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ABSTRACT

This document examines the inter-relatedness of a composer’s life and her output.
Chapter 1 provides a biographical sketch of Elizabeth Vercoe. The chapter concludes exploring
Vercoe’s attitudes toward feminism, the nature of her music, and exclusionary nature of labels.
Chapter 2 presents a performer’s study of the four Herstory cycles. This chapter furthers the
biographical sketch begun in Chapter 1 by looking at these cycles as autobiographical in nature.
Chapter 3 is an annotated catalogue of Vercoe’s vocal works including discussion of pertinent
biographical facts thereby connecting the three chapters as a unique biography. The most
valuable information contained in this thesis actually comes in Appendix C, where candid
reflections and conversations between Vercoe and the author are offered therein, indexed to
guide the reader to specific topics. The other two appendices include the texts of Vercoe’s
Herstory cycles and a chronological catalogue of all of Vercoe’s compositions.
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INTRODUCTION

Rarely does a musician have opportunity to discuss a musical work with its composer,
unless of course that composer is still living. A variety of sources exist to inform performers of a
composer’s background and other pertinent information. This may be found in biographies,
autobiographies, collected correspondence, analyses, or essays, to name a few resources. In
addition, interview transcriptions of living composers may exist in various forms.
Rather than attempt a formal biography of composer Elizabeth Vercoe, it seemed
appropriate to look at her life in relation to her music. This thesis is focused on discussion of her
vocal output in relation to her life story. Though analysis or extensive investigation of the
instrumental works are not included, the author has incorporated pertinent information where
appropriate, thus providing a more complete exploration of the composer’s life in relation to her
music.
In looking at the body of Vercoe’s vocal compositions, the Herstory cycles stand out for
a number of reasons. First, the title is unusual and causes one to wonder why it was chosen.
Second, the title causes one to wonder what connections, if any, there might be between the four
cycles. When this thesis was in the conceptual stage, scores of Herstory I, II, and III were
available through interlibrary loan, as were recordings for the second and third. This is
remarkable considering the fact that Herstory I is not published. One may only surmise that a
private copy was made available to a college library. Upon studying and listening to the above-
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mentioned scores and recordings, more questions came to mind. These are emotionally powerful
works that come to life from the printed page without even hearing a performance. The choice of
texts seemed so personal that one might easily question the inspiration for writing each Herstory.
Vercoe’s personally-maintained website revealed that a fourth Herstory existed. Its texts are just
as compelling and thought provoking as the three preceding cycles.
Instrumental in research for this thesis was contact with mezzo-soprano Sharon Mabry,
for whom a number of vocal works by Vercoe were written, including Herstory III. Sharon
offered assurances that Vercoe was not only approachable, but also would greatly welcome
contact. What ensued was a three-year period of direct communication between the author and
Vercoe. Correspondence took many forms – from email, to phone, to personal visits. The
tangible result of this open and inquisitive contact is this thesis.
Through over fifteen hours of recorded and transcribed conversation with Vercoe, an
understanding of this woman and composer materialized. What lies on the pages of this thesis is
the expression of the author’s understanding. Chapter 1: “Elizabeth Vercoe, The Woman”
provides a biographical sketch of Elizabeth Vercoe focusing primarily on musical influences,
academic achievements, and family life. The chapter concludes with a section titled “The
Reluctant Feminist” in which Vercoe’s attitudes toward feminism, the nature of her music, and
the exclusionary nature of labels are explored.
Chapter 2: “Elizabeth Vercoe, The Composer” presents a performer’s study of the four
Herstory cycles. This chapter furthers the biographical sketch begun in Chapter 1 by looking at
these cycles as autobiographical in nature. Chapter 3 is an annotated catalogue of Vercoe’s vocal
works, including discussion of pertinent biographical facts thereby connecting the three chapters
as a unique biography of composer Elizabeth Vercoe.
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The most valuable information contained in this thesis actually comes in the appendices,
specifically in Appendix C. Candid reflections and conversations between Vercoe and the author
are offered therein. This appendix is indexed to guide the reader to specific topics. Few
interjections by the author are included in this appendix, unless instrumental to the presentation
of conversation. As mentioned, over fifteen hours of conversation were recorded. Since it was, in
fact, an ongoing conversation, segments from different dates are included and marked within
topic sections. The other two appendices include the texts of Vercoe’s Herstory cycles for
reference in reading Chapter 2. A chronological catalogue of all of Vercoe’s works including
commission, premiere, publishing, and recording information is also included.
Elizabeth Vercoe proved to be an approachable composer, one eager to discuss not only
her ideas, life, and music, but also those of the author. From first encounter she opened her home
and life with great generosity. Elizabeth readily made available unpublished scores and
recordings; program, text, and correspondence files; as well as forthright conversations with
reference to an exhaustive array of topics. This thesis reveals Elizabeth Vercoe as woman and
composer of her own story.

CHAPTER 1

Elizabeth Vercoe, The Woman
Early Life
Elizabeth Vercoe, née Hendry, recalls three momentous experiences in her young life,
each of which caused a sense of feeling as if life had begun. She recalls at age two and a half
holding her brother shortly after he was born. The second and third recollections are pertinent to
this particular biographical sketch. Elizabeth stood at the piano touching the keys while her
mother drew rising and falling arcs on lined paper. The final memory, which permeated her
childhood, was the sound of her parents playing violin and piano together as she drifted off to
sleep upstairs in her room. Vercoe noted that this memory is particularly treasured. Whenever
she thinks of it, this memory evokes “a sense of security and of something beautiful.”1
It seems important to begin Elizabeth Vercoe’s biographical sketch with these musical
memories of youth. Vercoe grew up in a very musical home with a pianist mother and a father
who was proficient on a number of instruments. Her younger brother and close cousin both
played the piano. Elizabeth not only played piano, but also learned violin. Consequently, there
were often opportunities for various family members to engage in playing chamber music. In
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fact, after Elizabeth took up the violin, her father took up the cello in order for the family to play
piano trios.2
The first instrument Elizabeth started playing is the one she continued through college
and beyond into her professional career: piano. As aforementioned, her mother began teaching
Elizabeth how to play piano and read music at an early age. Elizabeth recalls that this instruction
began after she was “discovered repeatedly fiddling on the piano.”3 A young Elizabeth, or Betsy
as her family called her, could be found playing tunes by ear on the piano. Because of this, her
mother thought to write small dots on staff paper following the melodic line of whichever tune
Betsy was plunking-out at the keyboard. This was in attempt to acquaint Betsy with what a
musical score looked like.4
At the age of five, Betsy Hendry began studying piano formally with Mrs. Ethel Kaspar,
in Washington, D.C. Kaspar was the wife of the pianist with whom Mrs. Hendry previously
studied. Believing children Betsy’s age had a very short attention span, Kaspar insisted on giving
two half-hour lessons each week. Accordingly, Betsy was taken from school twice each week by
her mother and driven from neighboring Arlington, VA to Kaspar’s townhouse in D.C. Vercoe
recalls that this townhouse was so large that the second floor contained a ballroom with two
Steinway grand pianos where students performed in recital. The Steinways had mirrors along the
keys and Betsy found this “incredibly disconcerting,” because at no other time did she see her
hands while playing. In addition, she found Mrs. Kaspar to be an exacting teacher who only
allowed students to work on one piece or movement at a time, demanding perfection before a
2
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public performance took place. The first recitals little Betsy played were at night in this large
ballroom with the mirror-keyed pianos. She found this quite terrifying.5
The next teacher Elizabeth studied with was composer and pianist LaSalle Spier, also
residing in Washington. She recalls that he had a rather large class of students varying greatly in
range of talent and skill. It was apparent that his more advanced students were going to be
professional musicians. This was a rather positive learning environment and experience for the
musically developing Betsy Hendry. In great contrast to the style of Mrs. Kaspar, students in this
studio were expected to perform something in recital each month; it could be a single movement
of a larger work or a Prelude or Fugue. This pedagogical difference set well with Elizabeth and
she thought it wonderful because of the amount of repertoire and performing experience students
amassed by the end of a year. Not only did individual students learn to play a variety of
repertoire in various styles, students were exposed to the pieces of their classmates.6
Students from this piano studio regularly entered the National Piano Guild Auditions
where participants were expected to adhere to a prescribed program of piano works.
Requirements included an entire piano sonata, a Bach Prelude and Fugue, a work from the
Impressionist period, and a piece by Chopin among other requirements. There were
approximately ten pieces that were to be prepared for the audition, some of which were
extensive. Each year, Elizabeth was expected to prepare such a program. It was a new experience
for her. Consequently she learned a great deal of music before she attended the National
Cathedral School.7
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An Episcopal-founded academic institution, the National Cathedral School was
established to “offer a superior academic program for young women.”8 At the Cathedral School,
Elizabeth was musically influenced by its emphasis on vocal music and director Wayne Dirksen.
There were a number of choirs and the Girls Glee Club frequently joined St. Albans Boys Glee
Club for concerts. Sometimes the Girls Glee Club presented its own programs, and occasionally
appeared with the National Symphony and the Cathedral Choral Society to present larger
masterpieces such as Honneger’s Le Roi David. Elizabeth fondly recalls these concerts as events
“that you remember forever and go unmatched because they’re really high-level performances.”9
Though these musical experiences during her high school years at the National Cathedral School
were influential, Vercoe finds it odd that she has not done much choral writing. “I’m somehow
not very drawn to it…as much as I have enjoyed performing in chorus, I’ve never done much
writing for it.”10
Higher Education
Because attending college as a music major seemed all too obvious to Elizabeth, she
debated on majoring in Philosophy. In 1958, Vercoe enrolled at Wellesley College majoring in
music. At that time Wellesley’s music curriculum consisted primarily of history and theory,
offering a Bachelor of Arts in Music. Applied studies were taught and while students received
grades for them, they were not given academic credit. Elizabeth continued studying piano and
gave annual recitals during her time there. She studied with David Barnett, who was also on
faculty at the New England Conservatory. He shared with Elizabeth that he believed his serious
8
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students at Wellesley were every bit as good as his students at the Conservatory. During her
senior year, department chair Hubert Lamb offered a course he called “Instrumentation.”
Elizabeth recalls that it was, in fact, a composition course; however, Lamb did not believe that
composition could be taught. Lamb was a composer himself and presented his own works in
concert. The Instrumentation course required students not to arrange music for various
instrument groupings; rather assignments were to begin a number of different types of pieces for
various instruments. At one time, Vercoe recalls, Lamb looked at a dozen such works and told
her that they all belonged to the same piece. “It made me feel as if I was just getting started.”11
Immediately following graduation in 1962, Vercoe enrolled at the University of
Michigan. A Wellesley classmate previously transferred there to attend her last two years. This
friend, Nancy Hager, is now Professor at the Brooklyn College, Conservatory of Music. At the
University of Michigan, Elizabeth thought she “had died and gone to heaven.”12 She took three
private lessons during her first summer: orchestration, piano, and composition. There were no
general education courses to take and she was able to solely focus on music. While Wellesley
had a number of beautiful grand pianos in practice rooms, they did not see much activity. In
contrast, here Elizabeth was surrounded by others practicing around her in the rooms at
Michigan. She found it inspiring to be with others who were so devoted to what they were
doing.13
Composer George Wilson worked with Elizabeth that first summer and strongly
encouraged her to begin a master’s degree in Composition. She was surprised to think that she
could do this with no formal composition background. Nonetheless, Vercoe enjoyed it very
11
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much and followed his advice. Because she was just finding her way as a composer, Vercoe sees
output from her master’s program inferior compared to more mature works later in life. Her
master’s thesis was her Children’s Caprice for orchestra. She barely considers it her first piece
and usually lists either the Pasticcio for cello and piano or the Eight Riddles from Symphosius as
her Op. 1. These were the first two pieces written immediately following her master’s degree.
There were three composers on faculty at the time at Michigan: George Wilson; Ross Lee
Finney, who was Composer-In-Residence and also department head; and Leslie Bassett. Of the
three, Wilson was the only one who, in Vercoe’s experience, believed women could compose.
Elizabeth was not the only one unimpressed by her own compositional offerings during her
master’s. Ross Lee Finney echoed the sentiment and did not admit her into a doctoral program in
composition at the University of Michigan. Admittedly, she did not feel ready to go on at that
point and actually did not feel prepared to enter the master’s program in the first place.
Nonetheless, Vercoe is grateful that they afforded her the opportunity because it gave her
somewhere to begin.14
Vercoe continued her studies at the University of Michigan as a doctoral student in
Musicology. This path provided her with a great deal of research training. In fact, Elizabeth
actually completed some transcriptions of Isaac masses from the original manuscript under
famed scholar Louise Cuyler, about whom Vercoe says, “There was nobody better to study
transcription from.”15 Cuyler’s famous dissertation, later published, was Heinrich Isaac’s
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Choralis Constantinus – Book III. She also completed an edition of Issac’s Five Polyphonic
Masses.16
Elizabeth left Ann Arbor with more than a master’s degree in composition and doctoral
work in musicology. Doctoral candidate of composition, New Zealander Barry Vercoe won her
heart and they were married May 1, 1965. What should have been a very happy occasion was
clouded by the disapproval of Elizabeth’s parents, primarily regarding the fact that she was
marrying a foreigner. Sadly, a nine-year estrangement ensued. By the end of that academic year,
Barry was finished with coursework and had only his lingering dissertation. The following fall,
the Vercoes moved to Oberlin, Ohio where Barry accepted a position as Visiting Assistant
Professor at the Conservatory. Their stay was guaranteed for one term and was extended for a
total of two academic years. During this time, Elizabeth taught music theory at neighboring
Lorraine Community College.17
Barry was awarded a Ford Foundation Fellowship for the following academic year and
they lived in Washington state for 1967-1968. During this time Elizabeth engaged in social work
for families with dependent children. Barry’s Fellows project was in conjunction with an
experiment placing composers in public schools in attempt to see if the school districts could hire
an artist, specifically a composer, to live in-residence. The desire of the Foundation was to give
schools the idea they could collaborate in this way. There were five districts involved in this
experiment. Barry Vercoe was asked to write a piece of music incorporating ensembles from all
five inner-city districts. The resulting work was for double chorus, wind ensemble, string
orchestra, and percussion ensemble and it was performed at the Seattle opera house as part of a
16
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national convention. At this point, Barry’s dissertation, a major compositional work, was still not
completed. He sent a copy of this project to his advisor in Ann Arbor, and was encouraged to use
it as his dissertation. He did, and the Vercoes were able to move on to a Post-Doc at Princeton
the following academic year.18
They spent three years in New Jersey during Barry Vercoe’s Post-Doc with Godfrey
Winham and Milton Babbit in electronic music. During this time, Elizabeth held a few positions.
In 1969-1970 she held another job in social work, working at the Princeton Neuro-Psychiatric
Institute as a caseworker acting on behalf of the elderly. The following year, she was on faculty
at Westminster Choir College. There she was head of the eight sections of freshman theory and
taught the bottom and top sections in order to grasp the range of student abilities. Elizabeth was
excited for the opportunity and enjoyed this work very much. It was her favorite place she ever
taught. While living in Princeton, their first child, Andrea was born. After six weeks of maternity
leave, Elizabeth returned to work. The projects Barry was developing with Winham and Babbit
led him to create a program for electronic music.19
In the late 1960s, MIT (Massachusetts Institue of Technology in Cambridge) decided
they wanted to start an electronic music lab. These were the days before electronic music was a
standard part of a music department or school, but was a natural development for MIT. Jerome
Wiesner was president of MIT at the time and was personally interested in having Barry come on
board.20 Andrea was age one as the family moved to the Cambridge area.
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Moving to Lexington as Barry began his MIT appointment, they lived there for eight
years. During this time, Scott was born in 1973. Elizabeth had a difficult time finding suitable
jobs and was sorry to leave Westminster Choir College. In fact, she would have liked to have had
a career there. Such an environment, she believed, would allow her to flourish as a composer,
surrounded by performers who would be interested in working on her music. Boston was a
different story. It was swimming with composers and filled with people holding advanced
degrees. At this point, Elizabeth only had her master’s degree and found it difficult in this
geographical area for her music to have exposure or to be performed. She eventually found work
with the Kodály Institute helping them with a research project for one academic year. Elizabeth
went into elementary schools administering musical tests to young students, comparing results of
the inner-city Boston schools to the affluent suburbs. The focus was looking at the effect of
teaching the Kodály method of learning music. There were two subgroups for each of the
locations (inner-city and suburb): students who had been exposed to music study already and
those who had not. While this was interesting work for that academic year, Elizabeth longed to
find employment that better fulfilled her musically. She would have welcomed another
opportunity to work in music programming for radio, as she experienced in Michigan.21
Additional employment came in the form of teaching private piano lessons in her
Lexington home. This was a fairly easy venture since she had small children and did not have to
leave the house for this work. By this point, Elizabeth felt that she had been too long away from
music. It was a few years since her last college teaching job (at Westminster) and she found it
increasingly difficult to get back to her composing, leaving Elizabeth feeling frustrated. She

21
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began writing for her young students, which led her back to composing. Three Studies published
by Arsis Press comes from this period and are the only student piano compositions she
published. Elizabeth also taught some at Framingham State for a year. This was right around the
time Scott was born in 1973. He was four weeks old when she began teaching there and she only
worked at the university two days each week. About this time, Elizabeth decided to go back to
school. While Barry wanted her to go to the more intellectual and twelve-tone based Brandeis
University, Elizabeth thought Boston University would be a better fit.22
By the time summer 1974 came, Elizabeth was preparing for doctoral entrance exams.
Her parents came for an overnight stay on their way home to Virginia from their summer home
in Maine and ended up staying much longer. With the birth of grandchildren, the Hendrys had
opportunity to see Barry as a father the previous Christmas. This experience softened their hearts
toward the relationship and began a path toward reconciliation. The relationship was at this
tender juncture when Elizabeth’s father, then 90 years old, had a heart attack during their short
visit. It was alarming and quite difficult because the family was just finding their way back to
spending time together at all. Focusing on the children made visits easy, but now the stay was
extended and the focus was on Elizabeth’s ill father. What her parents would never know was
that she was scheduled to take her doctoral placement exams the very next day. She had not even
revealed to them that she was returning to school. After a sleepless night, Elizabeth went to the
university in the morning to speak with the department chairman. She let him know that her
father was in town, he suffered a heart attack the day before, and consequently she had been up
all night. She was willing to take the test then, but suggested that it might be better if permitted
to take it another time. Elizabeth was certain that the rules were rigid and that she would have to
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take the exams. Mercifully, the department chair determined that she should undertake them at
another time, and so she did.23
This mother of two small children and wife of one very busy composer returned to school
full-time. There was much planning to do in order to make this endeavor work. Babysitters had
to be procured and household negotiations with Barry needed to be discussed. Elizabeth was
excited to study with the young up-and-coming composer on faculty David Del Tredici; only she
was assigned to Gardner Read. Two of the four new doctoral composition students were assigned
to Del Tredici and Vercoe was disappointed. Read was not the “hot new composer on the
block”24 as Del Tredici was. What Elizabeth Vercoe would not realize for quite a long time was
that, as a composing mentor, Gardner Read was a perfect fit for her.
Their relationship had a rocky start. Read met with three students during a one-hour
lesson: Elizabeth, another doctoral composition student, and a doctoral instrumental student.
Elizabeth was making many sacrifices in order to come back to school and felt a lack of personal
attention. She believed that, at nearly thirty years of age, it was her last chance to earn this
degree. If she did not get started on the right foot, she would not be able to do it and would never
complete a doctorate. In this first composition lesson with Gardner Read, Elizabeth only received
twenty minutes of attention. She was terribly upset, and perhaps rashly went directly to the
department chair instead of Read. She wanted to change teachers to Del Tredici anyway and
thought this was a good excuse to be switched to someone else.25
Instead of her envisioned outcome, the chair sent a note to all composition faculty stating
that all doctoral students were entitled to one hour of private lessons each week. If there were
23
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two students present, a total of two hours were to be given, etc. This note was blatantly pointed
at Read, and he was not happy with Elizabeth. She recalls that he was actually quite annoyed.
The chair would not assign her to another teacher and she thought, “I’ve been here one week and
I’ve totally blown it. Now I’ve done-in my one big chance to earn this degree.” Distraught, she
went to Read and attempted to explain her actions, her concerns, and how important this degree
was to her. After so much time away from writing music, she knew she needed more personal
attention and certainly more than twenty minutes each week. Vercoe recalls,
He really identified with that and responded beautifully. He said, “You know, Elizabeth, I
understand this, but I do firmly believe that a composition professor has an untoward
amount of power over the students. I feel that inequality is somewhat balanced by there
being other students present to support each other.26
Read was sensitive to her needs, releasing the non-composition student from the group
lessons, and she continued group lessons with her fellow composition student. Read was right
and Elizabeth found these duo-lessons very interesting – not only for her, but for the professor as
well. It was interesting for him to hear the students’ reactions to each other’s music and also for
them to hear the fellow classmate’s reaction. Although this situation had a happy ending, it was
not Elizabeth’s last blunder in dealing with Gardner Read.27
Lacking the time or interest in a potential confrontation, Vercoe chose not to explain to
Read that she believed she needed to have the experience of studying with a woman composer,
and changed teachers without ceremony in her second year at Boston University. Later Elizabeth
found that she hurt his feelings by not coming to him. By this time they had developed a rapport.
Believing it important to study with a woman, Elizabeth studied with Joyce Mekeel. What
26
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Vercoe discovered was that it actually was not important for her to study with a woman. Mekeel
was not interested in setting women’s texts or anything related to feminism. The project Vercoe
undertook while working with Mekeel was Herstory I, simply titled Herstory at the time. She felt
it was an interesting new direction and was quite pleased with her ideas around Herstory.
Mekeel, however, was not.
Elizabeth was required to do compositional exercises for lessons with Mekeel, leaving
her confused. After completing her Fantasy for Piano the previous year, Elizabeth did not
understand the need to go back and write exercises. She believed she would best learn by
actually writing more pieces, not through Mekeel’s method. Vercoe was required to complete a
number of tasks: write the beginning of three different pieces, write sixteen measures of a
percussion piece, etc. According to Vercoe “I tried to do what she told me to do. It was an
abysmal failure. I really couldn’t seem to do it.”28 When Elizabeth brought in music, including
Herstory, Mekeel would just look at the sketches and make comments. This was completely
incompatible with Vercoe’s compositional process and she doubted whether this teacher actually
heard in her mind what was intended. At Michigan Elizabeth’s composition teachers always had
her play through the pieces. In fact, Gardner Read always wanted to hear what she wrote. Vercoe
composed at the piano and finally told Mekeel that she wondered if she was writing things down
as they were imagined and wanted to play for her. “Playing through a piece…you learn so much
through that, whether they’ve written it down accurately, or how they’re feeling it.”29 They
began working in this way for a while, but it simply was not Mekeel’s style. Elizabeth began to

28

Vercoe Interview, June 23, 2006.

29

Ibid.

17
realize that they just did not work the same way. Mekeel’s intellectualized, structured method did
not appeal to Vercoe. Thus ended her period of working with another female composer.30
After returning to Gardner Read’s studio, Elizabeth continued to study with him through
graduation. “He was the only composer I ever studied with that I worked well with.”31 George
Wilson at Ann Arbor was the only other teacher she enjoyed. She greatly respected Leslie
Bassett and Ross Lee Finney, but Gardner Read seemed to conceive of music and composing
much in the same manner as Elizabeth. Various difficulties behind them, Vercoe and Read
worked together very well. She believes that he is the kind of teacher who puts aside some
personal preferences and tastes when working with students. Elizabeth thinks that her music was
closer in style and content to what Read himself wrote than that of her fellow lesson-sharing
student. Read never talked about style, only consistency. “He really let people follow their own
vision for how things should be, which was perfect.”32
Upon completing her coursework at the end of her fifth semester, Elizabeth took another
term to complete her exams. The fourth year was devoted entirely to completing her dissertation.
For the dissertation, she wrote her Concerto for Violin. The requirement was that it be a thirtyminute symphonic work. An accompanying paper was to be a supporting analysis of the piece.33
After graduation with the MusAD, Vercoe expected to teach at a college and become a
famous composer. When asked where her path actually led after finishing the doctorate, Vercoe
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replied, “Really, not anywhere.”
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Although jobs were not forthcoming, Elizabeth had become

quite involved in women’s music. By the time she graduated, Vercoe already had three pieces
published by Arsis Press. Eventually she reconciled that the degree was “an opportunity to get
further training in what I wanted to do, whether I taught it or whether I just printed it and did it.
As it ended up, I mostly just did it. I’ve done almost no composition teaching.”35
Life Beyond the Terminal Degree
The 1980s brought with it a great deal of activity in the compositional life of Elizabeth
Vercoe. She won a number of high placements in national and international composition
competitions such as the Politis International. Elizabeth also received grants from prestigious
organizations including National Endowment for the Arts and Meet the Composer. Her first
fellowships were with the Cité Internationale des Arts in Paris from 1983 to 1985 during three
different stays in France. This program was for artists of varying media. Painters at the Cité
present a group art show. Musicians share a recital with another colleague. For Elizabeth’s
concert, she was assigned a Polish pianist. As neither spoke the other’s language, they used
French to communicate. She recalls that he was a fine pianist and that she was much older than
he. They came to greatly appreciate the work of each other. After the concert, he presented
Elizabeth with flowers and said, “pour la compositeure de la premiere [sic] classe.”36
The experience for an artist at the Cité is different from a regular art colony. One lives in
the city for a year rather than for a month or two, as in a typical artist colony. Elizabeth had to
apply to be accepted into the Cité and submitted references, music, and application materials. For
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the first trip to Paris, prior to being part of the Cité, the Vercoes had a house exchange with a
family by the name of Saussois. It was Anne Saussois who had a connection within the Cité and
suggested it to Elizabeth, who needed a studio to work in while they were in Paris. Elizabeth was
accepted into the program and while most of the artists lived where the studios were, she and her
family lived in an apartment on the Left Bank. She walked to the studio every day to work for a
few hours. The walk from home to studio took her across the Ile St. Louis and through the
gardens of Notre Dame each morning. She came to love the cathedral and felt it really looked
like the Impressionist paintings illustrating the cathedral appearing quite different at different
times of the day in the various seasons. While working in this particular studio, Vercoe wrote
Suite française consisting of three movements, all with French titles: “La cirque Beaubourg,”
“La Seine en hiver,” and “Le Hot Club.”37
Happenstance brought two University of Michigan classmates together in Paris some
twenty years after graduate school. Christine Paraschos was a pianist who played Vercoe’s first
piano dances written in Ann Arbor. At this time a friendship ensued due to this connection.
Elizabeth and Barry were on their way to a luncheon arranged either by one of his contacts or by
the couple in whose apartment they were living. This contact asked if he could bring along an
American friend, who turned out to be Christine. A stronger friendship formed this time around.
Elizabeth played tapes of her Fantasy and Persona, both for piano. Christine was very excited,
which was surprising since she was not interested in contemporary music and usually played
standard repertoire. She taught at the Conservatoire at Geneva and left that post to be with a man
she had known for years, an American economist, to live in Paris. They decided that Christine
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would play Persona on this Cité recital with the understanding that Elizabeth would coach her.38
They spent many weeks together, which resulted in a performance Elizabeth was quite pleased
with.39
The Vercoes were in Paris on three different occasions during this time period. During
the second trip, Barry was again working with Boulez at IRCAM (Institut Recherche et
Coordination Acoustique/Musique Centre) at the Pompidou Center. Tod Machover, who now
teaches at MIT, was Boulez’s personal assistant and arranged all of the concerts. A marathon
concert was planned and Machover asked for Elizabeth’s Persona to be performed on this
concert. Christine played it again on IRCAM’s enormous Bösendorfer. In the years following,
Christine found other occasions to play the piece again. As a way to thank her, Vercoe wrote her
a little piece entitled Pour Christine.40
During the third stay in Paris, Elizabeth wrote a piano trio entitled Despite Our
Differences No. 1. She had Christine in mind for the piano part, which was very over-the-top and
dramatic. Elizabeth thought it suited Christine’s Greek nature so well. “That fiery personality
comes out on stage and in the music when she plays it.”41 The trio was premiered with Paraschos
during the Women’s Music Festival in 1985. Vercoe was co-chair for the festival, which was
held at Boston University. This same concert featured the Pro Arte Orchestra and Gunther
Schuller.
In addition, during this stay, Elizabeth was working on her Austin Peay State University
commission, which became Herstory III. She was not sure what the topic was going to be for this
38
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work, but it came to her that summer after she and Barry took the children to summer camps.
They made a trip around the Chateau country and happened to go to the Chateau du Chinon. It
was completely by chance that her inspiration for a work on the life of Joan of Arc was born.42
Other artist colony experiences followed. Her first American colony was Cummington in
1986. She was to write a piece for famed contemporary music singer-vocalist Joan La Barbara,
scheduled to appear at a women’s music festival at the Longy School of Music that year. With
La Barbara’s notes on her vocal capacities and how to notate for her in-hand, Vercoe headed to
Cummington for a month of solitude where she could finish writing Nine Epigrams from Poor
Richard in time for the festival. The fact of the matter was that Elizabeth had a pressing deadline
and a relative from New Zealand was coming to town. Knowing she would not be able to
complete her work in such a social environment, Elizabeth decided that she would go to the
colony. It was a respite primarily for artists and writers with an occasional musician.43
In 1992, the Vercoes were separating and preparing for divorce. By this time they had
purchased and renovated a home in Concord, Massachusetts. Elizabeth suggested that Barry live
in the house during the fall since she made arrangements to be at a string of artist colonies. In
September she stayed at Palenville, which was going through a rough financial time. Because of
this, there was no staff on-site and the one artist who was there when Elizabeth arrived, left
shortly thereafter. For most of the month, Elizabeth had the entire place to herself, including
access to their theater. There she wrote the final movement of Four Humors for clarinet and
piano. In addition, she was working on a libretto for a piece on George Sand. She still has a large
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file on Sand and found her to be an interesting character, but Sand’s life did not have the
dramatic trajectory for a compelling monodrama or song cycle, so Elizabeth never set the texts.44
October until Christmas of 1992 was spent at the MacDowell Colony. The atmosphere
there was rather competitive where composers were broadcasting their accomplishments.
Elizabeth experienced that writers have a far more supportive environment and many flourish
there. She was uncomfortable with the way so many composers seemed to be vying for status
while there. However, others proved to be supportive and interested in her work. Vercoe says
that it was an unproductive time and she has never wanted to go back—not so much because of
the colleague dynamics, but because of the association with this period of her life.45
In 1998 Elizabeth was a fellow at the Civitella Ranieri Center in Italy. There she began
formulating the structure and some text inclusion for a series of cycles on Emily Dickinson. The
first of these would not be completed until 2001 with the inspiration and work atmosphere of
another colony. And so, in 2000, Vercoe spent her first visit as a fellow at the Virginia Center of
the Creative Arts. Her stays were for only a few weeks and her focus both times was the
Dickinson. The second visit in 2001 was in the same room – a big grand piano in a large room.
While the room was attached to a building, there was still a sense of isolation, which Vercoe
prefers for productivity. During the second visit, she mapped out how the other two cycles were
going to work. In all, Vercoe envisioned three cycles on the poetry and prose of Dickinson that
would tell a story of her life.46
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Since 1997, Vercoe held the position of part-time Visiting Lecturer at Regis College.
There she continues to teach a variety of classes based on need and enrollment. Her menu of
courses taught includes women in music and other history specialty courses as needed.47
Finally, a noteworthy residence as Acuff Chair of Excellence at Austin Peay State
University occurred in 2003. This distinguished position rotates through the arts departments
each year. There was no prescribed format for what this would entail for Elizabeth. Rather, the
faculty of the music department had a series of meetings and brainstormed about ways to best
utilize the variety of gifts Vercoe might bring to the table. Among those decided upon were:
numerous lecture opportunities, coaching faculty and students on her compositions, preparing
pre-concert lectures about her music and themes, working with students in classrooms, and a
lecture series on contemporary music. Vercoe was kept busy during her residency at Austin
Peay. She was also commissioned at this time to write Kleemation, a work for flute and piano
inspired by drawings by Paul Klee.48

The Reluctant Feminist
“Adherents of feminism seek to discover ways that women or the feminine are
undermined in various cultures and to identify ways to raise the status of women.”49 The feminist
movement of the 60s and 70s produced two important streams of thought. The one that many are
familiar with is Radical Feminism, more commonly connected to a political agenda regarding
inclusion and recognition of women in all aspects of life. Specifically, radicals are associated
47
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with wanting to do away with hierarchies, sex roles, and gender distinctions. The other, less
considered and more silent in its effort, is Cultural Feminism. There have been many debates
regarding the validity and worth of each approach to feminism.50 As composers and performers
strive for the inclusion of and exposure to music by women composers, I suggest that it is here
where Cultural Feminism finds a home. On its most basic level, Cultural Feminism is simply
“the conscious emergence of women’s culture.”51 Delving deeper into Cultural Feminism yields
a look at the structure of history to-date. One can easily find that historical female figures, while
increasingly included in writings, are still generally overlooked in studies. Women have been
identified and described in relation to the men in their lives. In Women’s Culture: The Women’s
Renaissance of the Seventies, editor Gayle Kimball eloquently explains, “cultural feminist
endeavors are revealing women’s themes and images, as they are different from men’s,
providing humanity a pluralistic world view more rich and balanced than one seen only through
male eyes.” Cultural feminism can take many forms in the world of music: women composers
may focus on selecting texts that reflect on a woman’s point of view on any given subject,
performers may consciously program music by women composers, individuals or institutions
may commission new compositions from women composers, or festivals and organizations may
be chartered to bring awareness to the wealth of repertoire existing about women and by women.
Mezzo-soprano Sharon Mabry, Professor of Music at Austin Peay State University in
Tennessee is one of many important figures in the movement supporting music by women
composers. As a performer, Mabry has commissioned and recorded numerous works by women.
The pedagogue in Mabry has made knowledge of music by women composers available to the
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public through her running column in The Journal of Singing entitled “New Directions.” She
feels strongly “that women composers need much more support and exposure… If women don’t
do it, men certainly aren’t going to.”52 In addition, she feels “very strongly that we must support
women composers. They’re just as good [as men] and worthy of performance and worthy of
study.” Mabry believes that we must program women’s music in order to expose it. She
advocates that performers be more proactive in putting women’s music on programs.
Another important figure publicly and actively supporting women’s music is Clara Lyle
Boone. She is a pioneer in the area of promoting and publishing music by women composers.
Arsis Press, founded in 1974, was the first publishing company dedicated to publishing the music
of living female composers. The great grand niece of Daniel Boone, she learned at a young age
about the exclusion of women; she found that only men were listed in the Boone family Bible.
Boone has gone so far as to fight for women’s music on Capitol Hill where she “tried to
convince the Justice Department that the male stranglehold on classical music performances was
a violation of Antitrust laws.”53 In her effort to promote women’s music, Boone is known for
being particular in choosing the works she will publish. This selectivity has earned both Boone
and Arsis Press respect as a discerning publishing house. Reflecting upon the work of Clara Lyle
Boone, one can easily recognize elements of both Cultural and Radical Feminism. It is through
Boone’s more radical political actions that she furthers the experience of cultural feminism. Said
best by Boone herself, “Women have much to say through music that the world needs to hear
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and that men cannot say for them. Arsis Press will continue to seek this music and encourage its
creation.”54
At present Elizabeth Vercoe is hesitant to label her music as “feminist,” given the social
context by which she is most familiar with the movement. Growing up amid the advent of
feminism, she took part in women’s consciousness-raising groups and societies for women
composers during the 70s. Consequently, she tends to associate Radical Feminism with the term
feminism. After further discussion, she admitted that feminism is indeed a theme that she
continues to bring up in conversation around the Herstory cycles. Vercoe said that she did not
intend to make a political statement in her music, rather it was an opportunity to present music
from the point of view of a woman in a way that only a woman could communicate. To claim her
work as “feminist” is complicated: Vercoe does not wish to limit reception of her work by
labeling it as “feminist,” and at the same time does not wish to deny the presence of such themes.
While she continues to struggle with this label, given her background and own admissions,
Vercoe’s music does, in fact, embody cultural feminist standards. Though unintentional for the
first two Herstory cycles, she did select women as the subject for each cycle and consciously
named them Herstory to bring emphasis to the fact that this music was about women and that the
stories told were from the pens of women. Rather than explicitly expressing her feminist ideals,
Vercoe chose for her music to implicitly embody these principles.
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CHAPTER 2

Elizabeth Vercoe, The Composer
A Cry From The Heart
It is a wonderful opportunity to be able to speak with a composer not only about her
compositional process, but also about how she views her own music. Elizabeth Vercoe is
remarkably forthcoming on both counts. She freely recognizes that her music is autobiographical
in nature. On occasion, a past assignment or commissioned work lacked a deeper personal
significance, but certainly most of her vocal and a number of instrumental works fit this
description. As one maneuvers through various life phases, it might be expected that one’s
compositional style shift accordingly.
Vercoe’s earliest vocal work Eight Riddles from Symphosius (1964) appears to be
connected to the same composer who recently completed Five True Remarkable Occurrences
(2008). Not only are there short humorous songs in each set, the harmonic language is similar.
Truly it was not until Herstory II: 13 Japanese Lyrics that Vercoe began experimenting with
alternate vocal techniques. The first work in which she treated any instrument experimentally
was Fantasy for Piano for solo piano (1975) in which there is a great deal of playing inside of
the piano. Although it was finished one year after the completion of Herstory II, she worked on
the piano piece with Gardner Read while at Boston University and the seeds of thought around
non-conventional use of an instrument were already planted. There is also her Nine Epigrams
27
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from Poor Richard written for Joan La Barbara. This stands as Vercoe’s most experimental vocal
work and is not typical of her vocal lines or treatment. However, as it was written specifically for
La Barbara, this work shows great sensitivity to the skills of this individual.
When Elizabeth Vercoe publicly discusses her music, as in lectures or pre-concert talks,
she does not divide her output according to chronology and different style periods, rather
“according to different orientations to the music: vocal music as opposed to other, or music with
texts, music that has some sort of feminist connection, humorous music.”55 She claims that she
may even include the John Brown monodrama A Dangerous Man with other feminist works
because it holds political meaning to her. There is a wide variety of ways she might categorize
her music and she seems very comfortable refraining from rigid divisions. One thing is certain:
she never considers her music to belong to any kind of style differentiation. There are a few
works that are dissimilar from the whole, but that fact does not hold great importance for her.56
In 1985 Elizabeth Vercoe was honored to be included in Yale’s Oral History Project,
which consists of approximately 800 interviews with composers, performers, and other
significant musicians. When prompted to discuss the influence of other composers on her
compositional style, she replied, “…Today composers study music from the Middle Ages right
on up to the present and there is bound to be some kind of spillover into their own work from all
of this. It’s hard to pinpoint it…I think, perhaps, I have a rather catholic taste.”57
More recently asked to describe, then, what her music sounds like, her response is
rehearsed. It is a question frequently asked of her by non-musicians.
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I try to respond by saying that I write for a variety of media. I write for voices and
instruments and orchestra. That would already give people some sense that I do a variety
of different kinds of things. I think that people think you just do church music or just do
piano music. I don’t think that non-musicians necessarily have an idea, particularly if
they’re not music lovers, that there might be a range of different things you might try.
Secondly I might say that I call it contemporary classical music. It fits into the classical
tradition. Within the contemporary classical tradition, I would describe it as not too
experimental and not too conservative, but somewhere in the middle. That’s usually
where I stop. If you ask what I think my music sounds like…that then becomes a very
difficult question. Some of it is a cry from the heart.58
The morning after having made the above statement, Vercoe shared that she woke with a very
specific and strong response to the question, “What does your music sound like?” She offered no
further explanation, but said simply in all seriousness, “Green.”59
When studying Vercoe’s scores, similarities become obvious and a sense of style arises.
Her own assessment calling her music classical yet contemporary is apparent. It is classical in
that she utilizes typical structural forms: song cycles, monodramas, a concerto, sonatas, and
various other solo instrumental genres. The recurring theme of leading tones, whether through
the use of major sevenths or tritones is also readily evident. Using either of these intervals
creates an aural sense of direction, a kind of leading tone. Because of this, it is easy to hear a
tonal center being set-up in spite of the lack of other hierarchical harmonic motion. This leading
tone experience consequently occurs at many pitch levels and as Vercoe says, “you salvage one
then destroy it.”60 She recognizes that unconsciously this pattern in her work is akin to
Schoenberg’s concept of the emancipation of dissonance.61
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When various interviewers, including the author, probed Vercoe to discuss her
compositional process, her answers all center on common themes: Intuition and Evolution. These
two go hand-in-hand as she painstakingly works out her scores at the piano. Encouraged to speak
more about her process and resulting style, Vercoe shared, “I do often circle around back to the
same theme. I like that sort of arch shape. I’m likely to come back with the same material and
maybe the same home note. I may have a tonal center.”62 Elizabeth Vercoe is ever dissatisfied
with her work and frets over each completed product. Colleague and friend Sharon Mabry says
that Vercoe is “one of those composers who agonizes over her music a lot, like Duparc. She
won’t write reams of music, but what is there is there intentionally.”63
Vercoe is known to compose with specific performers in mind for both commissioned
and non-commissioned works. Such privileged musicians include Neil Gladd, mandolin; Vivian
Taylor and Christine Paraschos, piano; and Sharon Mabry, for whom Herstory III was written.
While Vercoe’s compositional style may be informed by studies of various composers, it is the
performer who ultimately inspires the process.64
Writing for voice is a great passion of Elizabeth Vercoe’s. In her own words, the two
main reasons why this is so are:
First, the voice is so wonderfully expressive and flexible. A singer can not only sing in
various ways—shatteringly high, ominously low, adamantly loud, stirringly soft—but can
also whisper, screech, yell, scream, cluck, use Sprechstimme, glissandi, trills and all
kinds of speech.
Second, to write for voice, one usually (but not always) needs words, and that offers an
opportunity to read lots of poetry, research diaries and letters and other historical
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materials for a dramatic work, spending many wonderful hours in libraries and
bookstores.65
In analyzing much music from the modern era, one must use a variety of approaches for a
complete understanding of a composition. A singer is faced with layers of analysis that
instrumentalists are infrequently required to explore. In looking at a score, the singer must take
into account not only the typical musical expressions on the page, but also the text and character.
This is compounded by the subject matter and sometimes even the actual text source. In the end,
a singer must justify what is in the printed score from the point of view of the text, and
sometimes vice versa. Such is the case in the four Herstory cycles.
For an effective performance, the interconnectedness of music, text, and drama must be
evaluated. When preparing a dramatic musical work, it is not always useful to focus solely on a
formal harmonic analysis. In looking at the text and thinking about character analysis, singers are
often led to specific musical points of dramatic importance within a piece and begin to
harmonically analyze the measures leading into and out of those critical dramatic moments in the
score. As stage performers, singers are called to use the score as a dramatic road map.
Composers reveal a depth of character through the printed page if we read between the lines of
score before us. Even more valuable is when a performer has insight into not only the
composer’s thoughts about a work as a composition, but also her thoughts about how the piece
fits into her life.
The holistic approach to analysis I intend to pursue is derived from Hugh Aitken’s
method outlined in his book The Piece as a Whole: Studies in Holistic Musical Analysis. Aitken,
who studied clarinet and composition at Juilliard in the 1950’s, is a retired professor of theory
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and composition from William Paterson University in New Jersey. He wrote The Piece as a
Whole to suggest an alternative means of music analysis to the formal methods generally taught
in the classroom.
When one is faced with the music by a self-proclaimed intuitive composer like Elizabeth
Vercoe, Hugh Aitken is a godsend. Aitken claims a three-step approach to holistic analysis. In
order to embark on the journey of analysis suggested by Aitken, one must first be willing to
claim her experience of the music at hand. Following, he suggests that we begin with the heard
sounds, followed by a personal reaction. Finally Aitken allows for one to look at the technical
goings-on within a score to flesh out analysis and justify one’s reaction. Of utmost importance to
Aitken is one’s experience of the music.66
Aitken’s suggestions will be incorporated into analytical process here as all four of
Elizabeth Vercoe’s Herstory works are examined. Several layers of analysis are helpful in
preparing a dramatic score for performance, including:
1. Technical analysis (e.g. form, tonality, harmony, rhythms, melody),
2. Choice of text for each movement,
3. Treatment of the instruments,
4. Evolution of the dramatic character, and
5. Vercoe’s personal reaction to the work, including its relevance to her life.
Herstory I
As discussed above in Chapter 1, this composition was initially entitled Herstory and was
composed during Elizabeth’s work with Joyce Mekeel at Boston University. During this time,
Vercoe was becoming increasingly involved in women’s consciousness-raising groups and felt it
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important to shed light on the work and lives of women in a meaningful way. For this reason, she
selected texts by her favorite poets. In her process of determining inclusion and order, she sat on
the floor with the poems spread around her. To her surprise, Elizabeth realized that she had
selected poems only by women poets. The texts of Herstory I are by “confessional” poets Anne
Sexton, Adrienne Rich, Sylvia Plath, and Pam White. Vercoe says of the chosen texts that,
“…the songs relate a woman’s life experiences: finding freedom only in madness, coming to her
child in the midst of a nightmare, growing older with her partner, expressing bitterness about
aging, and dreaming at 80 of her youth.”67 Elizabeth felt so connected to the texts, she actually
felt as if she could have written them herself. In this work, the first of her feminist endeavors, she
had opportunity to say something through her music that only a woman could say, speaking on
behalf of EveryWoman. “This is not intended as a kind of political activism couched in musical
terms. Rather it is a way to celebrate four wonderful women poets and focus on uniquely female
views of the world.”68
Vercoe felt strongly about each text in this cycle, recognizing that it changes from one
attitude to the next rather quickly. Due to the number of different poets used, there are
understandably different points of view represented. “There is something wild inside that
identifies to some degree with the fascination of the strange and the curious.”69 The first song,
“Noon Walk” related to the sense of youthful shifting temperament or mood. Though Vercoe
claims to have calmed down with age, she “used to be very difficult to control with a lot of
extreme feelings.” She strove to make the music reflect this and the extreme feelings are most
apparent in the melodic line with its wide leaps and disjunct motion. (ex. 1)
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Ex. 1. Herstory I, “Noon Walk on the Asylum Wall” mm. 9-16.

Probably the most personally meaningful song in the Herstory I cycle is “Old.” Elizabeth
wrote this song about her aunt, Alma Hendry, who was also her godmother. “My fairy
godmother” Vercoe reminisces. “I think she was, unlike my parents, nonjudgmental. She
believed in me and loved me unquestioningly, without reservation.”70 This same aunt spent a
great deal of time with Elizabeth in the summers when they vacationed in Maine and often were
in Damariscotta. The poem references this exact place with the text “We are young and we are
walking and picking wild blueberries all the way to Damariscotta.” Understandably, Vercoe was
delighted to have found this text. Summers in Maine were so meaningful to her and her family
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that she continues to summer in Maine. Elizabeth’s close cousin Anne maintains a family cabin
in Chamberlain and lives across a foreshore from her.
This song holds further meaning for Vercoe. She watched her godmother grow old. Since
she was in college during her godmother’s last years, Elizabeth did not witness the aging, as is
suggested in the song “Old,” but her godmother had a stroke and moved in with Elizabeth’s
parents for the last five years of her life, bedridden and unable to speak. The love and care
Elizabeth had and continues to feel for this remarkable woman is presented in this one
movement, a tribute to Alma Hendry.71
This cycle is scored for soprano, vibraphone, and piano. While Sprechstimme is used in
the cycle, it is the only form of extended use for any instrument presented here. Nonetheless, the
vocal part is demanding with wide leaps and a nearly impossible range. It is difficult for
Elizabeth to appreciate the difficulty of the vocal parts she writes because she is always singing
while composing. She sings every pitch and every word over and over as a method of working
through a piece. If she is able to squeak a sound out, she figures a real singer should be able to
handle it too.72 Written in 1975, Herstory I remains unpublished due to complications with
obtaining permissions for use of all texts.
Herstory II: 13 Japanese Lyrics
After returning to the university to earn her doctorate, Elizabeth completed her
dissertation, a 30-minute violin concerto and was eager to write chamber music again. Now that
she was done with school, she was worried about getting performers. Nonetheless she needed to
compose in order to feel like a composer. It was wonderful to be finished with the dissertation
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and degree, but she was left wondering what was next. Having just finished a major instrumental
work, Vercoe decided to switch gears and return to vocal music.
As usual when beginning a new piece of music, Vercoe had no idea what she was going
to write, what the form would be, or any idea what the texts would be. She purchased a book of
translated Japanese poetry by Kenneth Rexroth for her husband as a gift. It ended up that she was
far more interested in the little book than he was and began typing out poems to add to her text
file. She then laid the typed poems about her to see which ones worked together and in what
order. Vercoe prefers to work with texts in this way. Through this process she suddenly realized
that all of the poems selected from the Rexroth book were by women. “The title Herstory II,
then, just presented itself. Then I had to rename Herstory to become Herstory I.”73 She certainly
did not set out to write another Herstory cycle. “It was just meant to be.”74
In her music, Vercoe is trying to communicate with the audience, the performer. She
wants people to find something in her music that is meaningful and enjoyable. Her intent is never
to be overly complicated. Rather, she wishes for her music to communicate. Apropos, each
sound and each rhythm of every composition is intentional. Her music must “have enough
complexity that it doesn’t bore me, but I don’t want it to be intellectually obtuse and
complicated.”75
Vercoe had often been told that the first piece written after a composer’s dissertation is
the one to look at. “The process of writing the dissertation takes you to another level.”76 Herstory
II is certainly no exception for Elizabeth Vercoe. The texts chosen by Vercoe again expressed a
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range of female perspective, not all with which she agreed, but all of which she respected. She
considers them “brilliant poets of medieval Japan.”77 In Rexroth’s permissions letter to Elizabeth,
he mentioned that some settings of his translations by other composers were “gruesomely
inappropriate.” She never gathered the courage to send him a copy of the cycle, though she had
enough nerve to write the two interludes and thirteen songs, which are recorded and published.78
Herstory II is scored for soprano, piano, and a variety of percussion instruments. At one
point Vercoe thought it might be possible for the singer and pianist to share percussion
responsibilities so that only two performers would be needed. This would logistically make
rehearsing and performing the piece easier. Since she was no longer a student at Boston
University, she did not have ready access to the percussion studio and hoped to get more
performances if a third player was not needed. However, the percussion part is so exacting and
technically demanding that she soon realized it actually was necessary to have three performers
for this piece.79 This is the first work in which Vercoe began experimenting with extensive
playing techniques including string plucking and striking the strings percussion mallets. For this
score, published in 1979 by Arsis Press, Vercoe includes an extensive notation key for
percussion and piano. The two Interludes are written for percussion and percussion and piano, in
order. Vercoe sought to vary the instrumentation used in this chamber work so each part has
significant use throughout the cycle.
These short poems express a variety of emotions and perspectives on life and love,
ranging from humorous to deeply tragic. The brevity of the poems is reflected in the setting and
their drama is immediately evidenced in the setting of the text and pitch. (ex. 2)
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Ex. 2. Herstory II, “Lady Akazome Emon,” mm. 1-3.

Primarily syllabic, the melody is quite disjunct, though not as much as the songs of Herstory I.
Hints at tonal centers are evidenced through a variety of techniques. In the first song, “Lady
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Murasaki Shikibu,” Vercoe uses the minor ninth interval to create a sense of hierarchy centering
around D. (ex. 3)

Ex. 3. Herstory II, “Lady Murasaki Shikibu” mm. 7-9.

The final ascending passage of “Lady Otomo No Sakanoe” certainly sounds as if the voice is
rising from sol (F#) to do (B) in spite of all that came before the last measures. (ex. 4)

Ex. 4. Herstory II, “Lady Otomo No Sakanoe,” mm. 11-14.

Evidenced in this cycle is Vercoe’s penchant for intervals that challenge one’s sense of tonal
center, setting up an expectation and just as immediately moving elsewhere. Those intervals
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most frequently used in this way are understandably the tritone, major seventh, and minor ninth
all with leading-tone suggestions. Dramatic use of the voice is accomplished not only through
wide range and leaps, but also Sprechstimme in nearly all songs. In “The Mother of the
Commander Michitsuna” Sprechstimme is used and notated as if the pitched range would be Gflat3 to D6 some of which is seen here. (ex. 5) The piano and percussion are used to elaborate on
the drama, as seen in “Lady Horikawa”. Castanets and a rhythmically improvisational piano
introduction serve to illustrate increasing confusion and agitation of the singer prior to her
entrance, (ex. 6) while the final measures of the piano part show the singer’s continued frenzy
after the poem has ended. (ex. 7)
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Ex. 5. Herstory II, “The Mother of the Commander Michitsuna,” mm. 1-3.
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Ex. 6. Herstory II, “Lady Horikawa,” mm. 1-4.

Ex. 7. Herstory II, “Lady Horikawa,” mm. 20-23.
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The texts and music of Herstory II take the listener and performer quickly through a wide
range of emotions. It is an exhausting experience, yet proves to illustrate the fact that these
medieval texts have modern-day relevance. These are emotions that are easily recognizable.
Vercoe takes the performers and audience alike through the ups and downs of love’s emotions.
Since the majority of the cycle is emotionally heavy, Vercoe sets the last poem “Lady Shikibu”
with an ethereal piano accompaniment while the voice very calmly rises and falls three times.
This gentle approach for the last song “touches on whatever may come [after death] in a very
nice way, not hammering you over the head with it. It comes up as a subject in connection with
something else. I think that’s a nice way to do it.”80
Herstory III: Jehanne de Lorraine
Herstory III: Jehanne de Lorraine was touted by The American Record Guide as the best
piece by a woman composer in the twentieth century. Sharon Mabry, for whom the monodrama
was written, respectfully disagrees. She claims that it is the best piece for female voice in the
twentieth century. Mabry thinks that it devalues Vercoe’s work to limit its inclusion only among
other female composers when she believes it should be ranked as the best of any gender. 81
In 1985 Vercoe received a commission from Austin Peay State University to write a
piece for mezzo-soprano Sharon Mabry, who had just recorded her cycle Irreveries from Sappho
for voice and piano. It had been four years since Vercoe had composed a vocal work and she was
looking forward to it. “It’s something I like to do a lot. I feel very drawn to working with words
and music… It really opens up the possibilities rather than closing off others,” said Vercoe.82
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The work came with restrictions, inherent in a commission. It was to be fifteen minutes in
length and for two performers, a mezzo-soprano and pianist. During a trip to France, Vercoe
visited the chateau country in the Loire valley, home of the historically famous Joan of Arc. A
chance visit brought her to the Chateau du Chinon, where Joan urged the Dauphin to give her
troops to help free France from the English. Vercoe’s interest in Joan as the focus for the
commissioned work was now solidified.
Research on writings about Joan of Arc yielded a wide variety of sources. Included in the
list of texts used for the work are: a 15th century poem by François Villon, Recollections of Joan
of Arc which is a novel by Mark Twain, an Anonymous medieval English poem, Shakespeare’s
Henry VI, Part 1, a patriotic 18th century French poem by Joseph Chénier, Regine Pernoud’s
Joan of Arc including primary source material and trial records, Shaw’s St. Joan, a gem of a
poem by Joan’s contemporary female poet Christine de Pisan, and a prayer from the 1558
English Sarum rite. Of greatest importance to Vercoe was the poem by Pisan, who broke her
self-imposed vow of silence of more than a decade after learning of Joan’s triumph at Orléans.
What flowed from her pen was an epic poem containing the seminal line included in Herstory
III, “Hee! quel honneur au femenin sexe!” which translates as, “Oh what an honor to the female
sex that God has chosen a woman to free France!”
The question to ask in choosing Joan of Arc as the subject of a work is, “Why? Why now
another work about Joan of Arc when so many composers before have written compositions
based on her life?” The answer that revealed itself to Vercoe was that there was new relevance in
writing about this historical figure because there were new views of women. She believes that
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the “importance in writing a dramatic work [is] to have a point of view.” Vercoe saw that she
could offer a new view of Joan.83
The theme of woman-centeredness found in her other cycles is very obvious in this work.
However, there are two main differences between Herstory III and the other cycles. Firstly, as a
monodrama, this work was intended from inception to be a theatrical piece complete with
dramatic lighting and minimal staging. Secondly the texts on the popular subject of Joan of Arc
are taken from many centuries and both genders. Nonetheless, Vercoe produced a riveting
dramatic work that was easily in keeping with the female-centered nature of the other cycles.
Feminist theory in dramatic vocal works comes in many forms. One study that is
applicable to this work is found in Elizabeth Wood’s article “Sapphonics” from Queering the
Pitch: The New Gay and Lesbian Musicology. In part, she defines Sapphonic as “a particular
type of rich female voice of extended range.”84 Vercoe’s monodrama is written for medium voice
with a range extending from G3 to as high as the singer can phonate, all within a single
movement.
Herstory III is a monodrama in twelve movements. These movements are divided into
seven dramatic scenes. The first five scenes consist of paired movements; the final two scenes
are single musical movements. Labels and discussion of each scene come from a presentation
given by the composer at Tufts University and are not actually part of the score itself.
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Vercoe labels each scene as follows:

1. “Joan speaks as from the grave.” (movements 1 and 2)
2. “Flashback: Joan as a young girl” (movements 3 and 4)
3. “Joan the Soldier” (movements 5 and 6)
4. “Sharp-witted Joan” (movements 7 and 8)
5. “Battle Scene” (movements 9 and 10)
6. “Inquisition” (movement 11)
7. “Prayer” (movement 12)
In essence, this dramatic work begins from the grave, followed by chronological flashbacks
ending with Joan’s death.
Along with the overall structure of the work, there are two basic points of interest: the
selection of texts and the various ways the singer’s voice is used. For the twelve movements,
Vercoe selected a total of nine texts from among a wide variety of sources. For the most part,
Vercoe chose to use excerpts, but included the entire prayer text from the medieval English
Sarum Rite for the final movement. Other sources from the time of Joan of Arc include a small
portion from a poem by François Villon, of the fifteenth century, and two excerpts from
Christine de Pisan’s epic poem inspired by Joan’s siege of Orléans, Ditié de Jehanne d’Arc, of
1429. Joseph Chénier’s revolutionary excerpt provides a poignant moment of realization within
the monodrama. Though not written about Joan, the text “Un Français doit vivre pour elle. Pour
elle un Français doit mourir.” (“A Frenchman must live for her. For her a Frenchman must die.”)
about the French Revolution transcends time and is easily included in reference to Joan the
soldier.
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Of more modern documents, the only historical inclusions are trial records from Joan of
Arc by Regine Pernoud. This is also the only text that Vercoe chose to manipulate beyond the
simple cut and paste. Both movements 10 and 11 are based on several testimonies. A bold and
creative move on Vercoe’s part, she has given voice to Joan by restructuring these documents
into a narrative.
The final three sources to discuss are wide-ranging. William Shakespeare presented a
very negative view of the French, and Joan of Arc in particular, in his Henry VI. Specific to this
work, Vercoe selected passages from Part 1 of the play. Mark Twain thought Recollections of
Joan of Arc was his finest novel. In this novel, Twain writes as a servant and sidekick to Joan,
recounting her tale from this unique perspective. He claims to have referenced trial documents to
create his work. Finally we come to another play. It may be the most well known of all sources
about Joan of Arc used by Vercoe. George Bernard Shaw’s St. Joan also referenced trial
documents to create the feisty pious warrior of this play.
Of the afore-mentioned sources, Vercoe is most enamored of the Christine de Pisan
poem. She believes the single line “Hee! quel honneur au femenin sexe!” is the crux of Joan’s
identity. Instead of setting this text as a reflective moment for Joan, Vercoe instead sets it as the
peak of Joan’s battle cry, thus effectively meshing the soldier and the servant of God into one.
A monodrama, Herstory III explores the range of the human voice using dramatic
methods. Techniques used include: singing, Sprechstimme, approximated pitched speaking,
intoning, whispering, glissandi, shouting, hysterical speaking on pitches, and speaking with an
ordinary voice for the two and a half monologues within the work. The singer is often required to
utilize a combination of at least two of these techniques in each movement. Shifting from one
technique to another between and within movements is vocally demanding. It is important that a
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singer begin working early on moving through several movements at a time, in order to
determine how to vocally navigate through the piece. The decision to use the voice with such
diverse techniques was a decision made by Vercoe to provide for a wider range of expression.
The score calls for two performers, a pianist and a singer (soprano or mezzo-soprano). In
addition, there are three percussion instruments and an array of percussion mallets utilized. The
singer has the relatively easy task of playing finger cymbals in the last movement. The real
challenge comes for the pianist. The two percussion instruments played by the pianist are a gong
and a wood block set inside the piano. Most movements only call for a simple mallet strike on
the lowest strings, if they call for anything other than the natural piano. As usual, Vercoe
provides a notation key at the front of the score. Movement 9, the scene leading into battle is a
true work of choreography for the pianist. Within this short movement, he is asked to use two
types of mallets on the bass strings of the piano, bounce a triangle beater across strings, use a
woodblock, and also use a rubber mallet across the highest strings. (ex. 8) In order to accomplish
some of these feats, the pianist must plan carefully when to pick up certain mallets and when to
lay them down. Fortunately the pianist gets a long break immediately following this musical
dance as a monologue rounds out the scene. In other movements, the pianist is asked to
manipulate the color of sound by dampening the strings with his hand, brushing his hand along
the strings, and also plucking a specific pitch on the string. It is only the ninth movement that so
challenges the pianist with choreographic planning.
Vercoe sees the piano part as sharing in the character of Joan of Arc. She intends for the
piano and voice to represent two different aspects of Joan at the same time. The only place where
this is not the case is in Movement 6, “I am a soldier,” where the piano takes on the role of a
galloping horse. Just as Vercoe strives to create a variety of sound colors and expressions
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through assorted vocal techniques, the extended use of the piano through manipulation of sound
is to serve the drama in an illustrative and expressive manner.

Ex. 8. Herstory III, “N’appercevez—vous,” mm. 7-8.

In looking at each movement of Herstory III, it is again apparent that Vercoe must be
fond of tritones. She freely admits that it is her favorite interval.86 Maybe so, but before this
work, tritones were used but not prevalent in her vocal compositions. Herstory III is
harmonically defined by the tritone. Generally it appears in cluster chords, where two tritones are
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layered on top of one another, as occurs for the first time in the second movement, which segues
from the opening. (ex. 9)

Ex. 9. Herstory III, “Jehanne la bonne Lorraine,” mm. 9-10;
“I have labored sore,” mm. 1-3.

It also is a favorite element in a signature gesture of hers, the ascending arpeggio first appearing
in the third movement. (ex. 10) In addition, Vercoe favors both major and minor seventh and
minor ninth leaps. These four intervals appear consistently throughout each sung movement of
this work as in the previous two Herstory cycles.

Ex. 10. Herstory III, “They call me Jenny,” m. 1.
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Vercoe’s prevalent use of the tritone in this work caused the author to consider what
relevance, if any, it had to musically defining the Maid of Orléans. Joan was a martyr. As a
servant of God, she was also an intermediary between God’s will and the people of France. To
understand the significance of the tritone in this work, one must first understand what a tritone is.
The tritone lies in the middle of an evenly divided chromatic scale, which consists of thirteen
pitches, each a half step apart. The tritone itself is an interval that is equal distance from either
end of the scale, making it the sixth pitch in the sequence. The prevalence of the tritone suggests
a far greater significance to its use, beyond it being the favorite of the composer. I believe that
the tritone is used as a metaphor for Joan. With the slightest stretch of the imagination, we can
see Joan the martyr evenly split between God’s will, at one end of the scale, and the political
struggles of her nation, at the opposite end of the scale.87
Further discussion with Vercoe about her sense of harmony and tonal center was
revealing. While she does not generally compose in a specific key, often a certain pitch will
stand out as being the central figure of a work, or within a movement. This is the case within
Herstory III. Half of the musical numbers strongly suggest a pitch center, but there is no
hierarchical organization of pitches around that center. The tritone’s prevalence in each
movement easily distorts any sense of major or minor. Pitchwise, the dramatic peak of each
movement usually occurs near the very end, and sometimes is the last pitch. Vercoe very
deliberately chooses to never repeat the highest pitch once it has occurred. Generally, key
dramatic words pertaining to the mood of each movement tend to occur at that moment.88
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It is through the musical and textual elements within Herstory III that we can outline
Vercoe’s perspective on the character of Joan. The fact that the work is subtitled Jehanne de
Lorraine immediately indicates that this composer is interested in presenting a fact-based
experience of Joan. It is believed that Joan’s family was actually from the Loire valley and
Vercoe rightly claims that in the title of the work as well as in the first movement. This number
introduces Joan with the text, “Jehanne, et Jehanne la bonne Lorraine…” in a haunting pitched
whisper emerging from the darkness. Segueing into the second movement, we hear the first sung
pitches of the work. Joan’s opening line in this piece indicates what is to come. The first interval
sung is a major seventh atop a tritone cluster in the piano, which is considered far more
chromatic than diatonic in nature. (ex. 11) The writings of feminist musicologists Renée Cox
Lorraine, Catherine Clément, Susan McClary, and Caroline Abbate all discuss how chromaticism
is used in music to define a female character as sensual or going against the norm of society.
Resolution to a more diatonic or tonal framework usually comes either in death or social
reconciliation.89 A look at the character of Joan, unfolding through Vercoe’s music illustrates
how such chromatic language defines Joan in life as she goes against the norm of society.
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Ex. 11. Herstory III, “I have labored sore,” mm. 4-8.

A monologue at this point assists in the first scene shift. In the flashback scene we
experience Joan around the age of her first mystical visions. Following, Vercoe chose to move
into the scene she refers to as “Joan the soldier.” This is a natural progression in time and we find
a militaristic strictness of F repeated on the beat in the piano’s left hand. (ex. 12)

Ex. 12. Herstory III, “La France nous appelle,” mm. 1-3.

“I am a soldier” follows immediately. Rhythmically it consists of wild irregular bars of mixed
meters, moving between 10/16, 8/16, and 9/16, among other patterns. Vercoe envisions the piano
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as Joan’s horse, as wild-eyed with excitement as Joan at the prospect of going into battle. (ex.
13)
Ex. 13. Herstory III, “I Am a Soldier,” mm. 1-4.

The vocal line of this sung movement opens with an indignant minor ninth. The tritone, which
the author has suggested as a metaphor for Joan the intermediary, appears in the piano right hand
as wild punctuating clusters. This is the movement that clearly reveals Joan’s identity to
Elizabeth Vercoe. In the first half of the piece, Joan makes audacious statements of identity such
as, “I am a soldier. I will never take a husband. I do not want to be thought of as a woman.” After
making a disparaging remark about women, Joan continues by explaining that what would thrill
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her is to lead an army for God to free France. Lest Joan be misunderstood and her gender
questioned, Vercoe changes the mood of the movement first by bringing the music to a halt with
a fermata. Following are simple sustained open tritone clusters with a quasi-recitative passage
where Joan explains to us, “I am not a daredevil. I am a servant of God.” Here is the core of
Joan’s identity. (ex. 14)
Through history, the identity of Joan has been confused by some as transgendered (a
predominantly male-identified woman) or even lesbian because of her inclinations toward battle,
and several misinterpretations of historical events. Vercoe believes that the images of Joan
through history are socially constructed.90 This is evident in the 1997 book Transgender
Warriors, which features Joan of Arc as one such transgendered warrior. There is something
about this girl-woman warrior that most of us can relate to. Joan is a fighter, a spiritual woman, a
martyr, a woman of undying faith and loyalty. Connection with such a figure could help bring
validation to any cause. Vercoe cuts to the chase and accepts this figure as the strong woman she
was, but more importantly, Vercoe offers this defining statement of Joan. She is a servant of
God. All of her actions and behavior are fueled by this fact. I believe that the Joan of Herstory III
comes back from the grave to reveal this to us, thereby providing understanding of her life and
empowering us as we live ours.
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Ex. 14. Herstory III, “I Am a Soldier,” mm. 34-37.

In history Joan was known as a sharp-tongued young woman who freely spoke her mind.
That she was so open about consulting with her voices led to the interrogations experienced in
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this work through the monologue of scene four and the following dry-witted sarcastic “Holy Cat
Blues.” In this song, Joan’s point of contention is that the clerics, or rats, are wasting their time
questioning this servant of God, the cat, while France is being lost to the English. This character
comes through in the sultry blues style of the song in the piano and the wide sarcastic leaps and
Sprechstimme of the voice. The song ends with a lengthy wild improvisational piano solo, which
betrays the true feelings beneath Joan’s sweetly sarcastic song. She is, in fact, irate.
It is in the Battle Scene where Vercoe chooses to include her favorite text selected for
Herstory III, the Christine de Pisan poem. The text intoned over extended piano techniques
communicates that Joan is being forced into battle because no one is paying heed to the warnings
she gives from the saints who communicate with her. The first number of this scene ends in the
wild screaming of a battle cry ending with the powerful line “Hee! quel honneur au femenin
sexe!” The piano then takes over to aurally create the image of battle. After reflecting, through
monologue, on the many victories won by her troops, Joan takes us through a few historical
events that led to her inevitable court trials.
Scene six shows us a very different Joan. She has been captured and imprisoned and is
very obviously frightened. Not only does she confess, she does so in a very calculated
methodical manner forswearing all of the ways she has “erred from the faith.” This is evidenced
by her vocal line centering around the pitch of C-sharp and the piano doubling the vocal line in
several places during her confession – the first time this has occurred in the work. Remember
that Vercoe sees the piano and voice as two different yet complementary aspects of Joan. Here
we have little difference, indicating a wearing down of spirit and conforming. Suddenly Joan
bursts into hysterics as her voices reproach her for confessing. She is near madness when she
revokes all of her confessions. The word “revoke” comes on the highest pitch of the entire work,
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marking the Inquisition as the dramatic peak of Herstory III. Joan prepares for the inexorable –
being burned at the stake.
The final scene is the one piece of music that Elizabeth Vercoe is most pleased with of
her entire output and has published it as a solo piano work and as an accompanied choral work.91
The purity and dignity of this movement is unlike any before it. The simplicity of the text
dictates the vocal and piano lines. Both hands of the piano play open fifths throughout the work.
(ex. 15)
Ex. 15. Herstory III, “God Be in My Head,” mm. 1-8.

These are not tonally related fifths; the clash harkens back to the chromatic sounds we have
come to identify with Joan’s character. This movement is the most vocally demanding for the
singer. Its tessitura is high and demands an immediate calmness and centeredness following the
91
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hysteria of the Inquisition. The mixed meters and sustained phrases create a sense of
seamlessness in the vocal line. This is a meditation that begins with the chiming of prayer bells.
The clashing open fifths come to tonal resolution in unison with each other in the very last bar,
after Joan stops singing. (ex. 16)

Ex. 16. Herstory III, “God Be in My Head,” mm. 35-39.

I believe that she dies at this point, which brings us back to the feminist musicologists’ argument
presented above by Lorraine et al. Following their theory, this resolution to a more tonal
framework comes in death, where Joan, a strong female character going against cultural norms,
is socially reconciled.92 It is with this sense of serenity that Vercoe’s monodrama Herstory III:
Jehanne de Lorraine concludes.

Herstory IV
By the time Vercoe came to compose Herstory IV, the use of the title was “beginning to
have a heavily freighted meaning”93 for her and indicated that the work would be a major
statement. Herstory IV was not a commission, though mandolinist Neil Gladd suggested over
time that Elizabeth write something for voice and mandolin. This installment varies from the
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preceding Herstories in a number of logistical ways. First, it is through composed, whereas the
others are in multiple movements. Vercoe does not feel that the length of the work, ten minutes
in all, has any bearing on its meaning. In fact, in spite of its brevity, Herstory IV had deep
personal meaning and also felt like a big piece to her.94
Written in 1997, it was five years after the finalizing of her divorce from Barry. Vercoe
says that this is the work that makes peace with the divorce. It took some time before she was
ready or even found it useful to do so. Finding the poems triggered this journey to understand
why things happen.
It’s a part of what you do as you go through life. It’s not just an interesting process, it’s
something that helps us to make sense of the world around us. Why do disruptive and bad
things happen? . . . I do like to try to understand what is happening to me, particularly
when what is happening has to do with other people. Then there is the possibility of
understanding it. I don’t know if one ever understands another person. People are
infinitely complex. We don’t understand ourselves completely. We can spend a lifetime
trying to understand ourselves, let alone anybody else. I think it’s not only of interest, but
important to try to do so and try to make peace with what happens and what has
happened.95
Such philosophical musings of the composer easily guide us to understand her choice of text and
the way in which she chose to set them in this work.
When setting out to begin writing a new vocal work, Vercoe usually does a wide range of
reading. “It is easy to find wonderful poetry, but it is hard to find texts that fit together or texts
that tell a story,” Vercoe muses. “I love telling stories even when, in Herstory I, they’re by
different poets, but telling a story in some way.”96 Accordingly, she looks for texts with a
narrative quality, but is not looking for prose. She likens finding just the right text to set to
94
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looking for a house. After searching extensively, the house you find may not meet your list of
criteria exactly, but somehow it is perfect for you. It works the same way for her in stumbling
upon that perfect text. Elizabeth spends a great deal of time in the library reading, looking at both
familiar and unfamiliar authors. She often goes back to Rexroth, translator for the Herstory II
texts, as well as to her texts file in her home. Vercoe keeps copies of texts that strike her fancy
and has done so for years now. In fact, she will begin searching for texts in this file and in her
own library. This will remind her of favorite writers and send her searching in a library.
Oftentimes works from that file never get set, but every now and then she resurrects something.
When Elizabeth is working on a commission, there is less time to search for texts. In the case of
Herstory I, II, and IV, each was written for her, for her own interest. Consequently Vercoe could
take her time finding the perfect text.97
Considering how seriously Elizabeth Vercoe takes utilizing the Herstory title, it is
fortunate that she never set out to write any of the Herstories after the first one. The texts come
first, the title much later. The poems selected for Herstory IV are both by May Swenson: “The
Key to Everything” and “All That Time.” Appendix A, page 95, shows how Vercoe combined
the poems that create this through-composed work. She begins with “The Key to Everything”
(Poem A) and interjects portions of “All That Time” (Poem B) alternating between poems to the
end of each. Within the music, each poem has its own mood. Poem A is set with more rhythmic
drive, the mandolin playing mood-setting sixteenth notes constantly with quarter note value set at
96 BPM. (ex. 17)
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Ex. 17. Herstory IV, mm. 1-6.

Moving into Poem B, the tempo is kept, but for the eighth note instead, thereby creating a
plaintive rhythmic foundation for the drama. (ex. 18) Whenever Vercoe wishes to bring to mind
the sentiment of one poem during the musical presentation of the other, she will treat the tempo
and mandolin part accordingly as in mm. 19-20 where the mandolin moves from Poem A
treatment into Poem B treatment and tempo. However, the vocal melody is still being treated as
Poem A was in the beginning, just at a slower tempo. (ex. 19)
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Ex. 18. Herstory IV, mm. 27-35.
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Ex. 19. Herstory IV, mm. 19-20.

In mm. 49-55 how Vercoe chooses to transition from one poem into another is musically evident.
Poem A returns in m. 53 with its return suggested in the mandolin part two bars earlier. (ex. 20)
Ex. 20. Herstory IV, mm. 49-55.

65
By the last stanza of Poem A, it is musically evident that the character has come to a realization
and understanding of what “the key to everything” is and that it has been there “all this time.”
There is a combining of all musical elements from earlier compositional choices associated with
each poem. This is clearly evidenced in mm. 108-121 where there are multiple tempo shifts, the
mandolin consequently shifts treatment, and the melodic line is treated similarly to previous
occurrences throughout the score. (ex. 21) While most of Vercoe’s composing is intuitive, she
very consciously chose the form of this piece before allowing the music to flow out of her.98
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Ex. 21. Herstory IV, mm. 108-121.

Herstory Connections
“I suspect that women who are composers find their gender an issue and their lives even
more inextricably intertwined with their music than do men who are composers. . . . So I suspect
that my story is in many ways HERstory, that is, the story of many another woman composer.”99
Vercoe evolved as a student composer during a time when the majority of her teachers did not
99
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encourage women composers. Remarkably, they actually said that she would end up taking jobs
from men who really needed them. Additionally she was encouraged to just “settle down” and
put her music aside.100 When she returned to a doctoral program, it was the early 1970s and
things had changed drastically. Vercoe recalls,
The women’s music movement was born; women’s music organizations were founded;
classical music by women began turning up on concerts, at least occasionally; and
women’s music festivals stunned us with the quantity of interesting music, past and
present, that had been written by women and pretty much ignored by textbooks, record
companies, and concert organizers. Until the 1970s I was always the only woman in the
composition seminars that I attended and laughingly offered cigars when one of the
men’s wives had a baby.101
The Herstory cycles, numbered sequentially, are fascinating additions to the collection of
vocal music. Of obvious feminist nature is the shared title – Herstory. The first review of
Herstory II attacked Vercoe for the use of this made-up word: herstory. Vercoe recalls it
appeared in Fanfare and reviewed by an English professor.
He hated the piece and he spent a great deal of time saying how ridiculous it was to put
together those two words and make a pseudo-word out of it . . . To imply that the word
history is his story. But of course that is the point – that so much history has been done in
such a way that it was only the story of male enterprises. I kept using it anyway!102
For each cycle, Vercoe selected texts that reflect a woman’s point of view. Herstory I, II, and IV
are cycles set to woman poets. Herstory III contains many texts by men, but centers around the
character Joan of Arc. Text is the most cohesive element among the four cycles. Of primary
importance to Vercoe is the fact that each cycle strives to express some view on life from a
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woman’s perspective. All four cycles, including the monodrama Herstory III, are intensely
dramatic works for voice and a variety of instruments.
Vercoe offers these four significant vocal works as a musical embodiment of Gayle
Kimball’s notion of cultural feminism by focusing on the “concerns and expressions that
characterize women.” Additionally, through the Herstory cycles, Vercoe publicly and powerfully
draws attention to the “distinctive experiences and values” of women studying, through music,
their “unique contribution to culture.”103
Each Herstory was born at a time in Elizabeth’s life where the reflections generated
through text selection and text setting were linked to her life. Past and present experiences led
her to each work. As she matured with age, so too did the depth and scope of character in
Vercoe’s Herstory cycles. Previously discussed, use of the title Herstory and its inherent
significance has intensified for her over time. Thus it is daunting for Vercoe to consider titling a
work as such. Nonetheless, Elizabeth has worked through a number of possible subjects for a
fifth Herstory. Nothing bore enough consequence or interest to move her to action beyond
research. Presently she feels as if she should be writing another orchestra piece. This, coupled
with reflection on her life at age 67, leaves Vercoe open to the possibilities of Herstory V. After
all, Sharon Mabry’s husband George conducts an orchestra and Sharon may have another
Herstory left in her as well.104
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CHAPTER 3

Annotated Catalogue of Elizabeth Vercoe’s Vocal Works
Introduction
Few of Elizabeth Vercoe’s vocal works are published; therefore, her compositions are not
readily accessible to or well known by the public. In an effort to bring attention to these pieces,
this annotated catalogue will explore each of her vocal works in chronological order. The
following information for each composition will be presented: titles of movements, if applicable;
text source(s); publisher; Fach; range; forces employed; comments on style; and duration.
Following this basic description will be a narrative description of each work including personal
information from the composer in many cases.
There are two publishing sources for Vercoe’s works:
Arsis Press, through Empire Publishing Service,
P.O. Box 1344, Studio City, CA 91614
tel: 818-784-8918
fax: 818-990-2477
email: empirepubsvc@att.net
website: www.arsispress.com
Composer Facsimile Edition (CFE)
email: elizvercoe@yahoo.com
website: elizabethvercoe.com
Scientific Pitch, or Note-Octave, Notation is used in this annotated catalogue of music.
The pitch letter is followed in subscript by the octave placement whereby the lowest C on a
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piano keyboard is designated as C, middle C as C4, and a soprano high C as C6. Pitches following
each C are considered in the same octave. Consequently the G above middle C is G4 and the G
below middle C is G3.
Catalog
Eight Riddles from Symphosius
1. Hobnail
2. Mother of twins
3. Onion
4. Chick in the egg
5. Stairs
6. River and fish
7. Chain
8. Saw

1964

Text: Selections from Symphosius’ 100 Ænigmata, translated by Richard Wilbur
Publisher: CFE
Fach: Mezzo-Soprano, or medium voice
Range: A3-A5
Forces: voice/piano
Style: Atonal with occasional suggestion of a tonal center. Tritone and minor seventh leaps in
most songs. Short melismatic passages. Chromaticism. Alternating simple meters.
Duration: 11 minutes
Written shortly after finishing her master’s degree at the University of Michigan, Vercoe
considers this work her Op. 1.105 Prior to this composition, she had not composed a great deal,
and Eight Riddles was one of her first vocal pieces. Symphosius was a Latin poet, known for his
great riddles. There has been controversy surrounding his dates, but scholars believe he wrote in
the late fourth or early fifth centuries.106 From his 100 Ænigmata (or Riddles), Vercoe selected
eight to set musically. The musical settings of the riddles does not reflect their order of
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appearance in Ænigmata, e.g. “Mother of twins” is no. 92 and “Chain” is no. 5 from the
collection.
Eight Riddles from Symphosius has only been performed once, and is a piece that Vercoe
had filed away until our meeting. I was so taken by the charm of this work that I decided to take
a closer look. While it is very obviously an atonal work, much of Vercoe’s music suggests a
tonal center. I believe this piece, in particular, is accessible to the undergraduate student as an
introduction to contemporary music without being unduly challenging. Each song is two or three
pages in length and the entertaining nature of the riddle’s text easily keeps the student and
audience interested and involved. In addition, there are many places where the piano supports the
singer in finding pitches. The melodies are often stepwise and the overall melodic structures tend
to rise and fall in arc form. Most pieces are in alternating simple meter of two, three, four, or five
beats. Only one piece has mixed meter, and only for one bar of compound before returning to
simple meter. These pieces promise to be an enjoyable study for singers, pianists, and teachers
alike.
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Herstory I
1. Noon Walk on the Asylum Lawn
2. Her Kind
3. Side by Side
4a. For a Child: The Crib
4b. Morning Song
5. Mirror
6. Old
7. Sleep

1974

Text: Anne Sexton, Sylvia Plath, Adrienne Rich, and Pam White
Publisher: CFE
Fach: Soprano
Range: G3-B5
Forces: voice/piano/vibraphone
Style: Dramatic song cycle on texts by women poets. Use of Sprechstimme, though minimal.
Other dramatic vocal devices primarily include glissandi, and wide leaps typical of Vercoe:
tritone and major seventh. Instrumentation varies by movement from voice/piano,
voice/vibraphone, all three instruments, and one movement with unaccompanied voice.
Duration: 20 minutes
Please see Ch. 2, pp. 32-35 for extensive discussion of this composition. From
Vercoe’s own description of this work on her website: elizabethvercoe.com:
Written in 1975, Herstory I is the first in a dramatic series of song cycles by Elizabeth
Vercoe on texts by women poets. Varying in instrumentation from solo voice to use of
the complete trio of voice and instruments, the songs relate a woman's life experiences:
finding freedom only in madness, coming to her child in the midst of a nightmare,
growing older with her partner, expressing bitterness about ageing, and dreaming at 80 of
her youth.
The texts are highly expressive poetry by contemporary American women poets, some of
whom are sometimes called "confessional" poets: Anne Sexton, Sylvia Plath, Adrienne
Rich, and Pam White.107

107

Elizabeth Vercoe, “Herstory 1,” http://elizabethvercoe.com/herstory1.html (accessed April 25, 2007).

73
Herstory II
1. Lady Murasaki Shikibu
2. Interlude 1
3. Lady Kasa
4. Lady Kasa
5. Lady Otomo No Sakanoe
6. Lady Suo
7. Lady Horikawa
8. Lady Ukon
9. Lady Otomo No Sakanoe
10. Interlude 2
11. Lady Akazome Emon
12. The Mother of the Commander Michitsuna
13. The Poetess Ono No Komachi
14. Lady Shikibu
15. Lady Shikibu

1979

Text: Japanese lyrics by various women of the middle ages, translated by Kenneth Rexroth
Publisher: Arsis Press
Fach: Soprano
Range: G3-C#6
Forces: voice/piano/percussion: various mallets, finger cymbals, triangle, tone block,
woodblock, maracas, castanets, guiro, tambourine
Style: Dramatic song cycle. Extensive use of Sprechstimme, with some movements consisting
entirely of this vocal device. The dramatic use of portamento and glissando are used both in
sung passages as well as Sprechstimme. As expected, there are many tritones and major
sevenths. Most movements utilize both piano and percussion with voice. The two Interludes
are for solo percussion and piano/percussion, respectively.
Duration: 19 minutes
Please see Ch. 2, pp. 35-43 for extensive discussion of this composition. From
Vercoe’s own description of this work on her website: elizabethvercoe.com:
Herstory II is the second in a series of highly dramatic song cycles by Elizabeth Vercoe.
The texts are by medieval Japanese women poets. Gardner Read wrote the following
jacket notes for the 1985 Northeastern Records recording (now on Capstone compact
disc, CPS-8613):
“Elizabeth Vercoe is a composer whose music reflects great sensitivity to sound
materials... It was characteristic of this composer that she sought out an exotic source for
her texts, such as these haiku-like aphorisms by nine female poets of ancient Japan.
Their musings on love—ecstatic, despairing, questioning, nostalgic—are deftly mirrored
in Vercoe's concise and atmospheric settings. Each of the thirteen brief lyrics is treated
in a distinctive manner. The vocal line is sometimes whispered, sometimes spoken; when
sung it is wide-ranging in its daring leaps from low to high, frequently imparting a tense,
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even hysterical, quality to the melodic structure. The piano and percussion serve largely
as sonoric agents rather than providing conventional accompaniments, creating a fluid
environment of rapidly shifting sound strata. In many ways the percussion instruments
seem to be extensions of the sounds produced in the piano interior, the strings being
frequently rubbed or struck with various mallets, or plucked with the fingers. Piano and
percussion together contribute an always apt and sensitive underpinning to the melodic
vocal flow, the whole of Herstory II becoming the sum of its diverse but invariably
relevant parts.”108
Irreveries from Sappho
1. Andromeda Rag
2. Older Woman Blues
3. Boogie for Leda

1981

Text: Selections from Sappho: A New Translation by Mary Barnard
Publisher: Arsis Press
Fach: Soprano or Mezzo-Soprano
Range: C4-Bb5
Forces: voice/piano
Style: Humorous song cycle. Piano part is written in the style of each genre indicated in the title.
The vocal line also lends itself to the individual styles. Minimal use of Sprechstimme, some
glissandi, primarily sung. “Andromeda Rag” is very melodic and tonal, “Older Woman
Blues” tends to be fairly tonal with a few unexpected intervallic turns, and “Boogie for Leda”
is the most challenging vocally with its quickly-executed wide leaps.
Duration: 7 minutes
Irreveries from Sappho was one of the first compositions written after completing her
doctorate. As such, it actually was the first piece she had wrote for pure enjoyment, for herself.
The three preceding it were either commissioned or written for competitions. Vercoe collected
some Sapphic texts prior to the date of composition and kept them in a text file. Upon
rediscovering some of the texts she enjoyed before, Vercoe came upon the book translated by
Mary Barnard. She was so taken by the immediacy of the translations with relation to modern
times, she chose to set Barnard’s versions of the texts. While Vercoe does not recall why she
chose to set the ancient texts to more modern musical forms, she does recall feeling very radical
in making such a choice. In fact, she feared being branded as “not serious” as a composer.
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Instead, what happened is that audiences and performers everywhere have continued to enjoy the
humor and delight of this set.109
Vercoe describes Irreveries as “wickedly satiric and full of musical jokes and
parodies.”110 The word “irreveries” is a made up word. It is one that came to her as she was
trying to work out possible titles for the song cycle. Recognizing that people tended to prefer
fanciful titles over absolute ones, Vercoe was quite pleased with her find, considering it part of
the creative process.111
The third song, “Boogie for Leda,” includes an extensive piano postlude. After the singer
reaches the climactic end to her commentary, the piano continues to complete the statement.
Vercoe recognizes that there is a tradition for the piano having the last word in a song,
acknowledging roots in the Lieder of the Romantic era.112
Above all, Vercoe would like people to “have a whirl of a time” with this piece –
performers and audiences alike.113
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Nine Epigrams from Poor Richard
1. Composers
2. Truth
3. Who Lies
4. Secrets
5. Wedlock
6. Sally Laughs
7. Glib-Tongue
8. People
9. Politics

1986

Text: humorous proverbs from Benjamin Franklin’s Poor Richard’s Almanac
Publisher: CFE
Fach: Voice
Sung Range: G3-G5
Forces: voice/tape
Style: Expected that the taped voice is the same as the live performer. This is the most vocally
experimental of all Vercoe’s works. Some of the techniques employed are: spoken,
whispered, vocal fry, laughter, voiced whistle, panting, reinforced harmonics, flutter, and
making voiced or unvoiced sound on an inhale or exhale.
Duration: 8 minutes
Written for vocalist Joan La Barbara, known for performing using extended vocal
techniques, Nine Epigrams was premiered as part of a concert at Longy School of Music
presented by the Massachusetts Chapter of American Women Composers. Vercoe volunteered to
write for La Barbara.114 Since La Barbara was an established performer of contemporary music,
Vercoe made contact with her to discuss preferred notation and vocal possibilities. What Vercoe
received from La Barbara was a road map to the symbols she was accustomed to using when
performing with detailed descriptions of each. In addition, this letter detailed for Vercoe exactly
what La Barbara’s vocal capacities were and what quality of sound might be expected in various
registers.115 Such a letter gave Vercoe nearly all of what she needed to compose the work.
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In order to focus on the project at-hand, Vercoe spent time at Cummington Community
of the Arts. Best described in Vercoe’s own words, the texts for Nine Epigrams from Poor
Richard
are humorous proverbs from Benjamin Franklin's Poor Richard's Almanac. Each proverb
is sung, whispered or spoken, usually on tape, while the live voice makes commentary
with sweeps of reinforced harmonics, glottal or yodel flutters, voiced whistles, and
tongue clicks.
This piece may be performed by male or female voice. The singer prepares the tape from
instructions in the score and performs with the resulting tape. Additionally, it is
suggested that a male sing the section "Sally Laughs" in falsetto.
There have only been two performances of this work known to Vercoe. The second was
by a male singer in Memphis. The extended vocal techniques required to perform this work
makes the piece far less accessible to the general performing population than Irreveries. As
Vercoe said, “When you’re writing for somebody like Joan LaBarbara, you don’t have a
choice.”116 She recognizes that more performers are willing to perform contemporary works if
they are not asked to do strange things with their voice. Vercoe concedes, “How many people are
going to do Nine Epigrams? That’s really asking for some peculiar things.”117
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Herstory III
1. Jehanne la bonne Lorraine
2. I Have Labored Sore
3. They Call Me Jenny
4. Look on Thy Country
5. La France nous appelle
6. I Am a Soldier
7. Gentle Little Dauphin
8. The Holy Cat Blues
9. N’appercevez—vous
10. Ah, Faith We Had Many Victories
11. The Inquisition
12. God Be in My Head

1986

Text: Based on Villon, Twain, Shakespeare, Chénier, Christine de Pisan, Shaw, trial documents
(Régine Pernoud), and a prayer from the English Sarum Rite.
Publisher: Arsis Press
Fach: Mezzo-Soprano
Range: G3-A5
Forces: voice/piano/percussion: various mallets, medium-sized gong, woodblock, and finger
cymbals
Style: A Number Monodrama. Dramatic use of voice through singing, Sprechstimme, pitchapproximated speaking, whispering, and spoken monologues (in italics above). Alternating
and mixed meters, quite rhythmically complex at times. Chromatic, atonal, yet frequently
suggesting a tonal center. Some wide leaps for the voice and frequent tritones and minor
sevenths. Pianist asked to use various mallets and alternate techniques inside the piano. Both
pianist and singer required to use percussion.
Other: Requires simple costume, staging, set, and lighting. Very dramatic.
Duration: 25 minutes
Please see Ch. 2, pp. 43-59 for extensive discussion of this composition. From
Vercoe’s own description of this work on her website: elizabethvercoe.com:
Herstory III is a staged monodrama on the life of Joan of Arc. The music was
commissioned by Austin Peay State University in Tennessee for premiere by mezzosoprano Sharon Mabry in 1986. It has also been performed at the Women's Music
Festival in Alaska, broadcast on various stations, published by Arsis Press, and recorded
on an Owl compact disc.
The piece is not intended as a concert piece but rather as a dramatic performance with
lighting and costume. Opening in darkness with the whispered words of Francois Villon,
the piece continues with twelve sections ranging from spoken dialogue to an extended
dramatic scene based on historical and poetic materials compiled by the composer. There
are set pieces, combinations of speech and music, some special effects (gong, finger
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cymbals, woodblock and use of mallets or fingers directly on the piano strings) and a
return to the spare simplicity of the beginning in the concluding prayer.118
In the Storm
1. Aria I
2. Fire
3. Aria II
4. Deluge

1989

Text: Ingeborg Bachmann
Publisher: CFE
Fach: Mezzo-Soprano
Range: A3-G5
Forces: voice/piano/clarinet
Style: Atonal. Clarinet often acts as a second vocal part in duet with the singer. Second song
begins in German and Sprechstimme (the only occurrence in this cycle) then moves into sung
English translation. The majority of this cycle is fully sung.
Duration: 15 minutes
For the tenth anniversary of the concert series Chamber Music In Watertown,
Vercoe was asked to write a piece on the theme of Vienna for mezzo-soprano D’Anna
Fortunato and her trio Soli Espri.119 The texts of twentieth century, Austrian poet
Ingeborg Bergmann were chosen in composing In the Storm. It did not seem important to
Vercoe for the texts to be set in German, with one exception. The second piece “Fire”
deals with what Vercoe considered a holocaust. The text “There’s great fire under the
earth” led her to believe this was the intent of Bachmann. To further support this
assumption through composition, Vercoe felt the need to have the sound of the German
language to help make the association.120
Writing for the clarinet with voice was a new opportunity for Vercoe. She found
that there were more varied possibilities with the clarinet because it has such a wide
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range. She saw that the clarinet could serve as another voice, or in contrast to the voice in
opposing registers. In this piece and taking on another kind of role, the clarinet is
sometimes used as a sustaining sound while the piano and voice are active.121
Fortunato and Soli Espri performed the work a number of times in concert as well
as in live broadcasts.122 While this proved to be Vercoe’s only collaboration with D’Anna
Fortunato, In the Storm proved to be a vehicle for a lasting professional relationship with
clarinetist Chester Breznak. He later went on to commission and perform other
instrumental works by Vercoe.
A Dangerous Man

1990

Text: Letters by John Brown and family members, commentary by contemporaries: Thoreau,
Frederick Douglass, Judge Parker, Emerson and Abraham Lincoln, newspaper reports,
excerpts from the Kansas Slave Code, and verbatim accounts of Brown’s trial. In all, over 30
sources used for the text of this monodrama.
Publisher: CFE
Fach: Baritone
Range: A2-G4
Forces: voice/piano/tape/percussion: various mallets, tambourine, and maracas
Style: Through composed. Expressive use of voice: ordinary and rhythmic speech,
Sprechstimme, whispering, singing, and use of percussion instruments. Pianist asked to use
mallets, pluck string and other special effects, and use of percussion instruments. Tape will
be used to provide other voices. Alternating and mixed meter.
Other: Highly dramatic. Staged monodrama. Requires lights, costume, slides of John Brown,
Kansas, and Harpers Ferry.
Duration: 35 minutes
Commissioned for baritone and piano by Austin Peay State University, A
Dangerous Man is a staged monodrama on the last years of John Brown, abolitionist
fighter in Kansas and instigator of the watershed events at Harpers Ferry in 1859, which
was said by W.E.B. DuBois to have begun the war to end slavery. Vercoe chose the
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following words of Thoreau to begin the work: “There is a sort of blood shed when the
conscience is wounded. I see this blood flowing now.”123
This piece is meant as a cautionary tale, not just a historical document, with a
clear message for us today. Writing about John Brown was a complex endeavor for
Vercoe. It was the second monodrama she had ever composed and the process was more
difficult for her this time around. With Joan of Arc, it was easy for Vercoe to find her
attitude about the character quickly. There was already a fairly universal admiration for
her. With John Brown, however, there was a different feeling. There are a lot of mixed
feelings about what he did. He massacred people and incited his own sons and others to
massacre. Brown’s personal and political history and choices were very difficult for
Vercoe to take. There was a lot of primary source material for Vercoe to peruse. The
more she read, the more interested she became and found ways to include these materials
in the monodrama. Within the piece, Vercoe found a way to honor each of the men
related to the Harper’s Ferry story.124 To help give voice to some of the other characters
in the story, Vercoe chose to incorporate taped voices. On several occasions they play
variable roles much like a Greek chorus.
The final poem used is by Walt Whitman. He held a liberal abolitionist attitude
toward Brown, seeing him as a courageous man who was hanged.125 In the end, A
Dangerous Man holds a politically charged place for Vercoe. She has said, “I might even
put John Brown in with the feminist things because it had political meaning to me.”126
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Varieties of Amorous Experience
1. Que Bien Aime
2. An Appeal to Cats in the Business of Love
3. How Like A Winter
4. The Kiss

1994

Text: Goeffrey Chaucer, Thomas Flatman, William Shakespeare, and Coventry Patmore
Publisher: CFE
Fach: Soprano or Tenor
Range: A3-C6
Forces: voice/piano
Style: Essentially a sung work, the first song sounds medieval in nature. The meter, rhythm,
harmonies, and vocal line all convey the mood of a madrigal. While three of the four pieces
set poets from 1340 – 1616, the remaining song has few, if any, periodic leanings musically.
The humorous “An Appeal to Cats…” encourages meowing and a recorded artist even took
liberty to hiss at an inviting opportunity in the score. The first song, especially is melismatic.
All are quite lively and a few with alternating and mixed meters.
Duration: 15 minutes
The structure of Varieties follows the in the song cycle tradition of alternating the serious
and the humorous, where the last song is more of an encore piece. Vercoe enjoyed writing
something along those lines. Through the Middle English of the Chaucerian text, Vercoe
attempted to evoke an archaic style.127 Vercoe believes that her choice of texts determined what
she did. It was such a change for her to do something from another period. This work came
during a time of change in her own life and she was looking to try something different.128 It was
meant for charm and not expected to be very long.129 Vercoe’s own website describes the four
songs thusly:
The Varieties of Amorous Experience sets one joyful, one serious and two hilarious
English poems to music. The opening song, "Qui bien aime a tard oublie," is a
celebration of summer and love on a text by Geoffrey Chaucer. The second song, "An
Appeal to Cats in the Business of Love," by Thomas Flatman (1637-1688) is a far more
gimlet-eyed view of love. Shakespeare's exquisite sonnet, "How Like a Winter" speaks of
126
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Vercoe Interview, June 25, 2006.
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Vercoe Interview, June 24, 2006.
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love in the context of the seasons. The final song, "The Kiss," by Coventry Patmore
(1823-1896) is yet another variety of amorous experience, this one coy, flirtatious in the
extreme, and arch in its humor.130
A final, but important, note about this work is regarding its dedication. Elizabeth has
spent the last fifteen years of her life lovingly partnered with retired architect, and long-time
family friend, Jack Campbell. This cycle was dedicated to Jack. When Vercoe does dedicate a
composition, it is usually to a performer. In this instance she chose to dedicate it to the man who,
in their time together, has supported Elizabeth in her work in ways not before experienced.131

Herstory IV

1997

Text: May Swenson
Publisher: CFE
Fach: Mezzo-Soprano
Range: Db4-A5
Forces: voice/mandolin
Style: Through-composed with tonal leanings toward phrygian mode in A for the active plucked
accompaniment of the first poem. The poems intertwine through the work and the second
poem is accompanied by a mandolin tremolo, usually on two pitches, when it appears. As
usual, the vocal line is generally syllabic with melismatic or neumatic moments used
sparingly. Also as expected, a number of tritones in the vocal part; but the melodic line is
primarily linear and often undulating.
Duration: 12 minutes
Please see Ch. 2, pp. 59-66 for extensive discussion of this composition. From
Vercoe’s own description of this work on her website, elizabethvercoe.com:
Written in 1997, Herstory IV is a highly emotional dramatic setting of two related poems
by May Swenson, entitled “The Key to Everything” and “All That Time,” for soprano
with either mandolin or marimba.
The premiere (with marimba) was given in 2001 by the Contemporary Music Forum at
the Corcoran Gallery in Washington, D.C . In 2002 mandolinist Neil Gladd, for whom
the piece was written, and Marjorie Bunday, mezzo soprano, gave the premiere with
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Elizabeth Vercoe, “Varieties,” http://elizabethvercoe.com/varieties.html (accessed April 25, 2007).
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mandolin, also in the Washington area. Herstory IV has been recorded by Neil Gladd and
Marjorie Bunday for release on compact disc.132
This is my letter to the World
1. This is my letter to the World
2. I…am small
3. Bee!
4. Dear Friends
5. Snow
6. Those unions
7. Title Divine
8. Mr. Higginson
9. A Spider sewed at Night
10. Dear Sue
11. I taste a liquor never brewed

2001

Text: prose and poems by Emily Dickinson
Publisher: CFE
Fach: Soprano
Range: Bb3-A5
Forces: voice/piano/flute/percussion: rainstick, finger cymbals
Style: Dramatic song cycle with spoken monologues (in italics above) interspersed between sung
movements, as indicated in italics above. With the exception of the first song for voice and
flute, the rest of the musical numbers are scored for all three instruments. Atonal and
melodically challenging for the voice with neither the piano or flute offering much harmonic
assistance and the voice exposed frequently. Sung movements are completely sung with no
extensive use of the voice.
Duration: 15 minutes
In 1998, Elizabeth Vercoe was a fellow at the Civitella Ranieri in Italy. Among other
creative endeavors during this stay, she was reading Dickinson and beginning to formulate in her
mind a vision for a larger work based on the writings of Emily Dickinson. Here she outlined the
text usage for what we now know as This is my letter to the world. When Vercoe received her
first fellowship at the Virginia Center for the Creative Arts in 2000, she mapped out how the
other two cycles would work – which texts would appear in what order. To-date only the first
cycle exists in entirety as a musical work. While This is my letter stands alone, Vercoe’s vision is
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Elizabeth Vercoe, “Herstory 4,” http://elizabethvercoe.com/herstory4 (accessed April 25, 2007).
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that the three cycles together complete a story of Dickinson’s life and that the trilogy should be
called This is my letter to the world.133
Since Vercoe had already been working on the texts and concept for the Dickinson piece,
when the commission came from flutist Patricia Harper of Connecticut College, Vercoe had a
project already simmering in her mind. The only issue was that Harper wanted a work for piano,
flute, and voice. This was not a combination Vercoe had in mind, but this was a composition
waiting to happen and this was the time.134 Due to a comedy of errors in communication between
Vercoe and Harper, the piece was written at rocket-speed leaving Vercoe sending a new piece to
the flutist every two or three days.135
The work is very challenging musically and dramatically. The songs are based on
Dickinson’s poems and the interspersed monologues are texts taken from letters. Together, the
pieces are meant to tell of Dickinson’s life experiences. Essentially, this work was conceived of
as part one of a dramatic trilogy in monodrama form. Musically, this piece is what one might
expect from Vercoe with her typical harmonic structures and rather disjunct melodic lines.136
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Five True Remarkable Occurrences
1. Eating Democrats
2. Mrs. Czernak’s Descent
3. Traffic
4. Wheeler-Peelers
5. Other Engagements

2008

Text: short stories from True Remarkable Occurrences
Publisher: CFE
Fach: Mezzo-Soprano
Range: B3-G#5
Forces: voice/guitar
Style: Humorous song cycle. Vocal line follows the rise and fall of the story-telling nature of
each short story. Songs are primarily sung, but include occasional use of Sprechstimme.
Guitar accompaniment is mood setting and takes on a character in each song.
Duration: 5.5 minutes
Five True Remarkable Occurrences is a humorous song cycle. Each song is a very short,
true, and remarkable story from history. Vercoe found these gems in a book titled True
Remarkable Occurrences while she held the title of Acuff Chair of Excellence at Austin Peay
State University in Tennessee. A venture to the university library and perusal of their stacks led
Vercoe to an oddly placed small book. It caught her attention and she checked it out. These
songs/stories come from that book. She had all but put away her thoughts about writing multiple
songs on these texts until my first visit in 2006. Vercoe shared the book with me and I
encouraged her to keep writing more songs.
The first song “Eating Democrats” was written for her friend mezzo-soprano Sharon
Mabry. Mabry’s husband commissioned Vercoe and other women composers with whom Mabry
had worked closely to compose a song for her 60th birthday. The dedication reads, “To Sharon
Mabry, diva straordinaria, in celebration of her birthday on July 16, 2005.” Since then three other
songs for voice and guitar have been completed. As previously mentioned, a fifth is in the works.
Humor is not new to Vercoe, as seen in her first vocal composition Eight Riddles, in
Irreveries, Nine Epigrams, and two of the Varieties. Likewise, the very short expression in song
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is familiar to Vercoe. Herstory II: 13 Japanese Lyrics is similar to this work with a number of
very brief statements. Vercoe does not like to write a single little piece that stands alone. Even as
she wrote “Eating Democrats,” Vercoe expected that more would follow.137
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SELECTED BIBLIOGRAPHY

Women in Music
Arsis Press. “Arsis Press: Music by Women Composers.” Arsis Press. http://www.arsispress.com
(accessed April 30, 2006).
Barkin, Elaine. “Women’s Music in New York, 1981: Questionnaire.” Perspectives of New
Music 19 (1980-1981), 460-462.
Blackwood, Michael. The Sensual Nature of Sound: 4 Composers. Produced and directed by
Michael Blackwood. 58 min. Northvale, NJ: Audio Plus Video, 2003. Videocassette.
Citron, Marcia. “Feminist Approaches to Musicology.” In Cecilia Reclaimed: Feminist
Perspectives on Gender and Music, edited by Susan C. Cook and Judy S. Tsou, 15-34.
Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1994.
________. Gender and the Musical Canon. New York: Cambridge University Press, 1993.
Clément, Catherine. Opera, or the Undoing of Women. Translated by Betsy Wing. Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 1988. Reprint, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 1999.
Epstein, Heidi. Melting the Venusberg: A Feminist Theology of Music. New York: The
Continuum International Publishing Group, Inc., 2004.
Heilbrun, Carolyn G. Writing A Woman’s Life. New York: Ballantine Books, 1988.
Keathley, Elizabeth. “Taste, Disgust, and Feminist Aesthetics.” Action, Criticism, & Theory for
Music Education 5, no. 1 (January 2006),
http://www.siue.edu/MUSIC/ACTPAPERS/v5/Keathley5_1.pdf (accessed April 8,
2008).
Kimball, Gayle, ed. Women's Culture : The Women's Renaissance of the Seventies. Metuchen,
NJ: Scarecrow Press, 1981.
________. Women’s Culture in a New Era: A Feminist Revolution? Lanham, MD: Scarecrow
Press, 2005.
88

89
Lorraine, Renée Cox. “Recovering Jouissance: Feminist Aesthetics and Music.” In Women &
Music: A History, ed. Karin Pendle, 3-20, 2d ed. Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
2001.
Mabry, Sharon. “Finding Music by Women Composers.” The NATS Journal 48, no. 3 (1992):
32.
________. “More Song Cycles by Women Composers.” Journal of Singing 56, no. 2 (1999): 4546.
________. “Music by Contemporary Women Composers for Soprano.” The NATS Journal 47,
no. 1 (1990): 33.
________. “Music by Contemporary Women Composers – Part II.” The NATS Journal 47, no. 2
(1990): 28.
________. “Music by Contemporary Women Composers – Part III.” The NATS Journal 47, no. 3
(1990): 40.
________. “Music by Contemporary Women Composers – Part IV.” The NATS Journal 47, no. 4
(1991): 40.
________. “Song Cycles by Twentieth-Century Women Composers.” Journal of Singing 56, no.
1 (1999): 39-40.
________. “Song Cycles by Women Composers: Part Three.” Journal of Singing 56, no. 3
(2000): 61-63.
Macarthur, Sally. Feminist Aesthetics in Music. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 2002.
McClary, Susan. “Different Drummers: Theorising Music by Women Composers.” In Musics
and Feminisms, ed. Sally Macarthur and Cate Poynton, 79-86. Sydney: Australian Music
Centre, 1999.
________. 2002. Feminine Endings: Music, Gender, and Sexuality. Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1991. Reprint.
________. “Women and Music on the Verge of a New Millenium.” In Feminisms at a
Millenium, ed. Judith Howard and Carolyn Allen, 272-275. Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 2000.
McTee, Cindy. “Gender and Music Composition: A Personal Perspective.” Society for American
Music Bulletin 25, no. 2 (Summer 1999),
http://www.american-music.org/publications/bullarchive/McTee.html
(accessed April 8, 2008).

90
Mueller, Adeline. “The Twentieth Century.” In From Convent to Concert Hall: A Guide to
Women Composers, ed. Sylvia Glickman and Martha Furman Schleifer, 217-344.
Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 2003.
Oliveros, Pauline. “And Don’t Call Them ‘Lady’ Composers.” In Classic Essays on TwentiethCentury Music: A Continuing Symposium, ed. Richard Kostelanetz and Joseph Darby,
171-173. New York: Schirmer Books, 1996.
Robertson, Carol E. “The Ethnomusicologist as Midwife.” In Musicology and Difference:
Gender and Sexuality in Music Scholarship, ed. Ruth A. Solie, 107-124. Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1993.
Seashore, Carl E. “Why no great women composers?” In Women in Music: An Anthology of
Source Readings from the Middle Ages to the Present, ed. Carol Neuls-Bates, 297-302,
2d ed. Boston: Northeastern University Press, 1996.
Solie, Ruth. Musicology and Difference: Gender and Sexuality in Music Scholarship. Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1993.
Whitesitt, Linda. “Women’s Support and Encouragement of Music and Musicians.” In Women &
Music: A History, ed. Karin Pendle, 481-494, 2d ed. Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 2001.
Elizabeth Vercoe
Burns, Kristine H., ed. Women and Music in America Since 1900: An Encyclopedia. Vol. 1.
Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 2002.
________. Women and Music in America Since 1900: An Encyclopedia. Vol. 2. Westport, CT:
Greenwood Press, 2002.
Civitella Ranieri Foundation. “Civitella Ranieri Center.” Civitella Ranieri.
http://www.civitella.org/ (accessed May 24, 2006).
Gladd, Neil. “Neil Gladd, Classical Mandolinist – Composer.” Neil Gladd.
http://www.neilgladd.com/ (accessed May 24, 2006).
La Barbara, Joan. “Joan La Barbara.” Joan La Barbara. http://www.joanlabarbara.com/
(accessed May 24, 2006).
Mabry, Sharon. “Elizabeth Walton Vercoe,” Grove Music Online, ed. L. Macy,
http://www.grovemusic.com.proxy.libraries.uc.edu (Accessed May 11, 2005).
Mackey, Rebecca. “Composer to occupy Acuff Chair.” Today @ APSU: News from Inneraction.
January 28, 2003, http://www.apsu.edu/inneraction/releases/show_news.asp?ID=872
(accessed May 16, 2005).

91
National Cathedral School. “National Cathedral School ~ History.” Washington, D.C.
http://www.ncs.cathedral.org/podium/default.aspx?t=12909 (accessed March 21, 2008).
Vercoe, Elizabeth. Interview by Janice Fournier, March 4, 1985. Interview 167A-167B, CD and
transcript. Yale University American Music Oral History Project, Concord, MA.
________. “Index.” Elizabeth Vercoe, composer. http://elizabethvercoe.com/ (accessed May 16,
2005).
________. Interview by author, March 31 – April 1, 2006, Rockport, MA. Audio recording and
transcription.
________. Interview by author, June 2006, Chamberlain, ME. Audio recording and transcription.
“Virginia Center for the Creative Arts.” Virginia Center for the Creative Arts.
http://www.vcca.com/ (accessed May 24, 2006).
Young, Cheryl. “The MacDowell Colony.” The MacDowell Colony.
http://www.macdowellcolony.org/ (accessed May 24, 2006).
Zaimont, Judith Lang and Karen Famera, ed. Contemporary Concert Music by Women: A
Directory of the Composers and Their Works. Westport, CT: 1981.
Zaimont, Judith Lang, ed. The Musical Woman: An International Perspective; Volume II: 19841985. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1987.
________. The Musical Woman: An International Perspective; Volume III: 1986-1990.
Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1991.
Writings of Elizabeth Vercoe
Vercoe, Elizabeth. “Are Musical Ghettos a Good Idea?” Pre-Concert Talk for Program of
Women’s Music. March 2, 2003. Austin Peay State University, Clarksville, TN.
________. “Are The Odds Against Women Composers?” International Society for
Contemporary Music. (Fall 1987).
________. “Composing a Life.” Alumnae Magazine of the National Cathedral School. n.d.
________. “Herstory Unfolding.” Panel presentation on Women in Music. Tufts University,
Boston, MA. n.d.
________. “Herstory III: Jehanne de Lorraine.” Panel Presentation on Women in Music. Tufts
University, Boston, MA. n.d.
________. “Interview with Composer Vivian Fine.” International League of Women Composers
Journal (June 1992), 18-23.

92
________. “The Lady Vanishes.” Perspectives of New Music 20 (1981-1982): 325-327.
________. “Music in a Time of War.” Open Forum Lecture-Recital. March 25, 2003. Austin
Peay State University, Clarksville, TN.
________, note regarding A Dangerous Man to Austin Peay State University, n.d.
________. Pre-concert talk before premiere of Rhapsody for violin and orchestra by the
Berkshire Symphony. March 2, 1991. Williamstown, MA.
________. “Publishers of Music by Women.” Women and Music in America Since 1900: An
Encyclopedia, Vol. 2, ed. Kristine H. Burns, 551-553. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press,
2002.
________. “A Report On The Second National Conference on Women and the Arts.”
International League of Women Composers Newsletter. (Fall 1985).
________. “Saints and Sinners: Views of Women in Women’s Music.” Paper presented at the
New England Music Library Association 20th Anniversary meeting. October 15,1988.
Wellesley College, MA.
________. Talk on Emily Dickinson before the premiere of This is my letter to the world.
October 28, 2001. Connecticut College, New London.
________. Talk on John Brown. Pre-Concert Lecture at premiere of A Dangerous Man. February
4, 1992. Austin Peay State University, Clarksville, TN.
________. “The Varieties of Amorous Experience.” Talk. 1996, Wellesley College, MA.
________. “Where Are The Great Women Composers.” International Choral Bulletin 16, no. 4
(1997), 7-8.
________. “Where Are the Great Women Conductors?” International Choral Bulletin 16, no. 4
(1997), 7-8.
________. “Who Cares if You Listen?” (pre-)Valentine’s Day Lecture-Recital. February 13,
2003. Austin Peay State University, Clarksville, TN.
Musical/Text Analysis
Aitken, Hugh. The Piece as a Whole: Studies in Holistic Musical Analysis. Westport, CT:
Greenwood Press, 1997.
Coroniti, Joseph. Poetry as text in twentieth-century vocal music: from Stravinsky to Reich.
Lewiston, NY: E. Mellen Press, 1992.

93
McClary, Susan. Conventional Wisdom: The Content of Musical Form. Berkeley: University of
California Press, 2000.
Rochberg, George. The aesthetics of survival: a composer’s view of twentieth-century music.
Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2004.
Whittall, Arnold. Exploring twentieth-century music: tradition and innovation. New York:
Cambridge University Press, 2003.
Twentieth-Century Vocal Techniques
Mabry, Sharon. “The Deciphering Process – A Matter of Pitch.” Journal of Singing 52, no. 4
(1996): 43-44.
________. “The Deciphering Process – Notation.” Journal of Singing 52, no. 5 (1996): 33-34.
________. “The Deciphering Process – Vocal Coloration.” Journal of Singing 52, no. 3 (1996):
65-66.
________. “Developing the Performer’s Personality with Contemporary English Repertoire for
Mezzo Soprano.” Journal of Singing 53, no. 5 (1997): 49-50.
________. “Exercising the Voice with Twentieth-Century Music.” The NATS Journal 44, no. 3
(1988): 34-35.
________. Exploring Twentieth-Century Vocal Music: A Practical Guide to Innovations in
Performance and Repertoire. New York: Oxford University Press, 2002.
________. “George Crumb’s Ancient Voices of Children.” The NATS Journal 43, no. 1 (1986):
37-38.
________. “George Crumb’s Ancient Voices of Children.” The NATS Journal 43, no. 2 (1986):
36-37.
________. Interview by author, April 11, 2006, Cincinnati, OH. Audio recording.
________. “Merging Vocal Styles in Contemporary Music.” Journal of Singing 55, no. 1 (1998):
43-44.
________. “Recitation in Twentieth-Century Music.” The NATS Journal 42, no. 5 (1986): 28-29.
________. “Singing New Music.” The NATS Journal 42, no. 1 (1985): 34.
________. Interview by author, March 31 – April 1, 2006, Rockport, MA. Digital audio
recording and transcription.

94
Contemporary Vocal Music
Eberle, Katherine. “American Operatic Monodramas.” Journal of Singing 56, no. 1 (1999): 3-9.
La Barbara, Joan letter to Elizabeth Vercoe August 15, 1986.
Mabry, Sharon. “But It Says ‘Soprano’.” The NATS Journal 42, no. 3 (1986): 36-37.
________. “Contemporary chamber works – Part II.” The NATS Journal 45, no. 2 (1988): 29.
________. “Contemporary chamber works – Part III.” The NATS Journal 45, no. 3 (1989): 44.
________. “Contemporary chamber works – Part V.” The NATS Journal 45, no. 5 (1989): 20.
________. “Contemporary Display Pieces.” Journal of Singing 57, no. 3 (2001): 61-62.
________. “The Contemporary Monodrama.” The NATS Journal 46, no. 3 (1990): 33.
________. “The Contemporary Monodrama – Part II.” The NATS Journal 46, no. 4 (1990): 26,
30.
________. “The Contemporary Monodrama – Part III.” The NATS Journal 46, no. 5 (1990): 31.
________. “Contemporary Music: Diversity of Styles.” Journal of Singing 49, no. 2 (1992): 24.
________. “Fabulous Finds.” Journal of Singing 52, no. 1 (1995): 41-42.
________. “Imagine This!” Journal of Singing 56, no. 4 (2000): 47-48.
________. “Let’s Talk!” The NATS Journal 49, no. 4 (1993): 36.
________. “New song cycles by American composers.” Journal of Singing 48, no. 1 (1991): 23.
________. “A recital of twentieth-century music for mezzo-soprano.” Journal of Singing 43, no.
4 (1987): 38-39.
________. “Singer/Composer Collaboration.” The NATS Journal 44, no. 4 (1988): 27.
________. “Transformation.” Journal of Singing 58, no. 2 (2001): 163-164.
________. “Where’s the audience?” The NATS Journal 47, no. 5 (1991): 27.

95
Author Interviews and Correspondence
Mabry, Sharon. Interview by author, April 11, 2006, Cincinnati, OH. Audio recording.
Vercoe, Elizabeth. “Chapter 3.” E-mail to author. (April 26, 2008).
________. “re: big question” E-mail to author. (January 7, 2008).
________. Interview by author, March 31 –April 1, 2006, Rockport, MA. Digital audio
recording and transcription.
________. Interview by author, June 23-25, 2006, Chamberlain, ME. Digital audio recording and
transcription.
Music Scores and Recordings
Vercoe, Elizabeth. A Dangerous Man (a staged monodrama for baritone and piano). Composer
Facsimile Edition, 1990.
________. Eight Riddles from Symphosius (for contralto & piano). Composer Facsimile Edition,
1964.
________. Five True Remarkable Occurrences (for mezzo & guitar). Composer Facsimile
Edition, 2008.
________. God Be in My Head (for women’s or mixed chorus & keyboard). Arsis Press, 1995.
________. Herstory I (for soprano, piano & vibraphone). Composer Facsimile Edition, 1975.
________. Herstory II: 13 Japanese Lyrics (for soprano, piano & percussion). Arsis Press, 1979.
________. “Herstory II: 13 Japanese Lyrics (for soprano, piano & percussion).” America Sings!
Performed by Elsa Charleston, soprano, Randall Hodgkinson, piano, Boston Musica
Viva, and Richard Pittman, conductor. Capstone: CPS-8613, 1995. Compact disc.
________. Herstory III: Jehanne de Lorraine (for mezzo or soprano & piano). Arsis Press, 1986.
________. Herstory III: Jehanne de Lorraine. Performed by Sharon Mabry and Rosemary Platt.
Owl Records: OWL-35, 1991. Compact disc.
________. Herstory IV (for mezzo or soprano & mandolin or marimba). Composer Facsimile
Edition, 1997.
________. In the Storm (for mezzo-soprano, clarinet & piano). Composer Facsimile Edition,
1989.

96
________. Irreveries from Sappho (for mezzo or soprano & piano). Arsis Press, 1981.
________. Irreveries from Sappho. Performed by Sharon Mabry and Rosemary Platt. Capstone
Records: CPS-8714, 2003. Compact disc.
________. Irreveries from Sappho (for SSA chorus & piano). Arsis Press, 1985.
________. Irreveries from Sappho (duet for soprano, mezzo-soprano & piano). Composer
Facsimile Edition, 1985[?].
________. Nine Epigrams from Poor Richard (for voice & tape). Composer Facsimile Edition,
1986.
________. This is my letter to the World (for voice, flute & piano). Composer Facsimile Edition,
2001.
________. Varieties of Amorous Experience (for soprano & piano). Composer Facsimile
Edition, 1994.

APPENDIX A

Herstory Cycle Texts and Translations
All texts appearing in this appendix are printed through permissions granted to the
composer. Omitted texts are by poets Anne Sexton, Sylvia Plath, and May Swenson.
Permissions have been complicated to obtain. As such, these texts are footnoted with
source information.
Herstory I
1. Noon Walk on the Asylum Lawn
(Anne Sexton)138

time is wearing us to silk,
to sheer spiderweb.

2. Her Kind (Anne Sexton)

The eye of the sun, rising, looks in
to ascertain how we are coming on.

3. Side by Side (Adrienne Rich)139
Ho! in the dawn
how light we lie

4a. For a Child: The Crib (Adrienne Rich)
You sleeping I bend to cover.
Your eyelids work. I see stirring faintly as
Your dream, cloudy as a negative,
swimming underneath.
You blurt a cry. Your eyes
spring open, still filmed in dream.
Wider, they fix me—
—death's head, sphinx, medusa?
You scream.
Tears lick my cheeks, my knees
droop at your fear.
Mother I no more am,

laundry
left all night on the lines.
Lassitude drapes our folds.
We're slowly bleaching
with the days, the hours, and the years.
We are getting finer than ever,

Referenced per correspondence between Elizabeth Vercoe and The Sterling Lord Agency, Inc.: “Noon
Walk on the Asylum Lawn” and “Her Kind” from To Bedlam and Part Way Back, copyright © 1960 by Anne
Sexton. Used by permission of The Sterling Lord Agency.
138

"Side by Side" and "The Crib" from Necessities of Life, copyright 1966, used by permission of the poet,
Adrienne Rich, and by W.W. Norton and Co., Inc.
139

97

98
but woman, and nightmare.
4b. Morning Song (Sylvia Plath)140
5. Mirror (Sylvia Plath)141
6. Old (Anne Sexton)142
7. Sleep (Pam White)143
Lullaby.
Weave my threads to sleep,
Old woman threads bring sleep to thyselves.
Lullaby.
Let long age close my eyes.
Let shadows fade from sight.
Sleep now sleep and weave.
Lullaby.
And red and orange pale into sky.
Dreams done color slowly seeps from sprouted seeds, her
Lullaby.
Her long shoots of life cover
Sleeping woman in a silver dream tapestry.
Lullaby.
Soft woman, sleeping woman.
Shadows weave the song of death
Speak of death in
Lullaby.

Referenced per correspondence between Elizabeth Vercoe and the Plath Estate in conjuction with
Harper & Row: “Morning Song” from Ariel by Sylvia Plath, copyright 1961 by Ted Hughes.
140

Referenced per correspondence between Elizabeth Vercoe and the Plath Estate in conjunction with
Harper & Row: “ “Mirror” from Crossing the Water by Sylvia Plath. Copyright 1963 by Ted Hughes. Originally
appeared in The New Yorker.
141

Referenced per correspondence between Elizabeth Vercoe and The Sterling Lord Agency, Inc.: “Old”
from All My Pretty Ones, copyright ©1961, 1962 by Anne Sexton. Used by permission of The Sterling Lord
Agency.
142

143

"Sleep" by Pam White used by permission of the poet.
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Herstory II: 13 Japanese Lyrics
translated by Kenneth Rexroth
Used with permission of the publisher, New Directions Publishing Corp.
1. Lady Murasaki Shikibu (974-1031)
Someone passes,
And while I wonder
if it is he,
The midnight moon
is covered with clouds.

8. Lady Otomo No Sakanoe (8th century)
You say, "I will come."
And you do not come.
Now you say, "I will not come."
So I shall expect you.
Have I learned to understand you?

2. Lady Kasa (8th century)
I love and fear him
Steadily as the surf
Roars on the coast at Ise.

9. Lady Akazome Emon (11th century)
I should not have waited.
It would have been better
To have slept and dreamed,
Than to have watched night pass,
And this slow moon sink.

3. Lady Kasa (8th century)
I dreamed I held
A sword against my flesh.
What does it mean?
It means I shall see you soon.
4. Lady Otomo No Sakanoe (8th century)
Do not smile to yourself
Like a green mountain
With a cloud drifting across it.
People will know we are in love.
5. Lady Suo (11th century)
That spring night I spent
Pillowed on your arm
Never really happened
Except in a dream.
Unfortunately I am
Talked about anyway.
6. Lady Horikawa (12th century)
Will he always love me?
I cannot read his heart.
This morning my thoughts
Are as disordered
As my black hair.
7. Lady Ukon (9th century)
It does not matter
That I am forgotten,
But I pity
His foresworn heart.

10. The Mother of the Commander
Michitsuna (10th century)
Have you any idea
How long a night can last, spent
Lying alone and sobbing?
11. The Poetess Ono No Komachi (834-890)
Imperceptible
It withers in the world,
This flower-like human heart.
12. Lady Izumi Shikibu (11th century)
I go out of the darkness
Onto a road of darkness
Lit only by the far off
Moon on the edge of the mountains.
13. Lady Izumi Shikibu (11th century)
Will I cease to be,
Or will I remember
Beyond the world,
Our last meeting together?
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HERSTORY III: Jehanne de Lorraine
1.
Et Jehanne la bonne Lorraine
Qu'Englois brulerent a Rouan;
Ou est-elle, ou, Vierge souvraine?
Mais ou sont les neiges d'antan?

And Jehanne, the good Lorrainian
Whom the English burned at Rouen
Where is she, where, sovereign Virgin?
But where are the snows of yesteryear?

--François Villon (ca. 1431-1463)

2.
I have labored sore and suffered death,
And now I rest and draw my breath;
But I shall come and call right soon
Heaven and earth and hell to doom;
And then shall know both devil and man
What I was and what I am.
--Anonymous (medieval)

3.
They call me Jenny in Lorraine. In France I am Joan. The soldiers call me The Maid.
When I was thirteen I saw a most strange thing, for I saw a white shadow come slowly gliding along the
grass, and the whiteness of the shadow was not like any other whiteness that we know, except it be the
whiteness of the lightnings. My breath grew faint with the terror and the awe.
And with the shadow came speech, several saints, and they spoke to me. (They are very dear to me--my
voices.)
And the voices told me that I, Joan, must go away, and that I must come to France and that my father
must know nothing of my leaving, that I should find soldiers and that I should lift the siege on the city of
Orléans, and that I should lead the Dauphin to crown him King of France in the city of Rheims and that I
should drive the English from French soil.
I was a child and I was afraid. But St. Michael told me to come to the aid of the kind. And he told me the
pity that was in the kingdom of France.
--Mark Twain, Recollections of Joan of Arc(1896)

4.
Look on thy country, look on fertile France,
And see the cities and the towns defac'd
By wasting ruin of the cruel foe!
As looks the mother on her lovely babe
When death doth close his tender dying eyes,
See, see the pining malady of France.
--William Shakespeare, Henry VI, Part I
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5.
La France nous appelle
Sachons vaincre ou sachons périr;
Un Français doit vivre pour elle,
Pour elle un Français doit mourir.

France is calling us.
Let us vanquish or let us perish;
A Frenchman must live for her,
For her a Frenchman must die.

--Joseph Chénier (1794)

6.
I am a soldier.
I will never take a husband.
I do not want to be thought of as a woman.
I will not dress as a woman.
I do not care for the things women care for.
They dream of lovers and money.
I dream of leading a charge, and of placing the big guns.
I am not a daredevil: I am a servant of God.
My sword is sacred and I may not strike a blow with it.
My heart is full of courage, not of anger.
--George Bernard Shaw, St. Joan
Used by permission of Samuel French, Inc.

7.
Gentle little Dauphin--Come, come from behind:
I know thee well, though never seen before.
I have a message to thee from God.
And thou must listen to it, though thy heart break with the terror of it.
I am sent to drive the English away from Orléans and from France
and to crown thee king in the cathedral of Rheims.
One thousand like me can stop the English;
Ten like me can stop them with God on our side.
Ask me what questions thou canst
And I will answer unpremeditated.
My courage try by combat if thou dar'st
And thou shalt find that I exceed my sex.
Now lift up thy head, give me men-at-arms, and let me get about my work.
You wish to have me examined first by theologians at Poitiers?
I, who am come to be the English scourge?
Oh very well. (to audience)
They would know if my voices are God's or Satan's.
I willingly tell them anything, not all, that I know. But it is most tiresome. One Brother Séguin asked many nagging
questions such as, "Did my voices speak good French?" Mon Dieu! I answered the sour little man speaking in his
bastard Limousin tongue, "As to that, I believe I cannot say. Still it was an improvement on yours."
Then they asked how St. Michael looked when he appeared to me. I said I saw no crown
and remember nothing of his clothes. Pressed to say if he was naked, I retorted, "Do you think God cannot afford to
clothe him?"
These wearisome questions! And while the clerics ponder, Orléans starves and the English prevail.
--Shakespeare, Henry VI, Part I
--Twain, Recollections of Joan of Arc
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8.
The rats were devouring the house, but instead of examining the cat's teeth and the cat's claws, they only
concerned themselves to find out if it was a holy cat, a pious cat, a moral cat...
--Twain, Recollections of Joan of Arc

9.
N'appercevez-vous, gent avugle,
Que Dieu a icy la main mise?
Et qui ne le voit est bien bugle,
Car comment seroit en tel guise
Ceste Pucelle ca tramise
Qui tous mors vous fait jus abatre?
--Ne force n'avez qui souffise!
Voulez-vous contre Dieu combatre?

Do you not see God's hand in this,
you blind people?
And who does not is right dumb.
For how else could The Maid
Fell all of you sent against us?
--Your force does not suffice!
Would you fight against God?

--Christine de Pisan, Ditié de Jehanne d'Arc(1429)

Sound, sound the alarm! we will rush on them.
Now for the honour of the forlorn French!
--Shakespeare, Henry VI, Part I

Hee! Quel honneur au femenin Sexe!
--Christine de Pisan, Ditié de Jehanne d'Arc(1429)

10.
Ah, faith, we had many victories. In fourteen-hundred-and-twenty-nine the sun indeed did begin to shine
again, first with Orléans free and then with town after town swearing allegiance to our newly crowned
King Charles, admittedly shy of battle and still very young (almost as young as I), but growing in wisdom
and faith.
And following these triumphs, I had every intention to go further. By my martin I would go and see Paris
closer than I have seen it!
But it was not to be. The English were enraged and desperate to put a stop to our renewed hopes. Thus, in
Easter week, being upon the moat at Melun, it was told me by the voices of St. Catherine and St. Margaret
that I should be taken prisoner before St. John's Day, that so it was meant to be. And so it was.
Soon after the treacherous Burgundians seized me, I heard they had sold me to the English. When I heard
the English were coming for me, I was very wroth and leapt from the tower of my prison at Beaurevoir,
commending myself to God. I was only injured in that leap to freedom, but I would rather have died than
fall into English hands.
For I knew the English would put me to death. They thought after my death to win all France,
But were they a hundred thousand more, they would not prevail.
Thus, I was taken.
And thus, the Inquisition began.
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11.
Five long months it lasted. I ask my voices if I shall be burnt and they answer,
"Trust in the Lord."
Near the end, my resolve weakened. (to the court) I cannot read nor write, but if you advise
me to sign this confession, I will do so. (aside, bitterly) I would rather sign than be burnt.
With the eye of the heart
I see my wrongs.
I forswear the carrying of arms;
I forswear the dress of a man;
I forswear the shorn hair of a man;
I forswear the pretense of apparitions and revelations.
I have erred from the faith.
I renounce my crimes and errors
And I submit myself to the judgment of the Church.
My voices! My voices rebuke me!
They say I did a great injury in confessing.
All that I said, I revoke, all that I said that Thursday.
I did it only for fear of the fire.
Alas! Do they treat me thus cruelly that this body, clean and whole
and uncorrupted, must be this day consumed and reduced to ashes.
--Based on documents from the trial in Régine Pernoud's Joan of Arc,
used with the permission of Stein and Day Publishers.

12.
God be in my head,
And in my understanding;
God be in my eyes,
And in my looking;
God be in my mouth,
And in my speaking;
God be in my heart,
And in my thinking;
God be at my end,
And at my departing.
--Sarum Primer (1558)

Herstory IV
“The Key to Everything” & “All That Time”144
by May Swenson
Referenced per correspondence between Elizabeth Vercoe and the Literary Estate of May
Swenson: “The Key to Everything” and “All That Time” are found in Love Poems by May Swenson,
Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1991. Texts appear, used by permission, on Vercoe’s website at:
http://www.elizabethvercoe.com/herstory4.html.
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Compositional Process
The whole process of trying to find the right music and the right poem is really mysterious. I do
not know where that comes from. I do not know where the notes come from, where the ideas come from.
I think a composer gets all the possible technical training available. That’s in part why we take all of these
degrees, courses: contrapuntal studies, studies in harmony, studies in orchestration, we practice twelvetone technique, and every possible thing you can imagine. [We learn to] write in the style of various
composers. You try anything you can to develop that craft. Then you have some imagination and are able
to write something original, making use of skills that you have acquired – that part is mysterious. I
understand we can all write fugues. Some of us write a lot of fugues and write better fugues than others
and we can get really good at it. Whether those same people can go out and write an original fugue or
fugal or contrapuntal piece is another question.145
I sometimes think of possibilities – at night lying in bed thinking about what I might do, how I
might start pieces. It’s a moment between getting your mind too active and the time that you can allow
thoughts and ideas to happen without being too intellectual about it. I sometimes think about music that
way.
I think immersion helps. I think if there’s one argument for artist colonies, it’s the intensity of that
immersion, but I don’t find that I’m always productive at the artist colonies. I think that for many people
it’s the only chance, or a rare opportunity, to get away from their daily lives – from teaching, day jobs, or
families (especially young families).
In much of my life I thought I was so unfortunate to not have jobs; I wanted so desperately to
have a job. I really wanted to be part of a university scene; it just felt like that was the place I belonged. It
never happened episodically or as a long-term career, for better or for worse. I might have written more
music, but I might not have had time. I don’t know. Because that didn’t happen and because of my
particular personal circumstances, I ended up being at home alone a lot once my children went to school.
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Then I had absolutely ideal circumstances for writing music. There was nobody there. It was absolutely
the best.
You have to know that I work very intuitively. It’s not often that I have a preconceived plan.
Particularly with vocal music, the text is telling me what to do, guiding me as to what to do. That last
piece [from Herstory III] is probably the best piece I’ve ever written, or one of the best things I’ve ever
written. That tiny bit of music feels like it achieved what I was trying to achieve. That’s an extremely
unique experience. There’s hardly anything that satisfies, so when something does… If only I could do
that over and over and over again at that level. It very rarely happens. I think one way it happens is
through huge involvement – you’re living with something for so long, months of research and months of
writing it.
I do write beginning to end pretty much. It’s rare that I switch things around. So, that came at the
very end of a long experience [“Prayer”]. I think I was working up to that. I feel very proud of those few
minutes, and very dissatisfied with a lot of the rest of it, quite frankly. I rewrote the Shakespeare setting. I
rewrote that piece entirely. I have a whole other version of that piece. Sharon [Mabry] resisted me doing
that, she said, “I think it’s fine the way it is.” I was really unhappy with it, so I told her I’d leave the vocal
part the same, so I did. I changed the piano. Frankly, I don’t know if it came out any better.
Once it’s published, it’s really hard to think it’s ok to do anything. I guess you could have another
version of the same piece. Some people do that. Gardner Read didn’t like that I wanted to go back and
change things all the time. He really felt there was a limit to that. He said, “Just write a better piece next
time. Stop fussing.” When you hear things that you’re not satisfied with, it would be nice to fix them. It is
the very devil to go back and change anything. Once you’re out of the world of the piece, to get back into
it is almost impossible – for me anyway. The more time goes by, the more impossible it is because then
you’re into other projects and maybe the way you work has changed. In fact there’s a piece, Despite Our
Differences No. 1 (of course if was just Despite Our Differences at the time), a piano trio. After it was
premiered I got the feeling it was too long. There were some sections with which I was dissatisfied and I
made a big cut in the piece. Then I had a residency at the Charles Ives Center.
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The purpose of the Charles Ives Center summer sessions was to bring composers together who
had all written for the exact same combination. Some ensembles would be brought in that would rehearse
with you, discuss with you, and give you feedback from a performer’s point of view and then they would
perform the piece. I took that piece in the cut version. They performed it and I decided I didn’t like that
either. Just a couple of weeks ago I decided to send the piece off somewhere and decided I liked the first
performance the best, and if I was going to send the first performance, I had to put the cut section back in
– so I did. Now it’s back to its original version – for better or for worse. I think it’s very hard to make
changes, and sometimes you end up making things worse. 146

How Vercoe’s Musical Ideas Form
I’m not going to sit down and think, “Oh, this is a major third…” I just like tritones. I do like the
sound – and it’s ambiguous. If you don’t want to be tonal, but you don’t want necessarily to be wildly
atonal, the tritone is a very friendly thing to have because it helps you destroy the sense of tonality but is
not necessarily harsh. They do call it “the devil in music,” but to us now it really isn’t too much of a devil.
Those looking at discussing music are looking for meaning in pitches, meaning in theory. We try to create
theory out of what we see. You’ve said that you write intuitively and that the text leads you. My overall
question concerns the meaning behind the pitches you chose.
I do often circle around back to the same thing. I like that sort of arch shape, so that I’m likely to
come back with the same material and maybe the same home note. I may have a tonal center. You
probably do find that.
I think the way I work is: every time I add a note I go back to the very beginning and play it over
and over and over, then I add a note, play it from the beginning, I add another note, two notes, play it
another 40 times, so that it is so in my ears it is no wonder that things come back. It’s inevitable. I won’t
say it’s never deliberate, because sometimes it is. Sometimes I want that arch form and I really want to
come back. As for some of the smaller things… I don’t know. I sometimes make notes on a separate piece
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of paper that would have various chords – I find a chord I like, so I write it down on another piece of
paper until I’m looking for a good chord and that’s an appropriate place for that chord. If that piece of
paper is still sitting there, I might come back to it.147
There are many reasons why somebody chooses pitches. One is just to not have a [sense of]
tonality. Frankly these [tritone clusters] lie very comfortably in my hands. That’s a lot of the reason I
choose a lot of notes – it just lies under my fingers, especially if I’m writing piano music. Also, if you set
your hand in a position and it’s moving very quickly, it’s better if you keep the same relationships – it’s
easier.148

Selecting Titles
I’m not sure when the titles get attached; I’m a little bit of a laggard when attaching titles to
pieces. Sometimes pieces that have a story behind them, like Persona, one would think that I had a story
and then I had the piece, but I was well into the piece in that particular piece – I started it, I had the
commission, and then I made a trip to New York and had an experience of going through the Louise
Nevelson exhibit at the Whitney Museum. That was quite a mind-boggling experience, a real revelation
of what the quality and depth of her work meant. So, the title came out of that experience. When I talk
about the piece, I talk about Nevelson’s work having to do with the title and also the process, which I felt
she was in the process of doing when she created the particular piece called First Personage. That
[experience] led me to that title. I thought each composer was certainly trying to do that, too.
My process of trying to find my particular way of doing things – finding your own style, your
own attitude, something that would make it worthwhile for people to hear your music rather than
someone else’s because there’s something different about it. Who knows if I found that or not, but I was
certainly aware of searching for it at the time.
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My penchant is to start the piece and find the titles later. That happened with Irreveries from
Sappho. I was just scratching my head, trying to figure out what kind of title I could find for those three
pieces as I was writing them. It happened quite late in the process that I found the title. I was thrilled to
find the title. I kept writing possibilities down. As I write music, I have a page next to it and any time I
thought of any possibility for a title, I’d jot it down so I wouldn’t forget. Sometimes I would play with the
titles or combine them. When I came up with the idea of the word “Irreveries,” which is not really a word,
I was very pleased. It really said what I wanted it to say. Finding a good title is part of the creative
process. Some are better titles than others. Piece No.1 or Sonata No. 1 – there aren’t many people doing
that [using that kind of titles] these days. People like fanciful titles with personal meaning.149

Selecting Texts for Vocal Music
For every vocal piece that I write, I usually do a wide range of reading and a search for texts. It is
easy to find wonderful poetry, but it is hard to find texts that fit together, or texts that tell a story. I love
telling stories even when, in Herstory I, the texts are by different poets but [are] telling a story in some
way. The same is with Herstory II and definitely with Herstory IV. I’m looking for something that has
some sort of narrative quality to it, but I don’t want it to be too much like prose. It needs to be not too
long because words take so much longer to go through in music than they do to say. It has to have a
striking affect, to hit me in some way and make me feel like “this is it!” – that “aha!” experience,
“Eureka!”
It’s like looking for a house. You search and go through fifty houses and all of a sudden you walk
in one and you know that’s the right one. Maybe it doesn’t even fit your list, but somehow that one is
perfect. That’s pretty much how I find texts. I read and read and read. I spend a lot of time in the library. I
check out umpteen books and often just flip through, sampling the author. I look through anthologies. I
have a fair amount of poetry collected over the years in my own collection of books at home and often
enjoy reading. I look at authors that I don’t know, familiar favorite authors. I grew to love the translations
149
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of Kenneth Rexroth, so I often go back and look at his work. When we went to China, for example, I
pulled out two books of his translations of some Chinese poetry. I carry them around with me now. For
me the search for texts is actually a very interesting and enjoyable phase. Sometimes there’s a little
pressure on it, as with Herstory III, but most of the time there’s no particular pressure. Herstories I, II,
and IV were not written on commission, they were written for me, for my own interest, so I could take as
long as I liked to find what pleased or really struck me.150

Setting Text for Vocal Music
How does the text affect what the vocal line does? The message of the text has everything to do
with it. In “Mirror,” as the text presents agitation, the line becomes jagged. In “Lullaby” it has fluid lines
and contours. You’re probably not going to go against the grain on that one. The one with the text about
the mother seeing her child have a nightmare – the child sees the mother as part of the nightmare, which
is hard for the mother to take. There is no accompaniment, so it’s just the text informing the vocal line. In
that case it seemed appropriate to build up to the nightmare. In fact the text starts with the child sleeping,
so all is well. It builds up to the nightmare. The climax is when the child sees the mother and the mother
realizes the child sees her as part of this nightmare, “My knees droop in your fear.” Part of building to the
climax is that the volume increases and the tessitura becomes higher.
I usually like to reserve one pitch for a climactic high point in a vocal piece. I don’t like to repeat
that pitch. If I’m moving up to that I don’t want to get there too soon and I don’t want to come back there
probably.
I have noticed that. The lowest pitch might be hit a few times, but never the highest pitch.
You asked me if I plan things out. I say I’m extremely intuitive about it, but that’s one thing I’m
not intuitive about. I may be intuitive about when I reach it and the pacing of it and try to work with that
so it comes at the right moment. I’m not sure if this is some idea I developed on my own or whether it’s a
150
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response to something that seemed right to me and was said by a composition teacher at some point. I
seem to have recollection of somebody saying something. Or maybe I noticed it in musical analysis and
thinking that it worked really well. You have an aural memory for that high point. You want to be
restrained about it so that it is meaningful. I am very careful about that high point – in instrumental music,
too, not just vocal music. Though, if it is a piano piece, it could be a melodic point that is the high point
and then have higher parts that are accompaniment[al]. It’s a more complex issue.
Whatever way I set text is not something that I have any sense of rules about. I surely have
learned from listening to vocal music how other people do it. In some way though I don’t think I made
any particular study of it self-consciously – how did they set the important words, except for the general
sense that if you are going to have a melismatic passage, you better pick a good word for it, a syllable
that’s comfortable to sing. What I have learned from experience, what singers complain about to me –
such as in Herstory I… the ending of “For a Child” ending on “balloon” ascending and getting quiet. It’s
rather high and awfully soft. The syllable – the vowels are challenging. So, I became aware, and I’m not
sure which ones are always hard in which circumstances. I know the “Prayer” in Herstory III is difficult
because it tends to lie a little bit high and it’s pretty soft.151
I know these things are a little bit difficult, but in some cases I think it (and it may not be a
conscious intention) is because I’m always, always singing while I’m writing. I’m singing every pitch and
every word over and over and over because the way I work is to write a little bit, play it and sing it
probably many times before the next little bit, and then repeat that. It’s one reason why it takes me so
long. The sense of continuity is so important to me – to make it feel as though it is inevitable to go to the
next place that it goes. It’s why I find it so difficult to revise. How do you get that sense of seamlessness
and continuity from adding on bit by bit by bit? I think it is really difficult to go back and splice – take
something out or put something in.
The very act of singing through everything myself many times makes me highly aware of what’s
comfortable for me. I’m certainly no singer, but I can tell what feels comfortable to sing. If something
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feels tense, as in that last prayer in the Joan of Arc piece, I think it was probably what it felt like was the
right thing to do rather than [that] I didn’t know what I was doing. I certainly am never trying to make
things hard for the singers. In fact, there are times when I like to put in a pitch that I think might be hard
for me to find. Supposedly I have perfect pitch, but it’s more like imperfect pitch. I can often identify
pitches, but vocally I can’t always find them. I often want to put that hard to find pitch somewhere, or
some pitch that will be easy to reference or make a connection to for the singer to find the next difficult
pitch. I’m sure there are many times when I haven’t done that, but when I think of it or find it hard for
myself, I try to do that. You mentioned in the Inquisition Scene that there was a point where I started
putting pitches for the singer in the piano. Probably what happened was that I was finding it hard to find
them. I don’t know that there was any other reason for that. That could have happened.152

Vercoe’s “Style”
This is the kind of question I think people usually ask composers. Can you see your music as fitting into
different styles? Do you see your output as fitting into different compositional periods? We could talk
specifically about your vocal music because it does span your lifetime. As we have discussed, your music
is rather autobiographical. As your life has different phases, your music might follow. I wonder if you
found that you had different style interests at different times.
Well, the one that I’ve spoken of is the twelve-tone works. I experimented with that during a very
limited period in the 70s and then abandoned that, pretty much, for good. Actually, I don’t see that with
any clarity anyway. I also notice that the Varieties, for example, seem to be in a slightly different mode.
I’m not sure that’s a permanent state of affairs. I’ve talked a lot about my music on various occasions.
When I’ve given talks about it, I divide it not according to chronology or different style periods, but
according to different orientations to the music: vocal music as opposed to other music, or music with
texts; music that has some sort of feminist connection; humorous music. I just divide it up into different
ways. I might even put John Brown in with the feminist things because it had political meaning to me. I
might put the monodramas together and talk about the two monodramas, or put the song cycles as another
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category. String music, wind music – there are different ways of dividing things up. I have never divided
it by styles anyway. It’s not clear to me that there are different styles.
How would you describe the sound of your music?
It’s interesting that you ask me that because non-musicians ask me that all of the time. “What is
your music like?” I try to respond by saying that I write for a variety of media. I write for voices and
instruments and orchestra. That would already give people some sense that I do a variety of different
kinds of things. I think that people think you just do church music or just do piano music. I don’t think
that non-musicians necessarily have an idea, particularly if they’re not music lovers, that there might be a
range of different things you might try. Secondly I might say that I call it contemporary classical music. It
fits into the classical tradition. Within the contemporary classical tradition, I would describe it as not too
experimental and not too conservative, but somewhere in the middle. That’s usually where I stop. If you
ask what I think my music sounds like…that then becomes a very difficult question. Some of it is a cry
from the heart.
What would you say? I’m not totally certain what you had in mind. It’s open-ended.
Well the question is totally open-ended. I agree with your assessment that it’s contemporary classical, not
too experimental, but not too conservative. I would say closer to experimental if you want to look at it on
a continuum. As you have told me and I have experienced, there is usually some tonal or pitch center
without the hierarchy being present because of the intervals that you have a penchant for. You have so
many leading tone experiences at different pitch levels.
You salvage one then destroy it.
Yes, constantly. Basically those Major 7ths no longer mean… it’s like redefining the Major 7.

120
It’s like Schoenberg said, “the emancipation of the dissonance.”
Exactly.
It gets so that it doesn’t seem that dissonant anymore.153

Publishing Challenges
Why haven’t I published anything that I haven’t published? It’s a question of opportunity. Arsis
wouldn’t touch that piece (Herstory I) because of the permission problems, which are not fully resolved.
The problem with the final piece is resolved because I got another poet and [obtained] her permission [to
use her poem]. She’s a living poet. The permissions for the Sylvia Plath poems are complicated. They
may actually now be available because her former husband has died. He was keeping a very tight rein on
her work, and rightly so. In a way that was a terrific obstacle to using them because they were going to
charge substantial amounts of money for every performance. It was unrealistic. It means that you just
couldn’t do it. If you have two poems by Sylvia Plath out of eight in the cycle and they’re going to charge
$100 every time you perform it, nobody’s going to perform it. The performers aren’t even going to be
paid and they aren’t going to be paid much more than that and the composer’s not going to be paid
anything for the performance. How are you going to raise the money to do that? It was just ridiculous. So,
that’s a little complex. I haven’t gone back to the publisher to see if there is the possibility now of having
some reasonable permission based on a flat rate, which I’m more than willing to pay. I certainly want to
acknowledge the poet. I’d like to get as blanket a permission as possible – to pay a flat fee and have
permission for performance, publication, and recording. Now that I’m a little more experienced at doing
this, I try to get all three of those things in the contract so that I don’t have to go back to them again and
again. Most of the agreements I have are like that.154
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Feminism
I haven’t mentioned your proposal yet. In all of the references that you have, it is clear that
you’ve gotten into that [feminist thought], and read a lot, and have been thinking about how these
Herstory cycles relate to feminist theory. Of course, none of that was happening when I was in graduate
school. Although I’ve been at times very involved in the women’s movement, I haven’t done a whole lot
of reading. I’ve gone to a few lectures and read one of Susan McClary’s books. Occasionally I’ll read
something. I feel that I’d like to get more into that, so I’ll be really interested to hear what you have to say
on that subject.
For Herstory I, I was pretty clearly thinking about that [feminism] in advance – choosing the texts
and so on.
What is it about the Herstory pieces all together that make them a feminist body of work?
I guess I’m not sure that I would actually call them feminist. I was thinking about that, but I think
my primary interest was writing from a woman’s point of view.
That’s not feminist?
It doesn’t have to be. It’s feminine, but not in the sense of ruffles and lace, just a woman’s view. I
certainly remember thinking, much as I love the Schumann cycles, even when a man is writing from a
woman’s point of view there are all these men writing on these subjects and surely a woman might have a
slightly different point of view, maybe a really different point of view. I thought that was an area that
hadn’t been explored so much.
What would a work look like that is feminist?
I remember being on a panel on the subject at Wellesley one time declaring that I wouldn’t call
myself a feminist, even though I was interested in women’s points of view and such. Maybe at that time it
was a little more radical to say that. People were associating feminism with bra burning and really
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extreme attitudes, e.g. anti-male, which I’ve never been – I have a son and there’s Jack. I think that if a
work were going to call itself feminist, it might be a little bit more of an advocate for a particular position.
For example, in Herstory II, most of those poems are from different poets. They’re all reflecting thirteen
different attitudes and views. Some of those women are frightened and oppressed by men, others are
flippant and very sure of themselves, [and still] others are very spiritual about their love relationship.
There are many points of view, so what would you call feminist about it? It’s not saying that women
should be any particular way, it’s reflecting on how many different kinds of women there are. I think
that’s all I had in mind. I think different people who are looking at it could feel different ways about it.
They could think the oppressed woman is doing just the right thing. I hope not, but… I think of feminism
as the way I am about politics. I feel very strongly and it needs to be this way, and I don’t agree with
anyone else about it, etc. In these pieces it’s not advocacy and I don’t think it’s exactly political. Do you
see it differently?
I do see it differently, but you’re the composer.
It doesn’t matter.
It does matter, but I see it differently. I’m thinking about feminism on a spectrum of sorts. There’s how
you feel about politics – on one side of it; then there’s having women’s voices heard by more than just
women – on the other end. One’s experience of what is feminism can range anywhere along that
spectrum. In hearing you talk about feminism, obviously since you were a woman composer in the middle
of the feminist movement, you have a very different experience and perspective of what feminism is in
relation to who you are as a composer. That’s what I’m hearing when you say that it’s advocating
something specific. I would argue that in these pieces you are advocating something very specific. It’s not
hard and in your face political, but it is advocating that a woman’s point of view be exposed and
celebrated by women performers. It stands to reason that a woman’s point of view is going to be sung by
a woman, but you did write specifically for female voices.
Frankly it’s a lot harder to get men to perform music, I think. I’ve only written one piece for male
voice. That piece was only performed twice, and both times by the same person. There didn’t seem much
percentage in writing a lot more. Maybe that is related to who your contacts are. It seems to be a lot easier
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to find women who are interested in performing music by a woman, maybe that’s a political thing right
there.
If we look at the soft side of feminism… The fact that you call them Herstory, as I mention in my proposal,
the title begs one to look at feminism. The subject matter also begs one to look at feminism – Joan of Arc.
I’m going at it not from a hard-core stance, but a stance of integration into society – maybe bringing into
society this concept of a woman’s voice being valid and worth hearing and understanding, rather than
bra burning.
I’m not quite sure why I’m so resistant to call myself feminist. When I take political stances, they
tend to be very strongly feminist. In terms of calling myself feminist in regard to music, I find it very hard
to do that. I feel that maybe it’s limiting somehow, as if – you put it into that category, so you don’t have
to take it all that seriously as piece of music because it’s just a political statement.
I didn’t know what I thought myself when I chose the topic [for the paper] “Are women’s ghettos
(still) a good idea?” Are concerts of women’s music still necessary? When I chose that topic, I really
hadn’t done a paper or given a talk about that since probably the 70s or 80s. It was interesting for me to
think about that again. Are these necessary anymore? Even a lot of women composers are saying it’s not
necessary anymore. By the time I finished looking at the subject, I decided it was just about as necessary
as it ever had been The last time I looked at it, about a third of composers are women. About a third of the
composers graduating from music schools are women. That may be twenty years ago and maybe it’s
closer to 50% now. I don’t know. Those figures are available through the Department of Labor, I think.
When the College Music Society did studies on the status of women in music, they came up with figures
like that. Are we only a third of concerts? Of course a lot of people are going to say that they’re not the
Beethovens and the Bachs, but if we just look at contemporary music, we’re not hearing those
percentages either and I don’t think the quality issue is quite as apparent as it would be if we looked [at it]
historically.
There’s a lot of wonderful old music by women, too, but there isn’t anything like the body of
work by the three B’s, or anything like that. Now, there are some very fine women composers. We hear
Joan Tower, Ellen Zwilich, Shulamit Ran, and a lot of Libby Larsen – it’s very accessible music. You can
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see why her [Larsen’s] music is performed a lot. She’s very good about getting it out there. Even then… I
guess those concerts are going to go on for a long time, or they should go on for a long time. I thought of
that topic because they were putting on a women’s concert at Austin Peay. I realized that I hadn’t heard a
concert of all women’s music for a long time. Why are they doing this exactly?
I finished my degree at Boston University in 1978, so that’s quite a while ago – in the late 70s. I
was there for four years ’74-78. That means that in the mid-seventies, when the women’s music
movement was just getting underway, there was just beginning to be quite a bit of activity in women’s
music at that time. Just at that critical moment, at BU there were four doctoral students in composition.
Two were men and two were women. I was quite amazed at that. When I’d been at the University of
Michigan, I hardly saw a woman take a composition course or show up in any way, shape, or form. I was
always the only one and always felt so strange. You cannot imagine how difficult that was. Almost all of
the time it was difficult. I’m not sure I’ve talked to other women about that – other women composers my
age – to find out if they had other women in composition around them at all, or whether there were
women like Louise Cuyler, who was this queen bee kind of woman, who really liked all the young men
around her and didn’t like the young women around her? She was not very encouraging to the women
musicologists.
There’s somebody like Ross Lee Finney, a well-known composer at the time and a Pulitzer Prize
winner, a Composer-In-Residence at the University, a big name. I walked into the graduate composition
seminar of about a dozen or so people and [was] the only female. One of the first things out of his mouth
is, “Well I guess I’ll have to tone down my language a little bit.” Another time Vincent Persichetti came
to address the seminar and his wife accompanied him. At some point he said, “Well, I’d like to see a score
by the woman composer.” – as though the fact that I’m a woman means that’s why he wants to look at it.
It was most interesting in going down in the elevator afterwards, I happened to go down with him and his
wife, his wife said something like, “I don’t think you should refer to her as the woman composer.” So she
got it. She would. I told you before that Leslie Bassett’s wife had a master’s degree in composition and
she was very oppressed by her very gentle and very loving husband who was not encouraging or kind to
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her about what she did. Maybe he thought there was only room for one in the family – who knows. I think
Alma Mahler experienced that decades and decades earlier. I think Gustav did not want her to compose. I
think that was eminently clear. It was really out there.
Jack says I’m hypersensitive about things, so maybe I’m just imagining a lot about these things or
am so attuned to it that I pick up all of these vibes, but – it seemed to me to be very blatant, with the
exception of the third composer on faculty at Michigan, George Wilson. I think whatever person was out
there writing music, he was going to be out there encouraging them. He was a lot younger than the others.
He was of a little bit different generation, not a whole generation maybe, but just enough. Just the way my
son…now I’d call my son a feminist. Then, anybody who goes to Oberlin – it’s very political. He got
disgusted with how politically correct everybody was there. On the other hand, he is extremely politically
correct in spite of it.155
Here’s an interesting quote that you gave a student, or what she says in her paper. “Herstory II, Herstory
I, and Irreveries from Sappho come from her feminist period. Feminist for her, the composer quickly
explained, ‘did not mean a political statement, but the opportunity to say something that only a woman
could say.’”
Yeah, I keep saying it, don’t I? What was it that Jack said? That maybe it was so as not to be so
limiting? – not to just label it.
I agree with that. I think there’s a double-edged sword experience about it.
You don’t want to deny it either.156
Women’s consciousness-raising groups were a phenomenon of the time. Many women belonged
to them. It was interesting. I became involved in one of those through a musician friend, so it turned out
that most of the women were musicians. It is how I met Evelyn Zuckerman, to whom I dedicated the
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piano fantasy. That was the beginning of an ongoing and continuing friendship and musical relationship
as well. In that sense, that was nice.
The women’s music group, the organization The International League of Women Composers, was
established by Nancy Van de Vate in the 1970s. It started out as a little newsletter. She had a vision for
something happening. It grew and developed and somehow I made a connection with the organization and
eventually ended up as a board member for a few years. I’m not sure exactly what that meant because we
didn’t really meet, but it meant that I helped organize the composition contest that they ran. I also
submitted materials for the newsletter. The newsletter developed into a journal and I wrote a few articles.
It was also a clearinghouse for activities dealing with women’s music. People began organizing festivals
that had to do with women’s music, like the two that happened in Ann Arbor [Opus 1 and Opus 2], where
I met Sharon.
During this period of time in the 70s, Rosemary Platt ran her competition for doing a recording of
women’s piano music. She chose, among other works, my piano fantasy for that recording. That’s how I
got to know Rosemary. I introduced Rosemary to Sharon when Sharon performed at the Opus 2 Ann
Arbor festival.
Another organization, American Women Composers, Inc., was founded by Tommie Carl in the
Washington [D.C.] area. She had an idea that there would be different chapters of that organization. I
thought it would be a good time to start one in Massachusetts because there was a lot of interest and the
International League didn’t have something for us locally. There was no way for us to organize concerts
in their name. We needed a non-profit or something to get going. It seemed like an easy way to do it, to
become a chapter of the American Women Composers. So we did that. It turned out that we had to go and
get non-profit [status] anyway, 201(3)c in Massachusetts. We got a lawyer to give us some free time to do
that for us. It turned out there were a lot of women interested. In particular, there were a lot of women
piano teachers who also wrote piano music, kind of the way I had started to get back into music. Well,
there were women who pretty much only wrote piano music – maybe for their students or maybe for their
advanced students. There was a large number of women interested in the organization from that point of
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view. Then there were others, like me, who were university- [or] academically-oriented and had done
more degrees in composition, looking for a different sort of career. We didn’t want to just write piano
music. We didn’t want to have piano students, particularly. We wanted something else. There was a
certain difference in the way these two groups of people wanted to do things.
For quite awhile we just went great guns. We did a series of concerts at the Longy School of
Music. There was one year that I was president of the chapter. I think it was in ’84 that our chapter did the
first music festival. That was at Tufts University. One of our members ran that. I was away, in Paris, that
summer, so I wasn’t here for the organizing of it. I had a couple of pieces on it. It was fun to go to. The
next year was when I was president and the year I organized the festival at BU, in ’85. We built on the
momentum of the year before. We managed to get the Pro Arte Orchestra with Gunther Schuller to do a
concert in Sanders Theater. It was a great coup to manage that. We also engaged the interest of Alea III,
which is the professional contemporary music group at Boston University, to do a concert. They did the
opening concert on a Thursday night. We enlisted many people and organizations around the city to
participate. There were a lot of chamber concerts. Neil Gladd came up and did a mandolin concert, Vivian
did a concert of black women, the Boston University Chorus did a concert, a children’s chorus did a
program of women composers, which was wonderful.
The women who were piano teachers did something I think was really important, and I think most
of us didn’t appreciate properly. They started getting their students to play music by women. At the
festivals they started having opportunities for the kids to have something happen. I don’t recall exactly
how that worked. Perhaps they had things running concurrently with the programs in the main hall. We
had some lecturers and sessions. Somebody from the Boston Globe was on the panel. Phyllis Curtin was
kind of our honorary chairperson because she was the Dean of Fine Arts, so she showed up on the panel
of something. I think she did some major things at Boston University. I wasn’t really there at that point. I
graduated a long time before that, some seven years. I didn’t have a lot of contact with what was
happening. She started a really important opera program. There was nothing like it before she was there. I
think there is a young artist’s program that really facilitates their careers. She had a really good sense of
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what would be helpful to young singers who were going through that program – especially to nurture
them after they graduated. I read that in some of the alumni bulletins after I graduated.
I think there were only ever two chapters beside the general organization. The only one still in
existence is the one in Chicago. That one has really succeeded and continued. I wasn’t willing to stay on
as chair or president. For some reason it was really hard to get people to take that position. If you were
going to do a festival, it was a tremendous amount of work and was, of course, totally unpaid. People had
to have a lot of free time, initiative, connections, organizational ability, and [be] willing to do a lot of
stuff. Members of the organization were very willing to give a lot of support in terms of helping with
things. People would pitch right in and do things, unasked, and things you didn’t even think needed
doing. The level we had reached with these two festivals was pretty high. You can’t keep on doing that
every year with the small group that we had, a dozen people maybe. It’s a big undertaking. We had no
money, so we were always depending on other organizations to support whatever they did as part of the
festival and for the university to host us and provide the facility. It’s not always an easy thing to do. I’ve
done it twice since then, but not for a women’s organization. I did it for the Society of Composers.
I co-chaired a festival at U Mass-Amherst and another one at Wellesley College the following
year. It was the year I was co-chair of Region I, which is now New England, for the Society of
Composers. I was co-chair with Karen Tarlow, who was the other woman at BU when I was there. I liked
her music, I liked her, so it was kind of fun. She teaches at U Mass-Amherst, so that’s why we did the
first one there. Then, because I had gone to Wellesley, I had some connections at Wellesley, so I was able
to arrange that we have the second one there. These things usually run through two-year terms. Region I
now is defunct. Do I bring a curse to whatever organization I have something to do with? Sometimes it
just becomes hard to get people who are willing to do these jobs. I view them as an opportunity to
promote new music, to promote my own music, to promote other women’s music in a larger context. It
serves many purposes. Anybody who does it finds that it has professional and personal rewards. It’s
worth it to do it once in a while, but you can’t do it a whole lot, it’s too exhausting. I always enjoy doing
them when I do. I’ve enjoyed all three of the festivals.
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The Society of Composers is a huge organization. In fact I just got an email telling me that they’re
going to do my orchestra piece on the national conference in September in San Antonio, so I’m going to
go down for that. You don’t get to hear an orchestra piece every day. It will be nice to hear that again. It’s
a university orchestra, so it probably won’t be as good as other performances I’ve had, but we’ll see, it
might be pretty good.157

Herstory I
Did you know up front that you would use all female poets because you were going to call this Herstory?
I was becoming interested in feminism in connection with a feminist movement that was
developing in music. It happened in music much later than it happened in other areas like art, and
certainly much later than the political movement. It was beginning to happen in music and I wanted to be
part of this. I felt that way myself. I felt like expressing things from a woman’s point of view and maybe
having something political to say. I wanted to explore it and be part of it. There was something different
that I could bring to this [music]. There weren’t that many women composers, certainly not visible ones
anyway. Maybe this could be something a little different about what I did. I was drawn to the poetry of
the so-called confessional poets: Ann Sexton and Sylvia Plath, in particular. I read pretty widely in their
work and collected some of their poetry and volumes of their poetry. Then I did my usual hours in the
library looking at a variety of work pulling out volumes by women. Eventually as I was typing out poems
that I liked and assembling the collection of things that I liked, I began to see that I could have something
to say about the different life segments of a woman. That’s how the sequence progresses. The ones about
the child are early in the cycle. The ones about the old woman are near the end, pretty much going
chronologically through life in various ways.158
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Herstory II: 13 Japanese Lyrics
When you wrote Herstory II, did you have a specific soprano in mind?
No, I was just nuts. I had just finished my dissertation, the violin concerto. People often say that
the process of writing a dissertation takes you to another level. The dissertation may or may not be an ok
piece, but you really ought to look at the piece somebody writes right after their dissertation. I think that
happened to me. I think I really learned a lot in the process of writing a 30-minute violin concerto. At the
time I had no prospects for any performers of any kind and only the first movement, which I entitled
Rhapsody, has ever been performed. It was a really good performance, but that’s it. Herstory II was a
piece I wanted to write, so I just did. There was no performance in mind, no prospect of a performance,
nothing. I had actually given my ex-husband a book of Kenneth Rexroth translations of Japanese
poems.159

Herstory III: Jehanne de Lorraine
She has never seemed bitter, well, maybe when she was imprisoned. Maybe I’m taking this from
the Twain book in which she’s so fresh and natural and joyful in everything she does. I think it comes
through in the trial records, too. She does have a sharp tongue and a ready wit.
The really amazing thing is that this unlettered peasant girl had the confidence to do what she did.
It’s an unbeatable story.
It really is. I can’t wait to talk to you about that and the email I sent to you about Joan. I’ve been in an
ever-evolving state of being on how I feel about her. I’ve been reading more documentation on things that
have been misinterpreted and some of the causes for people to question her gender or sexuality. I have a
completely different view of her now that I’ve read more historical information.
There is a book that talks about Joan of Arc chapter by chapter through the ages and how she is
perceived through the ages. It really led me to the idea – there have been so many musical works and
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plays about her – that there had to be a reason to do another piece, whether musical or not, about her.
There had to be a point of view that was different. After looking at that book, I thought my view about her
was from the feminist perspective, there was even that Christine de Pisan poem that said, “Oh quell’
honneur, au feminin sexe!” “What an honor that God chose a woman…” That’s what Christine de Pisan
thought that Joan thought. It wasn’t necessarily a new idea, but it wasn’t an idea that seemed to pervade
the earlier works about her.
Maybe what you’re coming at is even just a little bit [more reflective of] your time rather than my
time, with a generation different. Already there are new attitudes about her, so there could be another
chapter in that book about attitudes on Joan of Arc. What fascinated me about that book was the sense
that what we think about her reveals more about us than it does about her. If I look at her from a feminist
perspective… we already know she was extraordinary and different… so it’s telling more about my time.
Certainly Shakespeare, when he wrote about her, was looking at her from the English perspective –
virulently anti-French, thinking she was a witch. That certainly reveals his time and place. She’s a
character that really opens herself to so much interpretation and really invites it. It’s such an extraordinary
story that people will always be talking about it. [At] Churchill, there was a little museum in a tower at
the ruins where she met the Dauphin. There’s a quotation from Churchill in that little museum that refers
to Joan of Arc as one in a hundred million. It’s just a quick little reference to her. Even though it was
from the English point of view, it was out of admiration. He knew a thing or two about military strategy.
She was eminently practical. She didn’t want to wear dresses. It made good sense for her, if she
was going to be on the battlefield trying to lead, to dress the way she did. Wearing skirts astride a horse
and camping out in the woods just didn’t make any sense.
What are your thoughts about her visions?
I was just about to ask you what you thought. It seems like in that time and period it was ok to
talk about one’s inner voice or thoughts [about] hearing voices. I wonder if she literally heard voices the
way we imagine a schizophrenic hearing voices. Or whether it was just that inner voice telling her what to
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do, although she was pretty specific. It could have been dreams, too – real dreams. I don’t know. What do
you think?
I think that it is entirely possible and likely that it happened as said. I think I believe that because of my
perspective from studies on spirituality and metaphysical studies and such.
You mean that she really did hear voices?
Yes. If she saw images and she heard voices, I don’t necessarily think it’s the same as you hearing my
voice right now. If somebody feels that grounded and connected to her understanding of a higher power,
then I don’t doubt that she could have been a vessel for that kind of communication.
And though the church used it against her, I imagine it wasn’t such a weird thing in those days
either. Nowadays we consider it a psychological disorder, but in that time… Well, I guess they kind of
did, too, if they called people witches. But there was another side to it. [She] was a very holy person, too.
I think they grabbed at whatever they could to condemn her.
Wasn’t it the Burgundians that were in with the English? I forget the details of the story. She was
betrayed by the French, wasn’t she? She was captured by the French and turned over to the English.
Yes, and it was the French who were in with the Burgundians, who were in with the English, who were
against Charles.
[What a] conspiracy theory! She would have been quite right to be paranoid.
There are writings about the Rehabilitation Trial where she was given the opportunity to renounce
everything, so she went back into custody and somebody stole her women’s clothing. This made it so she
had to put her soldier’s outfit back on, because she had to wear something. They said, “see, she’s
reverted.” And that’s how she got it in the end.
It wasn’t her recanting at the end?
Well, surely that “lit the match.”

133
She renounced her repenting.
I remember her being forced to wear women’s clothing at some point. I don’t remember if it was
from Shaw, meaning it could be his edition, or from Twain, meaning it could be his edition – or does
Twain go right up to the end? The Twain book, The Recollections of Joan of Arc, was written in 1899
under the name Siegneur… It wasn’t written under the name Samuel Clemens or Mark Twain, either one.
As I recall, it starts with the campaign. It’s the recollections of her secretary. 160
I had people read the libretto and be all excited about the piece. Already I’m standing on the
shoulders of all these people that wrote interesting texts. I did feel that I was able to assemble this variety
of texts from a variety of sources to tell the story in as forthright a manner as possible – directly, as
though spoken, as though you’re living through this time. Some of the texts do come from this time. It
just felt very real to me. Once I had the texts together, I was halfway there, really. I think a lot of the
drama comes from that – the inherent drama of the story, the nature of the texts, and the way they are
assembled to tell the story. The music is sort of another layer that helps it along.
How did the story unfold for you – I know that you did a lot of research and looked at a lot of texts – to
come up with your seven scenes?
I was overloaded with material. The amount of material on her is voluminous. There is hardly a
painter, writer, or musician that hasn’t somehow thought about her. That’s why I did have second
thoughts about choosing the subject. There had already been so much done. Why add one more version of
the story? I was very taken by it and finally did feel that I had a different take on it, a twentieth-century
take. I did the same thing I did with Herstory II, although there weren’t as many texts. I assembled masses
of texts and strew them around me and kept trying to get from one part of the story to another. I was on an
airplane and read a play [Amadeus] that started with the theater in utter darkness. That just clicked for me.
I could see starting that way and starting with this whispering coming out. That airplane ride gave me the
beginning, how the text would start out, and what the theater atmosphere would be like. I almost wish
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there were ways that I could have had that drama of the beginning later on in some different way, with the
lighting fading to black in that same way, but I really couldn’t do it again.
Did you click with the idea of starting in blackness before you came up with the idea of Joan speaking
from the grave, or were you thinking of that already?
I don’t remember how far I’d gotten with the texts. I think on that airplane trip… I think I was
just going to Washington, so it wasn’t very long. I also came up with my version for the Inquisition
Scene. I had to work pretty hard to assemble that scene. I was taking bits and pieces from the source,
because when I went back to figure out where I had gotten it exactly, I had a very hard time finding it. I
wonder if I didn’t just use some phrases and more or less just write it myself. I’m not sure quite how that
came about. I remember working on that at that same trip. I was thinking about the beginning and also
about the Inquisition, so it’s almost like the bookend. I suppose I also thought it would fade to black at the
end, that was the natural overall plan to it. That happened pretty much all at once. I do remember having
pages and pages of texts. I would copy pages or parts and mark what was relevant to the story and then try
to figure out how to make this jigsaw puzzle work.
Most of my job was throwing out stuff and whittling and paring it down. You have to have so
much less text for a musical work than you do for a play. For 20-25 minutes of a musical work… That’s
the reason why I ended up using spoken text. I was desperate to tell a lot of the details of the story. I
wanted people to get a sense of her sense of humor and her wit. To only use “The Holy Cat Blues” for
that I didn’t think was enough. I wanted more, and I loved her sassy replies when she was being
questioned. I wanted that and without having another character to ask the questions, it was hard to
imagine putting that to music and having the audience getting all of those words. That’s how I ended up
having so much spoken text. Actually one of the critics complained about the spoken texts and said I
would do well to understand the utility of recitative and importance of keeping the musical flow going.
That criticism was made by Richard Dyer, who is principal critic for The Boston Globe. I thought that I
really did use that quite a bit. So, in my next piece, the John Brown monodrama, I thought, “Well, this is a
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challenge. I’m going to make this continuous music and I’m not going to use spoken text to convey parts
of the story.” The music actually is continuous from beginning to end for forty minutes. There is some
speaking, but it’s over sound. I’m not sure I was able to make it work as well. It was something I thought
I had to do and had to try out.
Did you have all of the texts selected and worked out before you began composing?
I was in a state of panic by the time I started writing. The performance was in March and Sharon
wanted it sometime by the end of January. I was running this big festival in October and we had just
gotten back from France in September. I was really overwhelmed with what I had to do. The idea of
running that big event and having rehearsals for my pieces – I had several pieces on that festival, not just
the piano trio – plus get this libretto in shape and have it done by the end of January was really
overwhelming. At some point I knew I wasn’t going to meet the original deadline, which they probably
set a little early just to give me a little latitude. I was getting so panicky that I started writing before I
knew what I was doing exactly, before I had finalized all the rest of it. I knew I had too much material and
had to keep paring things down. I had to figure out what was spoken, what wasn’t spoken. I don’t know
how it happened. A lot of it happened under duress and with sheer panic closing in on me through a lot of
it. It was hard, but I had thought about this and worked on it, the idea anyway, and gathered materials,
going to various libraries, and going on these little outings in France when we were there to see things.
I’m afraid anybody who encountered me heard nothing else. If a conversation began on one subject, it
always turned to Joan of Arc before long. I was absolutely on a single-track mentally for a long time. I
was very absorbed in the topic. It must have been hard on other people.
What is the role of the piano in Herstory III?
My first response is – they’re the same person. The pianist is Joan, too. So, it’s almost as if there
aren’t two different people up there, just two expressions of the same person. Yes, certainly the role of the
piano does change. A lot of the time in that piece it’s just a very supportive role in the sense of providing
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the basic pulse – like those ostinatos, or the horse that Joan is riding on. It’s some sort of foundation or
base for the singer. In the Battle Scene, providing the racket, a sufficient amount of racket for her to feel
comfortable screaming over it. You can’t just scream out in silence, so it’s easier to have that. In some
places, maybe in the Inquisition Scene, particularly at the end – the end of that scene is almost run by the
piano, it’s almost dominated. It’s quiet at that point, but the piano is doing the musical work and the voice
is just interjecting thoughts in the pauses, in the silences. The piano is playing the lead role in some
places. At the beginning of the Inquisition Scene, the piano provides the shock in that crash.
I’m not sure whether the piano ever comes up with musical ideas before the voice. Maybe in “The
Holy Cat Blues” that’s true. As you pointed out, the end of that is really the pianist’s moment. The
beginning is, too. There’s more of an introduction there than in the others. In the others the voice comes
in pretty fast. The voice in “The Holy Cat Blues”… It’s important to get that text across. It has so much
metaphorical freight to carry and has some pretty high comedy, too, while describing that metaphor, the
little special effects that the voice does in that piece. The piano really carries that piece all the way
through, not just at the end. The voice may get a lot of attention, but the essence of that particular piece is
in the piano part.161
After taking the children to their summer camps in France, we made a little trip around the
Chateau country, and that is how we happened to go to the Chateau du Chinon. It happened totally by
chance. At that point, I was open for any ideas. I had to come up with something and I didn’t have a lot of
time to do it. I had that period in the summer to get going. Then I knew I was going to be very busy when
I got back to the Boston area until the festival in October. There wasn’t a lot of time from then until it was
due at the beginning of January. For me that was very tight because I like to take my time. I don’t like to
be rushed, but maybe being rushed isn’t a terrible thing. It’s hard on the person being rushed, but it might
actually get you going, get you moving more quickly, and get you thinking a little faster. But I was
panicking then. By the time I got back I hadn’t started writing any music at all and I hadn’t gotten all the
texts together. I was really running around assembling the texts, trying to make that work. I hadn’t figured
161
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out exactly what I was doing, really. I didn’t know I was going to be doing something staged or
costumed. The fact that I was looking at the Shaw St. Joan would probably lead you to think it would be
staged in some way, but I wasn’t sure.
I took a plane trip to Washington sometime that fall. I don’t remember what that was about, but I
remember distinctly that I was reading the play Amadeus and had it with me on the plane. I remember
looking at the stage instructions, not reading the play, and just sitting there thinking, “Oh my gosh, this is
how I need to start this piece.” There was something about the play opening with the theater completely
dark and there was a voice that came out from somewhere. There was something about that that just
struck me. I must have already found the Villon and “I have labored sore” texts. Clearly, if you’re
thinking of it as working for Joan, which of course it was not intended for, if you’re thinking of it
working as if she was speaking, it was to be her coming back from the dead. The idea of a ghostly voice
in a darkened theater seemed right. It seemed like a really great way to do that. I’m pretty sure that’s
where that idea came from. I also think I was on an airplane, on that same trip, when I was working out
the phraseology for the Inquisition Scene. It was a very productive plane trip, if my memory is correct,
which it may not be. That’s the way I remember it. I have never quite figured out where the bits from the
Régine Pernoud came from. I’m not sure how much I made up and how much came from the source. I
wrote the publishers and they gave me some sort of blanket permission, so then I didn’t have to figure out
where everything was. Sometimes when you’re dealing with a lot of material, it’s really hard to remember
to write down the source all of the time. I am very sympathetic with various historians being accused of
plagiarism because they haven’t referenced their resources properly. It was so difficult with a little
research project like mine and I can’t imagine one on the scale of a whole book with the many sources
you have to reference. I never quite tracked all of that down.162
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Herstory IV
Herstory IV is not with piano accompaniment. It’s a little different when the accompanying
instrument is operating in a similar range. It can be like a voice itself in the way that it operates. In the
case of the mandolin it doesn’t have much sustaining ability, so you have to strum in order to sustain
sound. I think in that piece the mandolin often behaves very much in the way the voice does. There are
certainly times when it’s underlying it and supporting it, but there are many times in that piece where it’s
doing the same sort of thing. That’s a little less likely in the piano. As much as pianists don’t want you
saying it, it is a percussion instrument. Much as you want to have a singing line, if you have a singer it
really can’t do that quite. It has to do something else.
Regarding Herstory IV, could you ever imagine a harpsichord playing it?
Because a harpsichord quality is a little bit like a mandolin? It wouldn’t be too interesting for the
harpsichordist. It wouldn’t keep them very busy, whereas for a mandolinist or a marimbist, they’ve got
their hands full. If you’ve got a professional musician up there, which you probably would for a piece like
this – if you found a harpsichordist who was interested in trying this out, it might be interesting to try. It
might sound better than marimba, actually.
I really like the quality of the plucked mandolin – it just sounds right. I couldn’t imagine hearing a
marimba with it after listening to the recording with mandolin.
I’m very open to trying things out. I don’t know how I would respond to the actuality. I do think you are
absolutely right that the sound is definitely more equivalent to mandolin than marimba. Neil, the
mandolin player, is the one who suggested marimba. I thought it was off the wall. He suggested this
because he thought I would get more performances. The range is appropriate. Pieces that are for marimba
are sometimes transcribed for mandolin, or maybe it’s the other way around. That’s the only reason I
included it. He’s a first-rate musician and I trust his judgment. So, when he said, “you’re going to get
more performances, Elizabeth.”… It was true because I wouldn’t have had that premiere. It was in
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Washington, D.C. and Neil lives in Washington, D.C. They could have hired Neil, but they wouldn’t do it
because the percussionist was one of the members of the group and they want to use their core
membership. They shot back to me, “if you really want to use mandolin, we won’t put it on the series.”
So, I thought, “OK, what the heck. It’s not getting done, nobody’s doing it. So, let’s hear it.” I still don’t
know if it’s not going to work or not. There was a balance issue in that performance. I think the voice was
not a strong voice, just not enough power, and I think she didn’t have the emotional equipment for it
either. She either doesn’t have it or didn’t get into it, I don’t know what. I think she was a soprano, and
that was part of the problem. Her best sound is focused higher. I don’t know what it was, but her voice
and her nature were not well-suited to that piece. I think it’s easy enough for that to happen. They didn’t
have somebody in the hall to check for balance and I think that might have been part of the problem, too.
They couldn’t hear themselves that it was out of balance. Maybe with the marimba it would be too hard to
play it down enough, or maybe if the voice were stronger it would be fine. I think the jury is out on that at
this point. It might work for marimba and I just don’t know it yet.
I don’t know that I reject the sound of the marimba out of hand. It’s certainly not what I
envisioned. Anyway, the idea of harpsichord is interesting, but what would you do on the harpsichord to
sustain the note? You would strum the mandolin. If you have a half note, for example, or even a quarter, I
mark that it’s to be sustained. How would you do that on a harpsichord? There is no tradition for
sustaining a single pitch. Maybe it sustains a little longer than a mandolin, but not much. It’s a pretty fast
decay. Well, what you do in harpsichord to sustain sound, when you have a chord, is you roll the chord.
That helps because it just takes longer to do that. But these are individual pitches. I guess it might be
possible if there were two pitches close by that you could do a tremolo. I will have to look at the piece
and think about that.163
I don’t remember exactly what the impetus was for writing Herstory IV. Neil had suggested over
time, since I’ve known him, that pieces for mandolin and voice work very nicely. There’s a wonderful
piece by Mozart for mandolin and voice that he’s done. There are various pieces he’s done for voice and
163
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mandolin. He’s done concerts for those two. I know that he had encouraged me to think about that
possibility.
During that time, [1997], I had a drop off in performances. I have a tendency to go back to people
who were interested in my music and willing to perform it. I think maybe that’s why I thought it was a
good idea to write for voice and mandolin rather than voice and piano, which is what I had been doing. I
had written for mandolin enough, because of Neil, that I was pretty comfortable with it. Since I did play a
little violin in my early years and mandolin is tuned and fingered the same, it’s even more comfortable
than it would be otherwise. I feel it’s fairly easy for me to write for mandolin in a fairly virtuoso manner
without any strain. I’m sort of accustomed to some of the special effects that can be achieved on
mandolin, not many of which I decided to take advantage of in this particular piece.
In A la fin—tout seul for solo mandolin (or with optional piano), I pulled out all the stops with the
special effects. That piece was [written] the tradition of other solo pieces. I’ve written a lot of solo pieces
that have done that. The Sonaria for cello, Persona for piano, A la fin—tout seul, Parodia for harp – all of
those pieces are essentially solo vehicles. It was interesting for me to learn an instrument and then take
advantage of its full capacity in terms of maybe some special modern ways of treating the instrument. I
did that in those pieces. I had already done that, so maybe I didn’t feel the need, or maybe the piece didn’t
call for it; I’m not sure why I didn’t use some of those special effects. Also, that’s around the time I was
writing Varieties. Maybe I’d gotten a little conservative during that time and stopped doing it. I thought
maybe there might be more performers willing to do the pieces if they weren’t asked to do strange things.
I think that’s certainly true of voice. How many people are going to do Nine Epigrams? That’s really
asking for some peculiar things.
It also makes sense since, as you just mentioned; you had experienced a drop-off in people performing
your music. You sought to create a piece that would be performed, obviously. Was your intent originally
for this to be another Herstory or did it evolve into that?
By the time I got to Herstory IV, the title Herstory was beginning to have a heavily freighted
meaning for me. It meant that it was going to be a major statement of some sort. I wasn’t writing a little
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group of songs, like the Varieties, that was for charm and fun and not too long. Even though this piece is
not too long, for me it first had deep personal meaning and second, just felt like a big piece to me.
Somehow that doesn’t have to do with the actual minutes elapsed. Because it’s all one movement, it’s all
one story in ten minutes. It’s not a series of separate songs, though it’s in separate sections. It’s not a song
cycle. So, yes, that title had a lot of meaning for me and I now am at the point of using it very judiciously.
I don’t want to just throw it around and I don’t want to attach it too casually to a set a pieces. I think that
now explains why there are fairly large [time] gaps between Herstories II, III, and IV.164

Herstories – General
Herstories I and II are very high – II especially. Herstories III and IV are no problem. Joan can be
either soprano or mezzo, really. I think I wrote you that there was a soprano who did a wonderful job. I
don’t like labeling mezzo or soprano and I sometimes said “mezzo or soprano” because voices vary a lot
and I don’t want to put somebody off in advance and limit the possibility for my music – and also limit
what people think they can do. It isn’t necessarily the range; it’s how long you stay there. Of course if you
go really low or really high a soprano or mezzo might not feel comfortable about it, but mostly I’m
writing for my own terrible voice and what I can sort of do. I more naturally write for the mezzo range.
When I sang in choir I always sang alto. Herstory II is definitely a soprano. Elsa Charleston, who made a
recording, is a really high soprano. I have heard her sing something that went into the stratosphere – notes
you wouldn’t think anybody would consider writing for any voice – yet she would do it. It might be a
strange sound because it was so far beyond anybody’s range, but she would do it.165
The first two [Herstories] are for chamber ensemble of three performers, and the last two are for two
performers. Why?
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In the first two I could do what I wanted because there wasn’t an occasion, I didn’t have one in
mind. In the case of III, I was given two performers and that was it. I made them do as much as two
performers could possibly do. They’re reaching inside the piano; they’re both playing percussion
instruments. There might as well be a third person on the stage for all that they’re doing besides singing
and playing the piano. It’s almost like the first two in that regard. Regarding the one for voice and
mandolin, that’s all I needed for that. It’s not such a big piece; it’s shorter than the others. It seemed like it
was fine. That’s not to say I won’t use a larger ensemble if I write a Herstory V. I have no idea.
I’m trying to think of what is the role of the piano in the other Herstories, I and II, I mean. I think
it’s really quite different [from Herstory III]. In Herstory II, the style is different and everything is so
spare that what anybody does is important. Everything is so short and happens in a small space of time.
As to the vocal line, sometimes you want to avoid the obvious and work against the words. Sometimes
you have words like “ascending” and you want to go contrary to that so as not to drop into some clichéd
expression of the word; you might not go up if the words imply that. But mostly, I think that rather than
thinking of individual words, although sometimes it’s fun to play with an individual word and try to
express it in some musical way as you would in a Baroque piece, mostly you’re trying to capture a
general mood and to make that the character of your line. If you have something humorous for example,
in “Mirror” where you have an inanimate object that is the subject of the song, so you’re into robotics in
some way, something mechanical or sounds mechanical, then your vocal line has to capture that in some
way too. Not only do you have an inanimate object that is the subject, the speaking voice actually in that
poem. In spite of being inanimate, it is upset – there is upset in the poem anyway. The mirror is
commenting that the woman is agitated in seeing herself growing older. The agitation is reflected in the
mirror, but the mirror itself is not agitated. Part of the idea of doing the voice and the piano in that is that
they more or less stay in a staccato steady rhythm creating that sort of robotic aspect. But, that angularity
of the lines is also expressing some of that agitation. I can’t remember if that is a twelve-tone piece or not,
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but it may be. It may have some of that anyway, which also had something to do with the subject
matter.166
I think what I can say is that Herstories I, II, and IV are deeply personal statements about my
personal life in various ways. I think Herstory IV is very clearly a statement about my marriage. Maybe
not all of it is completely apt, because it’s not my poem. But I identify very strongly with it, even perhaps
down to the last non-comma (since there’s no punctuation), almost to the last detail. It was an amazing
find for me because it fit so well. Herstory I flipped [between] so many different attitudes. There are
several different poets. So, there are, sometimes, quite different points of view. Not every one [viewpoint]
in that [cycle] is me. It’s like a novelist who writes about characters, [who] incorporate [aspects] of
herself into the character. I don’t think I’m the “witch who goes out…” But there’s maybe something not
expressed, but something wild inside that identifies to some degree with that and with the fascination of
the strange and the curious. Not quite like Diane Arbus’s weird photographs, but there’s something about
that. The first one, “Moon Walk,” sometimes I felt, particularly as a young person, maybe if you have a
temperament, as most musicians do, there is a bit of you that swings (mood swings, temperament swings,
a sense of yourself that swings) from one extreme to another. I think that was certainly truer of my
younger years. I think I’ve definitely calmed down as I’ve gotten older, certainly in the last fifteen to
twenty years. I used to be very difficult to control, a lot of extreme feelings. I think the music expresses
that. I think I’ve always had a sense of being grounded, but there are certainly times when I felt I was just
hanging onto the edge.
Everybody goes through personal crises at one time or another. There are times when you’re
going through the most trying of times when you do feel as though you are barely hanging on by your
fingernails even though perhaps you are stronger than you think and may even better grounded than
maybe you think. Getting through those [times] you realize, “There is some solidity there after all and I’m
not hanging on in as precarious a way as I thought.” At the time it may seem that way. I think that
particularly in Herstory I some of that comes through.
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The song called “Old” – now that you’ve been to Maine and you know where Damariscotta is,
you know something about what it meant to me to find that poem and how much I identify that poem with
my godmother, a very important and dear person in my life, a third parent and in some ways even more
important than my real parents. I think she was a substitute grandparent. I never knew any of my
grandparents. I think she was, unlike my parents, nonjudgmental. She believed in me and loved me
unquestioningly, without reservation. Maybe she didn’t have to live through my bad behaviors, so that
made it easier, but she would defend me to my parents. She and my father were very close and he turned
to her, rather than my mother, in discussing my educational prospects. I think they talked about things
like that in a way that my parents might not have. She was a teacher, after all. We all considered her to be
the intellectual of the family. She was the great reader and taught English for something like fifty years.
She was the one who should have had the higher education, but she didn’t go past college, or normal
school, they called it, and I’m not even sure what that was exactly – teacher’s college. So, she’s the one in
“Old” because I saw her grow old. Toward the end of that piece she’s hooked up to tubes and can’t
remember where she is. She wasn’t, in fact, hooked up to tubes, but she had a stroke and she lived in our
house, bedridden and unable to speak, for the last four or five years of her life. I was in college when it
happened, so I didn’t see her except when I came home on vacations and such, but I did see that stage of
her life. So, that whole poem just fit her so well. It was a real tribute to her or acknowledgment of her.
Herstory I, II, and IV are personal in an obvious way. I think you just look at the texts and you
can see that whoever is writing this music is choosing the text because it probably has a lot of personal
meaning. I told you how worried I was about the first performances of Herstory I. I just felt so exposed.
Although, when I look back on that piece, I don’t know what it’s exposing that I should be so worried
about. It’s funny; I have a different feeling about it now. I look at Herstory IV and I might be concerned. I
guess I’m closer to it. Barry then said to me, “Well people are thinking about themselves, they’re not
thinking about you when they’re listening;” and I have found that very helpful in getting over that hurdle
because it really did bother me. In Herstory II – when we were talking about feminism and it representing
not so much a pro-woman attitude in the sense of pro women and anti men – particularly in that piece,
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and Herstory I too, it is representing the points of view of so many different women. They are women
with whom I can sympathize, but do not agree. I think there are different poets’ points of view expressed
in Herstory II that I really would deplore – the women who are so fearful of men in their lives. All of
them have to do with love stories of one kind or another. I am sure there is some kind of connection with
every single one or I wouldn’t have chosen it. That has to be true.167
As you said before, just because you relate to it doesn’t mean you relate to all of the experience. I connect
with that idea as a performer. We have to find something to identify with personally, and then build on
that. It doesn’t mean that you connect with every single element.
…Or that it’s your life. It might be someone you know or someone you care about.
You recognize it from somewhere.
It has to be more than just seen, I think. For me, anyway, you have to really get into the sense of
the poem, the feelings behind the poem or a text. I have to feel a real gut reaction, some kind of visceral
response to it that I connect with. It would have to be somebody I really care a lot about that identified
that feeling, if it wasn’t something I felt myself. But in the case of Herstory III, which I pair with John
Brown [A Dangerous Man] because they’re both monodramas, they’re both dramatic staged works, the
only two things like that that I’ve written. In both of those pieces there is a very deeply personal
connection, but it’s not as easy to ferret out because they’re historical figures. The connection is one that I
was not aware of at the time that I was writing either of those pieces, but hit me – I was down at Austin
Peay for the premiere of John Brown and woke up one morning. It was like that light bulb going on and
all of a sudden I realized why I had written those two pieces and I was really appalled. I was not happy
about it at all. I was pretty devastated at the sense of why I had written those pieces and why I identified
with those two people. I could see then why I had felt so intensely in writing them. It’s just not an obvious
connection because there’s nothing – I’m not being burnt at the stake or strung up on a gallows or
anything like that. It has to be symbolic of feelings that I’ve had, in some way. [It’s] interesting that it
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happened the way it did – that you can actually write something and not be aware of why you’re doing it,
what’s behind it, and what draws you to certain subjects over others.
I had a singer, Kristin Nordeval, comment to me that she really wanted me to stop writing about
these martyrs. She really wanted me to write something that was more upbeat and positive about a
woman, maybe going through all kinds of struggles but coming through in triumph. That’s why I looked
at the book by a Chinese woman named Nien Cheng called Life and Death in Shanghai. She [Nien
Cheng] went through this horrible experience in China during the Cultural Revolution, was in prison,
nearly died, and eventually came to America. I actually met her and tried to get permission from the
publisher to make some adaptation from her book. It was never forthcoming, so I just sort of lost interest.
I was never really sure I wanted to do that anyway. I was very interested at one stage and maybe I would
have done it had I gotten the permission in some sort of timely fashion, but I didn’t. I think about “What
makes a dramatic piece?” Unfortunately, tragedy makes a better piece, I think. It makes a better story.
Of the vocal music, I think the Herstories are the best.168
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