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Concert Theatre:

history and development


The genre, or concept of concert theatre, is a particularly difficult field to research, for recorded data under such a heading is, at its best, scarce. In researching the history and development of concert theatre, also referred to as ‘instrumental theatre’,  there are several areas and composers who can be discussed in length, as to the influence and birth of concert theatre.  


Composer, Mauricio Kagel is most frequently associated with both terms. The development of concert theatre from a historical perspective is far more accessible and tangible than deciphering the specific criteria for what actually makes something a work of concert theatre.  In our present day, there are a multitude of varied, concurrent art forms creating a smorgasbord of mediums to feast on.  An artist’s work is no longer synonymous with a particular school of thought, genre or movement.  If one were to construct a family tree, with regards to music history throughout the development of concert theatre, these branches would become densely overwhelming and not to mention, three dimensional.    


“It is important for this study that the earliest form of opera was known as dramma per musica (a drama by means of music) derived from the sacred drama, which were sung and mimed with instrumental preludes and interludes combined with dance.  It also derived in part from the madrigal, in its transitional phase, using choral sequences as background to spoken action, developing into sung dialogue and soliloquy.”1  Research, when generally pointed in the direction of ‘music theatre’, often involved the changes in opera, primarily the developments of 20th century opera and the acceptance of electronic sounds/music intertwined with traditional instrumentations and music.  


Electronically produced sounds aide greatly in creating new dramatic possibilities, as in Hans Werner Henze’s radio opera,The Good Doctor, where the psychological development of the text appears to demand the use of electronic sounds.  Concert, or instrumental theatre, stems from the breakdown of and innovations on traditional forms, theories, and philosophies pioneered by the Futurists, the Dadaists, and various 20th century composers from America, England, Italy, Germany and Russia.


Concert theatre, as a concept, is complex for it also  stems  from the composer’s need to express their political views which ‘absolute music’ cannot clearly convey.  Titles may be employed as well as program notes to distinguish the subject matter and the inspiration behind an instrumental work; the scale for interpretation is tremendous, leaving it completely wide open. Political ideals and personal philosophies began to emerge in the 1950’s. The resurgence of socialist movements and the political protests of the 1960’s throughout the 1970’s altered the view of music’s role in society.  Music was now viewed as a tool “to serve socialism, demonstrate personal sympathies, encourage political activism and appeal to the mass public.”2    


Composer Luigi Nono sought to convey his feelings on humanity, his protest against oppression, torture and his commitment to communism just as Hans  Werner Henze sought to convey his social and Marxist beliefs. Significantly, Henze’s political convictions led him and others away from the opera house.  


Nono’s feelings are all ideally expressed in his opera, Intolleranza 1960. The protagonist is an immigrant faced with prejudice and hostility everywhere he goes; he is hounded relentlessly by the chorus.  Intolleranza 1960  has been referred to as a ‘choral opera’. This particular work of Nono’s is not only an example of political expression, but, a wonderful example of the integration of the projected image which ultimately redefines the concept of space in a theatre or concert hall.  Karlheinz Stockhausen and the earlier Edgar Varese along with many other composers who explored spatial relations and movement within any given space, have considerably contributed to the creation of concert theatre. Equally significant are the influences of jazz, improvisation, musical and popular entertainments such as television, film and radio.  I include radio for its projected and realized concept of an aural theatre.

Concert theatre should be understood as a form that first and foremost takes place on the concert stage, generally, in a concert hall.  Secondly, music is the primary medium infused with ‘other’  forms such as dialogue, gestures, lighting and  the use of video.  “When I work on a concert theatre piece, I make all my decisions under the overriding necessity that music be the dominant element and remain in the foreground.”3 In other words, it  infuses varying theatrical elements which constitute a type of  ‘performance’.  


A work of concert theatre can be theatrical or dramatic with the understanding that it is not restricted to drama, which is typically a literary form of theatre.  Theatrics have always been, more or less, an integral part of music performance, although the usages and rationale have differed through the Ages.  One pertinent example is that of John Corigliano’s Clarinet Concerto, where he took inspiration from the antiphonal works of Gabrieli, dating from the sixteenth century.  Gabrieli separated the chorus within the space of a church to employ a back and forth call and response.  The musical effect was powerful and dramatic but not only for the sake of the work or for dramatic effect; it was purposefully propelled by a great belief in God.  Corigliano devised an acoustically appropriate structure, placing or staging various musicians and instrumentations throughout the concert hall, therefore utilizing all levels of the theatre.  The work creates a dramatic aural effect, while simultaneously containing an inherent visual element, causing the audience to look around and ‘watch’ the fanfare.  


All live music performance contains both visual and theatrical components.  Although there is a significant difference between those works that ‘intentionally’ contain these components as  opposed to works that  ‘unintentionally’ contain these visual and/or theatrical components; the concept of ‘intent’ requires complex research unto itself that is not presently applicable to this research paper.


At the turn of the twentieth Century, composers began exploring the sonorous properties and possibilities of various percussion instruments, the musical potential of non-traditional instruments and the development of electronic instruments and their sounds.  As composers were diving into uncharted territory, they were familiarizing themselves with new sounds while exposing audiences to overwhelming musical novelties; with novelties, comes curiosities, both aural and visual.  Edgard Varese’s Ionization is a significant and transitional composition. Varese was personally attempting to create or imitate ‘electronic’ sounds that he was imagining, but, was unable to realize. The result is one of the first western works exclusively for percussion instruments, including such objects as a siren and requiring an overwhelming thirty instruments and thirteen percussionists. Having personally performed the work, I know first hand the tour de force of sounds and rhythms that emanate throughout a concert hall. The emulsion of new sonorities is driven further by the visual enormity of the work. If we are unable to identify a sound or event with our ears, we attempt to visually imagine the sound being produced, or simply discover where it’s coming from.  


Originally with Berlioz and then Bartok, an increasing interest for percussion music grew tremendously in the 20th century. Percussion music is naturally more physical, lending a hand to its inherent visual and theatrical characteristics. Percussion instruments are often at a physical distance from the musician. When compared to wind, brass or string instruments, the intimacy is less apparant. Percussion music aided greatly in destroying the traditional concepts of what  musical instruments are and can be. They’ve been described as “..aggressive, sharp articulations and peculiar echo effects so typical of electronic sound production have inspired composers to develop the percussion section of the orchestra and to invent many new handlings of percussion instruments...”4  


Varese, ironically in his search for not yet invented electronic sounds, set a precedent and long-standing model for percussion music.  One of my own works, Dreamscape 1, requires the musicians to perform ‘extra-musical’ tasks, which are written into the score.   The cellist performs a notation, indicating the tearing of paper as both sopranos use kazoos and slide whistles; the pianist, in the 3rd movement , crushes soda cans.  I believe recent composers would consider very little to be ‘extra-musical’ as the musical, philosophical and theoretical achievements of the past indicate; music is sound and sound is music. In our present thinking, sound sources, musical or otherwise, are limitless. Another Varese work, L’Astronome, conceived and written by Antonin Artaud, was set in an observatory with an astronomer as the protagonist who is eventually thrust into space. If realized, this would have been one of the earliest works of concert theater. At that moment in the plot, Varese wanted factory sirens and airplane propellers to sound so loudly and constant, that the audience would be terrified and exhausted. 


Equally provocative are the astounding, instrumental creations of Harry Partch,  which are fascinating to both the eye and ear.  He constructed instruments, in many instances out of found objects and then proceeded to tune them in just-intonation as opposed to the traditional equal temperament.  Partch sought a philosophy based on music as a corporeal art where the physicality needed to perform his instruments was calculated in contributing to the effect and/or affect on the audience.  Harry Partch’s works, due to his corporeal philosophy, involved word, action, drama and dance.  “Harry Partch said in the late forties and fifties that music is an aural, a visual and a visceral experience, and devoted his life to creating new sounds on instruments he constructed and played in highly visual and physical concerts.”5   


John Cage, most famous for his philosophies and musical inventions, was no stranger to the visual and theatrical components of performance. Two of Cage’s famous works, Imaginary Landscape no. 4 (an aleatoric work for 12 radios set at different frequencies) and 4’  33’’ (‘solo piano’ in three movements where the piano is never played) are at opposite ends of the spectrum in relation to sound production and affect, yet both are evocative and theatrical.  Imaginary Landscape no. 4  contains a visual and aural novelty similar to that of percussion music.  Radios set to varying frequencies challenged the listener’s concept and acceptance in an obvious, up front way of what  music is and especially what  musical instruments can be. Cage, in a subtle and elusive way, expanded the realm of music and our understanding of music to include everyday sounds.  In 4’ 33’’ the music doesn’t come from the piano or the pianist, it comes from the audience rustling in their seats, coughing, whispering, talking, etc. However, Cage’s HPSCHD (a collaboration with Lejaren Hiller), is an obvious piece of concert theatre with the envelope pushed to an extreme, for it incorporates 64 slide projectors, 8 movie projectors, 6,400 slides, 40 films, 52 tape machines, 59 power amplifiers, and 208 computerized tapes; it runs for a duration of four and a half hours.  


Despite the unintentional dramatic nature in earlier works such as Gabrieli’s antiphonal works and the ‘staging’ of choruses,  there is speculation shrouding a past work, Symphony, no. 45  in f# minor (“Farewell”), of Joseph Haydn. The story consists of Prince Nikolaus Esterhazy’s long summer retreat and the musician’s home-sickness. Haydn ended the work by eliminating musicians/instruments gradually, each leaving the stage, one by one, leaving only two violins and a strong hint to the Prince that it was time to leave. 


Works for a soloist, instrumental or vocal, can naturally invoke intensity and concentration on the part of the spectator. The visual aspect is obvious with an inherent, unavoidable theatrical element. Works by Milton Babbit, Stockhausen, Boulez, Henze and Stephan Wolpe challenge not only the physical capabilities of the musician but their ability to interpret highly instructed and newly notated scores.  The virtuoso performer is presented with a complex set of much higher standards; a ‘new virtuosity’ and performance practice was sought after and required. The performer was encouraged to personalize the score, bringing out their own personal character, conception and interpretation. The goal of the composer executed by the performer was and is extremes: extreme thought, extreme physicality and extreme gesture.  


Composer Luciano Berio is known for his comprehensive studies of performance, exploring the dramatic potency of the solo musician. In his series, Sequenza, each written for a particular virtuoso, Berio set out to explore the extremes and the peculiarities possible on each particular instrument. Berio’s inclinations and instructions for execution clearly crossover into the realm of theatre.  In his Sequenza V, written for solo trombone in memory of the clown Glock, the trombonist in essence takes on a clowning persona.  Berio indicates the trombonist to sing into the instrument creating unusual sonorities, to vocalize and to physically gesture.  Author Paul Griffiths describes the piece as a “smart cabaret act”.  Berio’s work crosses borders, allowing one to discuss his work in many regards.  Although the theatrical aspect cannot be ignored, it must first be understood in respect to virtuosity. His vocal works, first realized by vocalist Cathy Berberian, widely expanded the range of vocal techniques and skill.  Berio and other composers began employing psychological notations indicating tense muttering, urgency, dreamy, impassive  and the like. John Cage’s innovation on the piano known as ‘prepared piano’ attributed highly to the new virtuosity.  Pianists’ had to consider the ‘inside’ of the piano as a whole, with regard to the musical range of the instrument.  Mauricio Kagel has equally concerned himself with unusual techniques, gross deformations of performance skill and the use of bizarre instruments, all for visual and dramatic as well as musical effect. “In the instrumental works of Heinz Holliger and Vinko Globokar the dramatic potential of virtuoso performance was used to define a distinct genre for which ‘music theatre’ seems the most appropriate description.”6  


Holliger and Globokar follow in the traditions of Berio and Kagel, but, both concerned themselves with the physiology of performance.  Globokar and Holliger both exploited the physical energy of performance combining the bodily activities and the breathing of the performer(s) with musical sound.  “In Globokar’s work Atemstudie  for oboe, a contact microphone is placed at the throat of the performer.  The sound of breathing and other vocal effects brings the physical exertion directly into the sounding result.”7  Holligar similarly amplifies the performer’s heart in his work Cardiophonie .  


The new virtuosity and performance practices were not immune to the development and rise of popular cultures.  Jazz has always been an influential force on the arts and was bound to infiltrate the arena of High Art; numerous composers have adapted the rhythmic and improvisatory characteristics unique to Jazz.  With an interest in jazz improvisation, a resurgence of past improvisational techniques found in the Renaissance and Baroque periods also arose.  In a different direction, composer Lukas Foss developed the practice of improvisation and composed what he called “non-Jazz” improvisation.  The importance of his group, the Improvisational Chamber Ensemble  founded in the late 1950’s,  focused on “the corroboration of a new vitality in creative performance based on the character of the instruments and the skill and personality of the players other than demonstrating spontaneity and ‘discovered form.’”8  In the concert hall, the listener is given new color to their aural palette and a new set of actions to ‘look’ for.

      Another interesting and important proponent of what makes a music work theatrical which should not be ignored, is the use of musical phonetics, speech song, text and language.  The more composers explore the frontiers between music and sound, the more the human voice is explored.   Schoenberg’ s Pierrot Lunaire  uses, what he is noted for inventing, Sprechstimme/sprechgesang or speech voice/speech song. It is an approximation of written pitches that adhere to the notated rhythms requiring special notation. Pierrot Lunaire was Schoenberg’s attempt to combine spoken and sung text, intertwining them, making one indistinguishable from the other.  This attempt created a new form for expression both musical and dramatic; needless to say, this new form was accepted, adapted and explored by innumerable composers. 


Occurring simultaneously to Schoenberg’s work, were the Futurists’ parole in liberta (1913), especially F.T. Marinetti’s Zang –Tumb-Tumb  and Dadaist poetry.   In 1950, composer Ernst Toch created his Geographical Fugue  for speaking chorus.  The fugal subject is as follows, ‘Trinidad! And the big Mississippi and the town Honolulu and the lake Titicaca, the Popocatepetl is not in Canada rather in Mexico, Mexico, Mexico.’  In the 1950’s and 1960’s a new genre known as concrete poetry appeared. The essence of the genre was a concern with the sonic and musical qualities of language regardless of the varying opinions about the reference and meaning of it. 

 
Gyorgy Ligeti’s Aventures et Nouvelles Aventures “represent a new art form in that their text, music and imaginary stage action are completely integrated and constitute a joint compositional structure.  There is no ‘meaningful’ or significant text which is then set to music but rather a musico-phonetic ‘text’ which belongs to no human language. The ‘text’ has no semantic meaning but it does have a high emotional content.”9  Berio’s vocal work, Visage, is his search for a musical equivalent to linguistic articulations. Again, meaningful speech is not present; only associations alluding to meaning. Visage is based on vocal gestures and inflections at the onomatopoeic level.  


Serial composition techniques applied to language or text, further destroyed the cohesive meaning. “Luigi Nono undoubtedly contrasts movements where the words can be understood with others in which the sense is almost totally confounded by his serial mechanics in his work Il canto sospeso.”10 Earlier vocal works consistently concerned themselves with the meaning and not with the possibility of text or language as a ‘pure’ sound.  Stockhausen’s electronic experiments led to the creation of synthetic vowels. Both Boulez and Stockhausen have written extensively on the subject of music and language. 


The use of narrated text infused with notated music becomes part of the polyphony in Steven Rosenhaus’ composition, In Flight Diary: Airport Lobsters.  Surreal in essence, the text by Ruth Rosenhaus, is a heightened reality mixed with humor. The text, all spoken, tends to float, as it is metered and often unmetered within the overall metered musical structure.  The text contains no ‘overt’ meaning but individual interpretation may imply the possibility for a ‘hidden’ meaning.


Important to concert theatre is the incorporation or rather participation of the musicians themselves.  The participation may be a simple call and response type of action, similar to the banter between musicians in a big band, yet, not particularly synonymous with the antiphonal call and response.  Musicians may be ‘scored’ or instructed to speak text or perform physical gestures.  The S.E.M. Ensemble, under the direction of Petr Kotik, performed a work for orchestra. The musicians entered one by one, in a single file, lining up against the back wall.  On cue, they all hit their heads against the wall in unison and then exited the stage, one by one.  There is often a great essence of humor and theatricality involved when the musicians participate in unexpected,  non-traditonal ways.  In my own work Under Anesthesia,  the piece is interrupted by a visual interlude.  The musicians are instructed to move away from their instruments and perform selected ‘actions’.  The ‘actions’ were executed so that specific cues were given indicating when each musician should return to their instrument.   


It is important to go back and discuss the varied transformations opera experienced throughout the twentieth century; several changes had occurred simultaneously.  The first stemmed from economic disasters following W.W.I and then W.W.II.  Although there was a brief renewal between the wars, economic concerns stifled the possibilities for new works.  Without guarantee of an immediate success, mounting elaborate productions was a risk. Opera houses were forced to rely on repertoire from the past.  A lack of new repertoire quickly stigmatized opera, dubbing it an  ‘art of the dead’.  Opera was also becoming a ‘classist’ art form.  Distinctions between the social classes of those who were attending the opera and those who were not, were becoming too obvious.  In America, the growing popularity of musical theatre and entertainments, along with the cinema, appealed greatly to the working class. Popular culture was accessible, affordable and most likely in their native language. Composers spoke out, denouncing opera and declared it over;  many debated if opera even applied to modern society.  Opera became a bourgeois art form, praising the dead and ignoring the living.      


As previously mentioned, Hans Werner Henze and Luigi Nono were two of many composers who sought to express their political beliefs.  Although Henze’s early operas and even Ligeti’s Le grand macabre essentially make use of traditional operatic forms, it is their discontent with bourgeois society in addition to their clever innovations, that changed the concepts and possibilities of opera. Turning their backs on the opera house, they moved ‘opera’ to the concert hall. Nono, Berio, Stockhausen and several English composers all solidified chamber opera as a powerful and economic art form. As a beginning premise, Arnold Schoenberg’s Pierrot Lunaire and Igor Stravinsky’s L’Histoire du Soldat are by far, the most frequently cited examples of chamber opera, regardless of their motivation to use the concert hall.  


Composers began to search for alternate forms of expression, moving away from the linear, narrative form of drama most associated with opera.  Alban Berg’s opera, Wozzeck  is “the only post –Wagnerian, post-tonal work written in a heavily dissonant, chromatic style to have had a consistent theatrical success.”11  Although the success of Wozzeck was not immediate, serial composers, as previously mentioned, fragmented text and intertwined it with the serial structure of the music.  Nono was most successful in serializing text without losing dramatic expression.  


English composer Peter Maxwell Davies is known for his mastery of musical quotations, especially medieval quotation, while developing universal themes of good and evil and his violence of gesture.  Davies is often concerned with emotional extremes which he portrays in two ways. The first, by extreme gestures of a performer, or the featured soloist (soprano) as in his Revelation and Fall who is  dressed as a nun in a scarlet habit while screaming into a megaphone; the second, by extreme musical activity and effects oscillating between plain-chants, Victorian –style hymns and the fox-trot. 


 Developing story lines, plots, protagonists and antagonists are no longer a priority.  Chamber opera, choral opera, and opera-oratorio are small-scale works intended for the concert stage.  As composers explored these forms, off-shoots and hybrids began to sprout and mesh creating the possibility for ‘concert theatre’. 


Composer Mauricio Kagel is known for his specialization in the theatricalization of music performance. Kagel’s work seems to stand apart from the many works and composers previously mentioned.  He has a heightened perception in regards to the theatre aspect of his works and an equal understanding of theatre practices as he does with music practices.  A well trained composer can, by no means, make for good theatre.  When one chooses to work with varying mediums they must have equal, if not close to equal, knowledge of the other(s). Kagel has addressed many of these attributing factors in the development of concert theatre. His work often reflects a cultural criticism with an overt comic nature. Kagel played a key role in expanding vocal and choral techniques. His work Anagrama, for four soloists and chorus, is referred to as an absurdist cantata.  He melds four different languages creating the text, which is treated in respect to its varying phonetic qualities as opposed to its meaning; he further infuses whispering and shouting with the singing. 


Several of Kagel’s works teeter on the ‘conceptual’.  One such work is his Transicion II, where he attempted to present the past, present and future.  Two musicians operating on a piano, heard in performance, represent the present;  the sound recorded and played back is the past and tapes made beforehand, ‘pre-experienced’, represent the future.  Conceptual works often function better in theory than in practice and “a performance of the work can hardly fail to seem an absurd spectacle; Transicion II  may be taken as a caricature of avant-garde endeavor.”12  


Kagel often criticizes traditional music practices. In Match for two cellos and percussion, he satirizes the new virtuosity. The cellists are forced to show physical exertion due to the difficulty of the work.  The two parts are arranged to appear as a ‘duel’ with the percussionist acting as an umpire. Tactil is a much more theatrical approach, satirizing the notion of physical fitness with musical virtuosity; the musicians eventually ’strip’  while lazily performing physical exercises. 


Ludwig van and Variationen ohne Fuge  are commentaries on the emphasis and distance of the past. Kagel distorts various themes by Beethoven and uses motionless repetition.  His purpose is to strip away the grand myth of a grand master, criticizing the pedestal past composers are constantly put on.  In Sur Scene for bass, mime, speaker and three keyboard players,  Kagel transforms the music into an actual character on stage. The musicians play actual music exercises like scales, arpeggios, and vocal warm-ups, while the speaker recites commentaries from a musicologist.


Pas de cinq is unique in that musicians are not solely needed to realize the score; actors may be used instead.  A pentagon structure or set piece is to be constructed for the performers to move on.  The score contains in-depth instructions indicating the right or left foot/hand, the distance to be reached, waiting motionless, tempo and meter markings, etc.  At the top of each page are several diagrams of the pentagon with arrows indicating direction and placement on the set.  The music or sound of the piece comes from the performers footsteps and the rhythmic tapping of canes. 


His commentaries and criticisms do in fact create a theatrical form that no other composer from the past thirty to forty years has achieved.  Recently at Carnegie Hall, NYC, in November 2000, Kagel presented his Kidnapping in The Concert Hall.  “The orchestral players, chorus and soloists are imagined to be prevented from performing because they are being held by a kidnapper.  The conductor enters in distress with only half the musicians in place.  The kidnapper calls several times with threats and demands.  The conductor begins and the music emerges in a jittery manner due to the sudden shift in mood.”13  That sudden shift in mood is precisely Kagel’s psychological altering of common music practice.  


Concert theatre is a form slowly finding interest amongst contemporary composers and performers.  Performers like pianist Kathleen Supove, vocalist Diamanda Galas, myself and director Valeria Vasilevski who recently wrote an article: On Concert Theatre, Pioneering a new form or putting a dress on a tree? In the publication Theatre volume 30, number 2.   In respect to concert theatre, there are a great many more composers and artists that may be mentioned in contributing to the development of this genre.  As we pass through the 1970’s up through the present,  the difficulty in categorizing one’s work is tremendous; a paper of this length can not surf ice. 


 In the ‘classical’ music world, conventions are still employed not always welcoming changes to the presentation of music or alterations of the concert hall.  Conservatives staunchly guard the integrity of the music, believing the visual aspects interfere, distracting the listener from the music.  Personally, I disagree with this attitude; if done correctly, lighting and staging can greatly enhance the listener’s attention and concentration of the music.  Composers and musicians can not deny that live music performance, not including opera or musical theatre, contains a visual aspect that is obvious and unavoidable. Opera and musical theatre are understood to be two independent genres that do not exist without lighting, scenery and costumes. I find music concerts, in the traditional sense, to be distracting and quite boring.  The musicians come out in all black or black and white, the lights remain up in full, we clap, they play and then we clap again.  Nothing is ever done to ‘settle the audience in’ or to create an atmosphere.


However, there is a danger when composers and musicians decide to incorporate visual or theatrical components but don’t know enough about them.  I have seen bad concert theatre; it looks unprofessional, unrehearsed and ridiculous.  Musicians are musicians, not actors.  If a musician is interested in expanding their performance capabilities, away from their instrument, to include gestures and vocalizations, they must seek the appropriate training.  Equally, composers interested in incorporating or intertwining outside elements must have a working knowledge of those elements; their implications, their effects, their relevance  and their affects on the audience.


Concert theatre deserves an in-depth study.  The historical developments are clear but many; the repertoire is dense and in desperate need of compiling and categorizing,  a concise documentation. 
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