander’s Liveness: 

performance in a mediatized culture and I was struck by the following quote:  

The progressive diminution of previous distinctions between the 
live and the mediatized, in which live events are becoming ever 
more like mediatized ones, raises the question for me whether 
there really are ontological distinctions between live forms and 
mediatized ones (Auslander, 2008 p. 7). 

Living as we do in a time where almost everyone has some kind of public 
persona and where our actions are mediated more intensively than ever 
before, it occurred to me that Auslander’s question directly related to the 
situation I was considering. I make few ontological distinctions between ‘live’ 
life and life as I experience it through media. I realised that the struggle to 
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negotiate real and ‘mediated’ life could provide a link between my own 
experience and the experience of the characters at the centre of the 
narratives. In the early 1960s the media’s attention acted upon the lives of 
President Kennedy and Dinah Washington in a fashion that would have been 
unimaginable a decade earlier. Kennedy was a savvy politician who utilized 
the media’s power for his own gain. Washington did not cope well with the 
public spotlight she had acquired in tandem with mainstream popularity.  

The tensions between private and public, lived and mediatised would 
become a focal point of my preparation. The expanding reach of the media 
profoundly affected the public figures at the heart of these pieces. To make 
those effects ‘real’ for my self, I decided to imagine the metaphorical camera 
tightly framed around me as I prepared the work. I let myself feel the tension 
of being watched and allowed that sensation to seed inside my body as I 
went about crafting my realisation.  

In We Choose to Go to the Moon, the first vocal sound comes a minute 
into the piece. The text unfolds slowly, carried upon a step-wise melody, that 
is broken up into cells which are repeated a number of times. At Dawn 
Upshaw’s suggestion I experimented with shifting the beginning consonants 
of words to come just before the stipulated beat, and drew them out for 
longer than usual. This technique seemed to give the text an added dignity, 
emphasising the fragmentation of the phrase and heightening the tension of 
the rests in the vocal line. To augment this tension, I also decided to sing this 
section without vibrato.  

I wanted to capture something of the strain experienced in ‘high-stakes’ 
public performances through my vocal choices. If I, like Kennedy, did not 
persuade my listeners of the great value of this text then the performance 
was diminished. In my choice to over-articulate the sounds within words, and 
by giving special potency to the rests the composer had given me, I felt able 
to slip into the experience of the politician –  who attempts to pull the 
audience along by the sheer weight of their will. 

To match these vocal choices, I adopted a physical posture that was 
inspired by the speech and the culture in which it was delivered. President 
Kennedy was famously adept at utilising television. I watched footage of the 
speech to study how he delivered it. Kennedy stared straight out, speaking 
with directness and with minimal use of gesture. I tried to find parallels in my 
own experience of addressing an audience, integrating this direct delivery 
into my muscle memory as I prepared for the performance. I practiced 
feeling grounded in my body as I sang the piece, trying to feel a low centre 
of gravity that would allow me to stand still but gather power from my 
breathing apparatus. I wore a suit-jacket over my dress that pulled back my 
shoulders, ever so slightly, adding to my feeling of formality. Then, once I 
walked out on stage I fixed my gaze and my sound to the back of the hall, as 
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if projecting my self toward an invisible camera that would capture the 
performance for posterity. 

I do not want to suggest I was ‘playing Kennedy’. I was aiming to be firmly 
situated in my own body, but to take up these physical and remembered 
prompts to convey the serious stakes of the text, with something of the 
natural directness Kennedy had mastered. I was setting up a situation that 
would allow me to inhabit a physical condition that would draw from inside of 
me, the grave persuasive demeanour of the speech’s orator.  

The chosen companion piece, Destination Moon, required a different 
interpretive approach entirely. The song featured on the last album Dinah 
Washington recorded, Dinah ’62 (Alfred & Fisher, 1962). After a distinguished 
career spanning two decades, Washington’s last few albums had failed to 
chart well. At the time of the song’s release she had just married her seventh 
husband. As a successful female African-American entertainer in mid-century 
America, Washington had had to deal with a lot of prejudice and hardship. 
On stage she appeared fearless, though she was never very comfortable on 
television. By the time this song was released Washington had become self-
conscious of her figure (her death in December 1964, was attributed to an 
over-dose of alcohol combined with diet-pills). For my reading of the work I 
wanted, in my own small way, to take inspiration from Washington’s story by 
creating a situation that exposed my own vulnerabilities and by requiring 
myself to ‘entertain’. 

Let it be said here that I cannot possibly understand what life was like for 
Dinah Washington. It would be dangerous to slip too casually into her shoes, 
given the still stingingly relevant appropriations of African-American culture 
by white artists and the stark difference between the privileges I have 
enjoyed and the difficulties I can only imagine she endured. In order to 
inhabit the song with my body I had to find elements in her story that I could 
honestly relate to my own experience. By a process of conscious 
entanglement of narratives I worked towards an awareness of my self that 
allowed me to move naturally and respectfully alongside Washington’s 
narrative. The most compelling connections between my life and hers 
seemed to be that we both have experienced a desire to appear 
recognisably successful and we have both experienced struggles with body 
image. For this performance I set up a scenario that would force me to 
confront those vulnerabilities and desires in the performative moment.  

During the performance of Destination Moon I tried to keep my intention 
focused on the concept of pleasure: pleasure in the sensation of being 
watched, pleasure in my vulnerability and pleasure in the act of performing 
for the pleasure of others. I wore a very form-fitting dress and I was 
uncomfortably aware of how it revealed every bump. Though the idea of 
seeking to actively ‘entertain’ is one I usually recoil from, as I went through 
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the mental preparations for the performance, I set myself the task of showing 
the audience ‘a good time’  
 

Mark Morris’ Dido and Aeneas 
Later in the Festival I performed the role of First Witch in Mark Morris’ 1989 
production of Purcell’s Dido and Aeneas which featured the Tanglewood 
Festival Orchestra, dancers from the Mark Morris Dance Company, soloists of 
the Tanglewood Festival vocal program and Stefan Asbury, conductor. 
Morris’s production uses the music from Purcell’s 1689 opera and takes the 
unusual step of removing the opera singers from the stage and replacing 
their bodies with the bodies of dancers. Both a singer and a dancer represent 
each individual character in the opera. It is the moving bodies on stage that 
the audience readily sees.  The singers stand in a long line in a balcony 
behind the stage, wearing black.  
It goes without saying that this is an unconventional way of interpreting an 
opera. For centuries, singers have been positioned at the front of the 
operatic apparatus, their performances the central locus of the unfolding 
pageantry. Morris’ production renders the singers no more than voices. He 
splits each character in two, requiring that singers and dancers both 
relinquish sole-authorship over the characters that they are conditioned to 
see as their own.  

I admit that initially I was pretty unenthused about what I had to do in this 
project. As a performer who so highly values embodiment the idea that I was 
to be ‘just a voice’ made me uncomfortable. It bothered me that I needed to 
be physically obscured in order to make the piece function as intended. The 
musicians and dancers rehearsed apart and, in a work where the timing and 
phrasing of the dance and the music were so integrally conjoined, it seemed 
risky to add the two together at the 11th hour. These thoughts were on my 
mind the day before the first performance when musicians and dancers were 
united for a single and final rehearsal. I felt myself bristle when Morris, who 
had not attended any of the musical rehearsals up until that moment, began 
shouting towards the balcony, demanding changes (of tempi, of timbre and 
re-allocating instrumentations). Morris’ musical desires were very specific, the 
musicians did not undergo any collaborative process with Morris’ company, 
and we were not part of the onstage action; I asked myself why Morris 
insisted on using live performers? 

Throughout the rehearsal process I had been talking to colleagues, taking 
notes, journaling and trying out solutions on myself to try to resolve some of 
the tension I was feeling. While writing my journal after that final rehearsal, I 
realised that my negative emotional reaction was not about the lack of 
rehearsal time together but stemmed from my confusion about what my role 
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really was in this project. At dinner before the first performance I brought up 
my impressions in conversation with Bretton Brown (a collaborative pianist 
and fellow at Tanglewood), who pointed out that piano accompanists spend 
much of their careers far from centre stage, bending to the often-insensitive 
whims of their collaborators. At that moment I guiltily realised that on many 
occasions I’d failed to afford pianists the sort of agency and foregrounded 
embodiment I had demanded for myself. It should not need to be said that a 
collaborative pianist is as worthy of embodied empowerment as a singer. 
Most operas I’ve performed in have had dozens of people performing hidden 
from view, just as I found myself now. I was distressed by my conduct, 
complaining about being relegated to the balcony in this one production, 
when many of my orchestral colleagues spend months of their performing 
year hidden in a pit.  

By the time I returned to the music the next day this realisation had sunk 
into my reading and experience of the work. I saw that in Morris’s production 
the ‘whole characters’, as they are featured in Purcell’s opera, are 
represented by a number of human subjects. The task of giving expression to 
those characters is divided between performers from different disciplines.  

I began to like how this approach de-hierarchicalised the performance. 
This egalitarian scenario allowed the characters and events of the opera to 
be articulated by whichever performative mode seemed best fitting, without 
needing to accommodate the expectations or limitations of opera singers. If 
an event in the opera was best conveyed without words, the instrumentalists 
could carry the music. If a scene called for an intricate dance performed by 
queen Dido, the dancer Dido could achieve it effectively. If the scene 
required that Dido communicate a text with strength, the singer Dido could 
impart that text. In this production, instrumentalists, dancers and singers 
could work together to convey a rich subject-character, simultaneously and 
without hierarchy, within the same phrase1.  
 

 

Conclusions 
The practice of singing is full of choices. By taking time to query the 
connections between my subject-self and the musical texts, my experience of 
performing in this festival was profoundly affected. Conscious decisions, 
embodied habits, calculated entrainments of the body, reasoned and 
researched stylistic choices, intuited expressive improvisations of affect – all 
of these elements work their way into the realizations of pieces. The 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 For a fuller explanation of Morris’ choreographic-musical approach, see Inger 
Damsholt’s ‘Mark Morris, Mickey Mouse and the Choreomusical Polemic’ (2007) 
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cumulative effect of this layering of choices, and  body and awareness, result 
in performative outcomes that are complex in their subjectivities and hard to 
describe. I am conscious that what I describe here reflects only my own 
subjective experience and that I’ve included almost nothing that seeks to 
illustrate collaborative or instrumental elements of the process. These 
interactions seemed even harder to describe than the already murky situation 
I have chosen to focus on and, I believe, are beyond the scope of this 
chapter. If the reader is interested, several excellent examples of this kind of 
research can be found in the realm of instrumental music (Cumming, 2000), 
(Penny, 2009), (Schick 2006).  

In We Choose Go to the Moon, the historical source materials that 
informed the compositions overflow with potent political and personal 
incident. Those events, while compelling, are not of my own time and milieu. 
With such powerful events embedded in these texts I needed to find a ‘way 
in’ for myself that was not completely overshadowed by an instinct to imitate 
or to ‘sign-post’ the underlying narrative. In order to ably communicate with 
the audience, I needed to find a way to fuse the text to myself. I wanted my 
intentions in the performative moment to be ‘real’ and so I sought to practice 
into my muscle memory an integrated emotional response that was born out 
of my own lived experience. 

In Mark Morris’ Dido and Aeneas, the evolution in my approach was 
almost certainly imperceptible for the audience, but it opened a door that 
allowed me to walk past my first impressions and towards a committed 
production of my singing self. Initially I felt like Morris was an absent 
ventriloquist pulling everyone’s strings. I felt as if the production demanded 
that I divorce my voice and my body and that separation was a source of 
anxiety for me. I could not commit to the role because I did not understand 
what my contribution to the piece was supposed to be. Without commitment 
to the task, producing my voice felt false, as if I were trying to inhabit the 
ghost of some imaginary performance that had already occurred; or as 
Carolyn Abbate describes it in In search of opera, like I was performing “as 
dead matter, subject to mortification and reanimation” (Abbate, 2001, p. 9) 

By challenging my initial reading and seeking the perspective of my 
colleagues, I was able to move past my initial emotional reaction towards a 
richer understanding of the work and my role within it. Bretton Brown’s 
excellent insight, brought forward what should have been self-evident – that 
there are myriad ways of making a meaningful contribution to a musical piece 
that do not rely on the privileging of a performer’s physical body under the 
gaze of the audience. I realized to my shame, that I had blindly subscribed to 
an unhelpful convention of what an ‘opera singer’ should be doing in ‘an 
opera’. Through discussion and reflection, my view of the aims of the 
production began to change and from there, my understanding of my place 
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within it.  Once I had grasped the real task at hand I was able to make peace 
with performing the voice, if not the body, of my character. I understood that 
in this instance the character I was part of creating was a post-structural, 
multifaceted tangle of subjects rather than a traditional discrete and unifed 
one.  

This production was created in 1989, built on the foundations of a 
lamentably traditionalist genre and using centuries old music. I think Morris’ 
representation of the characters’ subjectivity was a brilliantly subversive 
directional choice. This understanding was key in allowing me to commit 
honestly to the role I had to play. I could focus on the task of voicing a 
diffuse character and leave it to the audience to put the pieces of her 
together.  

It might sound clichéd but I believe that the key components of good 
performance are commitment and honesty. The most compelling 
performances I have been audience to, all seemed to share these 
characteristics. I want to be able to sincerely share my self with listeners 
through my voice because voices are, as Dolar puts it: 

…the very texture of the social, as well as the intimate kernel of 
subjectivity… (Dolar 2006, p. 14) 

I believe that many listeners intuitively understand this enmeshing of 
shared and individual experience through the voice. If the self I project 
outwards is insincere then the performance is compromised. In We Choose 
to go to the Moon, a process of conscious entanglement as a method 
towards sincere interpretation was the route for me to reach this ‘commitable 
place’. The project was an exercise in finding all the possible spaces where I 
could enmesh my identity and physicality with the music and their under-
lying narratives to convey the piece convincingly to the listener. In Dido and 
Aeneas, in order to reach that ‘commitable place’ I had to identify and break 
through some unhelpful conventions I had absorbed into my value hierarchy; 
the work itself was good, but at first I failed to recognize how good it was 
and didn’t understand my role within it. By interrogating my feelings and the 
broader stakes of the work I was able to identify and address a flaw in my 
artistic self-conception that will be transformative into the future. 

We are caught up in the world and we do not succeed in 
extricating ourselves from it in order to achieve consciousness of 
the world (Merleu-Ponty, 1962, p. 5)  

As performers, aspects of our performative and embodied decision-
making become hard-wired, reinforced over many repetitions and many 
projects, until they become conventions. When we encounter scenarios that 
upset these conventions, our initial reaction may be to dismiss the value of 
the experience altogether. However, these habitually comfortable 
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constructions are not ‘our own’. In these projects and during my time at 
Tanglewood the transformative learning came from the moments where my 
self and the music flexed to fit one another. If we can actively pursue space 
for inquiry, reflection and analysis in our artistic practice, difficult situations 
can be made into useful opportunities to reconsider ourselves and our music.  
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