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The Lied d’Ossian in Massenet’s Werther: Intertextuality
and Vocality in the Long Nineteenth Century

Jason R. D’Aoust

Oberlin, Ohio

ABSTRACT

Research in intermediality and media archeology can be used to
examine the intertextuality of vocality in Jules Massenet’s opera,
Werther (1887). The historicization of the Lied d'Ossian and the
particular definition of voice that James Macpherson’s poems
convey offer tools to tease out an aesthetic tension between this
song within an opera and the realism sought after by the drame
lyrique. The vocality of Werther can be approached in three ways:
by examining the sung poetic voices of Ossian, by exploring the
musical “source” of Werther, and by looking at the opera’s unsung
voices of Ossian. Werther's intertextual and intermedial code
demonstrates how the painstaking allusion to different vocal sono-
rities through rhetoric and discursive metaphors were nonetheless
subsumed by the conflation of sound and meaning.

Voici le clavecin qui chantait mes bonheurs
ou qui tressaillait ma peine,

alors que votre voix accompagnait la mienne.
—Massenet, Werther, Act 3

The study of music by literary means can build upon the study of literature
by musical means. Werner Wolf’s classic book on intermediality, The
Musicalization of Fiction, lists the categories of music’s literary presentation,
which range from its thematic representation to alliterative and assonant
literary texts." Without oversimplifying a complex intersection of artistic
pursuits, one might generally observe that the closer fiction comes to imitat-
ing music in striving for an immediacy of sonorous expression, the less it is
properly investigated through a dualist conception of literature’s representa-
tion of music.” This is particularly evident when we compare literary and
musical expressive voices as they meet in opera. The striving toward musical
intermediality recalls the nineteenth-century art critic Walter Pater’s endur-

ing pronouncement: “All art constantly aspires to the condition of music”:®

"Werner Wolf, The Musicalization of Fiction: A Study in the Theory and History of Intermediality (Amsterdam: Rodopi,
1999).

2For a discussion of electronic literature’s extension of intermedial categories, see Kiene Brillenburg Wurth,
“Speaking of Microsound: The Bodies of Henri Chopin,” in Speaking of Music: Addressing the Sonorous, ed.
Keith Chapin and Andrew Clark (New York: Fordham University Press, 2013), 193-211.

3Walter Pater, The Renaissance: Studies in Art and Poetry (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980), 111.
© 2017 Taylor & Francis
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all art, that is, that aspires to autonomy of expression. Musical and literary
discourse must now consider, however, the impact of media on their inter-
relations, since the technological ability to reproduce sound changed how
both art forms related to themselves and to each other.

For over a century, alphabets and scales have no longer been the only
means of inscribing sound, and noises along with other “minor” sonorities
have infiltrated historical records. The mass production of sound record-
ing technology in the twentieth century irrevocably put into question both
literature and music’s claims to express a single-minded purpose, whether
that be art’s autonomy or otherwise. Only a few decades later, digital
media facilitated in turn the postmodern multiplication of interpretations.
I depart here from Wolf’s definition of intermediality as the intersection
of art forms in order to follow a material definition of media.* The
mechanical reproduction of sound was instrumental in transforming the
study of literature, or any other knowledge transmitted through language
for that matter. According to Friedrich Kittler, who cites Botho Strauss,
letters used to be read as if heard through the voice of the absent, an
illusion apparently entertained not only through style but through hand-
writing as well.” The imitation of letters in early novels recalls the reader’s
reliance on, or expectation of, their sonorous stand-in for the voice. With
sound recordings, however, the written sign no longer stood in direct
relation with linguistic meaning: The sonorous intermediary of significa-
tion—the signifier in Ferdinand de Saussure’s structural linguistics—
increasingly made its appearance in all shapes of cultural life. In turn,
poststructuralist thinkers were to study what literature had taken for
granted up until modernism—that signs do not have an isolated, essential
meaning; instead, their relative meaning derives from differences within
the interplay of signs in a given system. In the half-century since then,
literary critics have moved away from the study of fiction through bio-
graphical criticism of its authors—as one would have read a letter for the
voice of the absent—and instead, literary theory has insisted on the
interplay of texts. In turn, the voice’s reproduction has become a sonorous
object of study in its own right.°

This article studies Jules Massenet’s opera Werther (1887) by comparing some
of its voices with those from the novel and poems it adapted, namely The
Sorrows of Young Werther by Goethe and the Poems of Ossian by James
Macpherson. The methodological context raised previously is especially impor-
tant because the novel’s epistolary focalization is lost in its dramatic adaptation.
Indeed, the opera stages the reading of Ossian’s song but not the reading of the

“Wolf, The Musicalization of Fiction, 35-37.
SFriedrich Kittler, Gramophone, Film, Typewriter (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1999), 8-9.

5See, for example, the special issue edited by Annette Schlichter and Nina Eidsheim, “Voice Matters,” Postmodern
Culture 24/3 (May 2014), https://muse.jhu.edu/issue/32352, accessed 8 September 2015.
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letters that constitute the novel. In the novel, Ossian’s poem comes to the reader
by way of a narrator who testifies that the last letters were found after Werther
shot himself and died. The song of Ossian, a symbol of Werther’s difficulty at
self-expression, is therefore framed as the expressive paroxysm of a voice already
dead. The opera’s narrative obscures, therefore, the paradox of vocality that
endures in Werther’s unsung recital of the Ossian poem. I argue that the scene
should transmit a “minor” sonority (as opposed to dominant) that subverts
historiography but that artistic genres, because of their symbolic nature, unwit-
tingly discriminate between sounds they record and others they obfuscate. I
investigate this claim by unraveling the vocal intertexts in the opera’s Lied
d’Ossian. Gary Tomlinson’s discourse analysis of opera’s voices and the musical
semiotics of Carolyn Abbate’s “unsung voices” will bear on this discussion. In
paying particular attention to the presentation of voices in the contexts of the
Poems of Ossian, as well as in the novel and in the opera, I will be searching not
so much for the “original sources” of the scene but rather situating them in a
network of vocality spanning the long nineteenth century. In keeping with this
goal, the article ultimately leaves the confines of a literary interpretation of the
opera to adopt an intermedial approach that also includes insights from media
theorists. My aim here is not to reverse the order of the interrelations that Wolf
assiduously tabulates but to explore their implications on discourse.

Werther in context

Massenet’s Werther is a dramatic adaptation of Goethe’s novel. But do
musical elements in the opera refer to other works of music on the same
dramatic subject? In his background article for the Parisian premiere, Charles
Darcours cites a previous comic opera based on the novel—Rodolphe
Kreutzer's Werther et Charlotte (1792)"—although it seems unlikely that
Massenet would have known the work, since the score was not published.®
James Harding seems to follow Darcours when he writes of the “several other
operatic versions preced[ing] Massenet’s,” but, unlike the French critic, he
does not mention its Italian renditions. I have found only three such works,
two of which were composed in the late eighteenth century: Simon Mayr’s
Verter (1797) and Gaetano Pugnani’s “melologo” Werther (1792).*° Only the

"Charles Darcours, “Review of Werther,” Le Figaro, 17 January 1893, 3, http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k282416q/
f3.zoom.langEN, accessed 3 July 2015.

8According to the New Grove, Rouen municipal library has the manuscript, but it has not uploaded a scanned file.
For the libretto, see M. Dejaure, Werther et Charlotte: Drame lyrique en un acte, en prose (Paris: Cailleau, 1792),
https://archive.org/details/afv2029.0001.001.umich.edu, accessed 3 July 2015.

°James Harding, Massenet (London: Dent, 1970), 94.

"Luca Bianchini and Anna Trombetta, “Verter—A Masonic Discovery,” Opera 52 (2001), 65-68; Barbara Babic, “II
‘Werther’ di Gaetano Pugnani a Vienna,” Il Corriere Musicale, 17 December 2012, http://www.ilcorrieremusicale.it/
2012/12/17/il-werther-di-gaetano-pugnani-a-vienna/, accessed 13 July 2015; and Gaetano Pugnani, Werther:
melodrama tragico in tre atti, ed. Alberto Basso and Ruggero Maghini (Milan: Suvini Zerboni, 1985).


http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k282416q/f3.zoom.langEN
http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k282416q/f3.zoom.langEN
https://archive.org/details/afv2029.0001.001.umich.edu
http://www.ilcorrieremusicale.it/2012/12/17/il-werther-di-gaetano-pugnani-a-vienna/
http://www.ilcorrieremusicale.it/2012/12/17/il-werther-di-gaetano-pugnani-a-vienna/
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libretto remains of Raffaele Gentili’'s Werther (1864)."" The brevity of this
summary of French and Italian musical theater based on the story empha-
sizes how Massenet’s drame lyrique was by far its most successful musical
adaptation. If paratextual references help in finding the musical adaptations
of the novel, the same cannot be easily said when investigating the opera’s
musical intertextuality. The surviving manuscripts of previous “Werther
operas” were only published in the twentieth century, and Mayr’s music is
a pastiche of Mozart’s Die Zauberflote, while Pugnani’s melologo does not set
words to music. Musicologists might take the more formalist approach of
cross-referencing Werther’s musical material with Massenet’s other operas or
those of his contemporaries; however, my intermedial reading broadens its
intertextual code and examines successive adaptations of the opera’s literary
references.

The reception of Werther offers an interesting contradiction that high-
lights how the erasure of literary and musical intertextuality is par for the
course in Massenet’s opera. After the Parisian premiere, critics wrote of the
work’s fusion of words and music: “Goethe has said somewhere that ‘where
words leave off, music begins’; in the score of Werther words and music are
so closely allied as to seem born of one and the same inspiration.”’* A few
weeks later, Claude Debussy wrote in an oft-cited letter,

We have had a Werther by Massenet, in which one can observe a curious mastery
of satistying all the inanities, as well as the poetic and lyric needs of cheap
dilettantes. Everything in it collaborates toward the nondescript, and this deplor-
able habit, which consists in taking a thing which is good in of itself and distorting
its spirit into facile and friendly sentimentality. It’s always the same story of Faust
exsanguinated by Gounod or of Monsieur Ambroise Thomas’ rather inadvertently
deranged Hamlet."?

These antithetical opinions on Werther’s dramatic unity recall the influence
of Wagnerism and the polemics it fuelled in French culture at the time."* For
Debussy, the “same story” reads as the failure of these operas to achieve
dramatic unity: They only evoke the surfaces of emotions—“exsanguinated,”
“inadvertently deranged”—that are fully conveyed by unadulterated music or
literature. Further in the same letter, he persists in his criticism while
paraphrasing Victor Hugo: “I would understand very well the man who
would have the following put on his works: it is forbidden to depose music
alongside this book.”"”

"Raffaele Gentili, Werther: melodrama tragico in tre atti (Milano: Pirola, 1864), Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, https://
opacplus.bsb-muenchen.de/search?oclcno=164766747&db=100, accessed 3 July 2015.

2Darcours, in Demar Irvine, Massenet: A Chronicle of his Life and Times (Portland, OR: Amadeus Press, 1994), 183.

BClaude Debussy, Correspondence 1884-1918 (Paris: Hermann, 1993), 71-72, my translation.

“See Steven Huebner, French Opera at the Fin de Siécle: Wagnerism, Nationalism, and Style (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1999).

>Debussy, Correspondence, 72, my translation.
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Debussy’s mention of three modern classics underlines French opera’s
fashion of adapting literature into operas at the fin de siécle. Plays and novels,
however, do not require the same adaptation to be musically staged. The
functions of the narrator in Prosper Mérimée’s Carmen and in The Sorrows
of Young Werther, for example, presented librettists with problems of foca-
lization that would not have occurred if they had been plays.'® Yet plays and
novels were both given as drames lyriques, as long as they met certain literary
standards, as listed by Thomas Grey:

But whether based on classic dramas from Shakespeare through Goethe, popular
fiction of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, or contemporary naturalistic
dramas, a large number of operas from the period share certain broad aims: a focus
on individual characterization and psychology (as opposed to grandiose spectacle,
stage effects and exotic divertissement); a concern for what we might describe as
“literary flow” (whether construed as narrative or dramatic) through the flexible
deployment of arioso and declamatory styles with evocative scenic music; and a
more thoroughgoing integration of “local color” into details of the dramatic
action.

Massenet’s musical adaptation undisputedly provides ample opportunity to
focus on character psychology. The opera’s necessary suppression of the
epistolary framework, along with the diegetic editor, transforms the novel’s
predominantly monological focalization. It thereby gives Charlotte a voice of
her own and further conveys a depth of emotion and thought to both her
character and relationships.'®

Yet the dramatization of Werther does not completely remove its
literary traces. Over the last century, numerous tenors (and even a few
baritones) have popularized the aria “Pourquoi me réveiller.” In its dra-
matic context, the aria is the oration of a translated poem. If the poem
was by Goethe, the intermedial analysis could be limited to the poem’s
diegetic function in the opera. However, the poem was attributed to a
medieval Gaelic bard named Ossian by a rather creative ethnographer
avant la lettre named James Macpherson. “Pourquoi me réveiller,” or the
Lied d’Ossian, paradoxically contributes to the opera’s dramatic unity by
further underlining the character’s difficult self-expression, even though
the aria is passionately lyric. To achieve this paradox, the opera relies on
an intertextual sonorous voice that can only be staged through literary
acts such as translating, writing, and reciting. Within the opera and
without, the poem is the fruit of numerous translations, ever since it
was first attributed to a dwindling oral tradition.

5Gérard Genette, Narrative Discourse: An Essay in Method (Oxford: Blackwell, 1980), 161-211.

Thomas Grey, “Opera and Drama,” in The Cambridge History of Nineteenth-Century Music, ed. Jim Samson
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 407.

"8Huebner, French Opera, 113-115; Carl Dahlhaus, Nineteenth-Century Music, trans. J. Bradford Robinson (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1989), 279.
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The literary “sources” of Werther

By playfully claiming to investigate the “sources” of Massenet’s Werther, 1
point out the potential pitfalls in its intertextual study. As Jonathan Culler
remarked when the topic was still a recent endeavor in literary theory:

The study of intertextuality is thus not the investigation of sources and influences as
traditionally conceived; it casts its net wider to include anonymous discursive practices,
codes whose origins are lost, that make possible the signifying practices of later texts."’

Ossian, the cultural object qua Romantic medieval bard, is only one of the
lost origins of the textual codes that must be considered when contemplating
Werther’s multiple voices. In fact, an analysis of Macpherson’s Ossian poems
will show how they convey a different-sounding poetic voice. On the basis of
this analysis, I will then discuss how Ossianic “intervocality” functions within
the narration of Goethe’s novel.

Oisin is a legendary character of Celtic mythology, an important member
of the Fianna, but neither its leader nor its poet. Later, in The Colloquy of
Elders (ca. 1200), he was thought to have met Saint Patrick. As noted by
James MacKillop, this story inspired “an immense body of popular variations

. composed between the 13th and 18th centuries” on the theme of the
conversion of pagan heroes to Christianity:

Oisin retells new adventures of the Fianna not found in the older literature, and
continually champions the pagan nobility and generosity of Fionn against what he
portrays as the cramped and joyless strictures of the new Christian dispensation.*’

Building upon this secondary tradition, Macpherson fabricated a cycle of epic
prose narratives, purportedly by Ossian [“Oisin” anglicized], whom
Macpherson depicted as a historical figure.”’ “Oscian” first appeared in
Macpherson’s publication of sixteen Fragments of Ancient Poetry (1760).”
Five years later, he produced two reconstructed epics attributed to “Ossian,”
poems that take up 250 pages in their modern edition.>

Unfortunately, this article cannot rehearse important discussions on the
socio-political aspects of Macpherson’s early reception, which should by now
go without saying: namely, the cultural conflict between Scottish nationalism
and British colonialism.** Neither will I revisit a centuries-old related debate on

®Jonathan Culler, The Pursuit of Signs: Semiotics, Deconstruction, Literature (London: Routledge, 1981), 114.

20james MacKillop, “Oisin,” The Oxford Dictionary of Celtic Mythology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), http://
www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780198609674.001.0001/acref-9780198609674-e-3329, accessed
9 September 2015.

215ee MacKillop, “Oisin.”

22 James Macpherson, Fragments of Ancient Poetry (Los Angeles: Augustan Reprint Society, 1966), 27.

2 James Macpherson, Poems of Ossian and Related Works, ed. H. Gaskill (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press,
1996).

24Within the large body of secondary literature, see Fiona Stafford, The Sublime Savage: A Study of James Macpherson and
The Poems of Ossian (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1988); Philip Connell, “British Identities and the Politics of
Ancient Poetry in Later Eighteenth Century England,” The Historical Journal 49 (2006), 161-92.


http://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780198609674.001.0001/acref-9780198609674-e-3329
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whether Macpherson’s prose poems are faithful transcriptions of “original”
ballads from the remaining Gaelic oral tradition of his time or convincing
attempts at recreating them.” In light of intertextuality and intermediality’s
critical stance on the authorial voice and biographical criticism, readers unfa-
miliar with the debate will still intuit how the genesis of the Poems of Ossian
continues to be interesting, insofar as it reveals the mechanisms through which
literary historiography constructs and polices the figure of the author by con-
taining sonorous voices to their symbolic function.”® If Macpherson wanted to
retrieve, supplement, or invent the figure of a national poet, yet needed to
textually (re)create Ossian in the remove of the distant epic past, what means
would he employ? First, the text would insist on markers of orality by staging
monologues and dialogues. Second, to avoid anachronisms imputable to a
pseudepigraphy, the text would sidestep resemblances to Christian ideals and
neo-Platonic allegories. Lastly, it would emulate aspects of primitive poetic
voices in order to trump the antiquity of neoclassical imitation. In other
words, many of Macpherson’s arguments in his dissertation for the antiquity
of the poems can also serve as a checklist to ensure their successful
pseudepigraphy.”” With the goal of drawing intertextual networks of voices
between Macpherson, Goethe, and Massenet’s texts, I look past notions of
literary authenticity and historicity in order to focus my attention on the
poet’s and the singer’s voices. Indeed, the voice’s adaptability to different
discourses is precisely the paradoxical hinge upon which swivels the ambiguous
expressive pathos of the Lied d’Ossian.

The importance of the semantic space of vocality in Macpherson’s pre-
sentation of Ossian is already obvious in his Fragments of Ancient Poetry
(1760). The word voice is cited in all but four of the sixteen poems compris-
ing the Fragments*® Voices are woven into a textual fabric of primitive
landscapes and human bonds. The multiple layers of prosopopoiea also
imbed Ossian’s voice into the text. In fragment VI, Ossian not only voices
his own mourning but also narrates the discussions of other characters, as
when he takes on Fingal’s voice: “Speak secure, replies the king, daughter of
beauty, speak: our ear is open to all: our swords redress the injured.”* The

20n literary authenticity, see Alan Dundes, “Nationalistic Inferiority Complexes and the Fabrication of Fakelore,”
Journal of Folklore Research 22/1 (1985), 5-18; Derick Smith Thomson, The Gaelic Sources of Macpherson’s “Ossian”
(Edinburgh: Folcroft, 1952); Joep Leersen, “Ossianic Liminality,” in From Gaelic to Romantic: Ossianic Translations,
ed. Fiona Stafford and Howard Gaskill (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1998), 1-16.

Kristine Haugen, “Ossian and the Invention of Textual History,” Journal of the History of Ideas 59/2 (1998), 309-27;
Thomas Curley, Samuel Johnson, the Ossian Fraud, and the Celtic Revival in Great-Britain and in Ireland (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2009), 17 and ff.; and Terry Eagleton, “Maybe He Made It Up,” The London Review of
Books 24/11 (2002), 3-6.

% James Macpherson, “A Dissertation Concerning the Antiquity of the Poems of Ossian,” in Macpherson, Poems of
Ossian, 43-52. Compare with Adam Potkay, “Virtue and Manners in Macpherson’s Poems of Ossian,” PLMA 107/1
(1992), 120-30; Potkay argues that the primitive manners in the poems also reflect those of the Enlightenment’s
polite society.

ZThe reliance on prosopopoeia continues in the Poems of Ossian, where “voice” appears no less than 393 times.

®Macpherson, Fragments, 27.
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bard’s voice is also intradiegetically invoked when, at the beginning of the
fragment, he seemingly takes on the voice of Fingal to bid himself (Ossian,
here spelt “Oscian”) to speak up. Finally, the voice of Alpin’s son, who
prompted all of these utterances, is also enfolded into the text by Ossian’s
own invocation: “Son of Alpin! ... Thou hast heard my grief.” Macpherson
might not have printed quotation marks to frame different voices, but the
prosopopoeic markers of this textual polyphony require a constant negotia-
tion of personifications that gesture to an overarching epic narrative.*

The first fragment is a dialogue between the maid Vinvela and the warrior
Shilric, whose names are printed respectively over their initial strophes. First,
Vinvela remembers meeting Shilric near a source, a “fount in the rock.”
Surprisingly, Shilric’s strophe does not simply describe his relationship with
Vinvela. Instead, he is interpolated and reacts to what we have just read: “What
voice is that T hear? that voice like the summer-wind.”>' Without a narrator, the
reader must infer that the poems are a dialogue. This realization is confusing,
since the speaking character is away from home: “I sit not by the nodding rushes;
I hear not the fount of the rock.” Furthermore, Vinvela’s next strophe confirms
the geographical distance that separates them: “Then thou art gone, O Shilric!
and I am alone on the hill.”** Although the next fragment does not attribute
stanzas to speakers, already the gendered themes of the first lines suggest that the
lovers’ story continues. Shilric went off to war and Vinvela died during his
absence. The present tense suggests the performance aspects of an orally trans-
mitted tradition, which is reinforced thematically by Vinvela’s vocal negotiation
of communication beyond the grave, like Homeric rumors of fame.” Thus the
present tense maintains an ambiguity in the representation of time and space,
subtly supplies the voice with the power to transcend both, and thereby evokes
pre-modern fables in which the dead speak to the living.**

The second fragment figuratively and literally situates the voice in a
natural source through a series of similes and metaphors. Once again,

30James Mulholland, “James Macpherson’s Ossian Poems, Oral Traditions, and the Invention of Voice,” Oral Tradition
24/2 (2009), 393-414. For a broader philosophical and theoretical conception of the literary voice, see Donald
Wiesling and Tadeusz Slawek, Literary Voice: The Calling of Jonah (Buffalo, NY: SUNY Press, 1995). For a more
recent argument that literary voices are all instances of prosopopoeia, see Bruno Clément, La Voix Verticale (Paris:
Belin, 2012). As the different intertexts of Werther unravel, | reference other works on voice, since the literary
voice ceases to be rhetorical and becomes symbolic when tied into music, and then becomes “real” when
sonorously reproduced.

3Macpherson, Fragments, 10. In the reproduction of the quarto edition, not having the preceding stanza on the
same page turns the experience of reading into one of memorizing or internalizing the iterative voice of the
preceding page, a mechanism only reinforced if one needs to go back and forth between recto and verso to find
one’s bearings. Gaskill's edition allows for a more visual experience of the printed poem, the eye usually looking
up and down on the same page in order to verify or confirm the various examples of parallelism Macpherson
uses.

32Macpherson, Fragments, 10.

33Jesper Svenbro, “Stilles Lesen und die Internalisierung der Stimme im alten Grieschenland,” in Zwischen Rauschen
und Offenbarung. Zur Kultur- und Mediengeschichte der Stimme, ed. Friedrich Kittler, Thomas Macho, and Sigrid
Weigel (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 2008), 55-72.

34Sigrid Weigel, “Die Stimme der Toten: Schnittpunkt zwischen Mythos, Literatur, und Kulturwissenschaft,” in
Zwischen Rauschen und Offenbarung, 73-92.
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Shilric hears Vinvela’s voice: “She speaks: but how weak her voice! like the
breeze in the reeds of the pool.”>> She later speaks to him from the “winter-
house.” Believing him dead in battle, “with grief for [him she] expired” and is
now “pale in the tomb.” As I further discuss below, Macpherson imitates the
poetic rhetoric found in the Old Testament, especially the use of parallelism,
as a way of completing the meaning of a previous description. The warm
“summer-wind” voice from the first poem has turned into a cooler “breeze in
the reeds of the pool” in order to then hint at decline (“but how weak her
voice”) and death. The voice not only renegotiates time and space, but also
binds characters to their natural surroundings. These characters seem primi-
tive because they speak in a figural language that also identifies them with the
natural landscape, but more specifically the “source” of these voices is also of
natural origin: In the very first fragment, Shilric and Vinvela met at a fount.

Werther’s “intervocality”

The preceding analysis of Ossianic voices does not claim an authoritative origin
for the Lied d’Ossian but emphasizes instead the non-linear aspect of this vocal
network. If Macpherson’s impetus to retrieve Ossian’s voice was the projection
of a lost, original vocal “source,” then later intertexts relating to Ossian cannot
but disrupt or subvert traditional forms of writing history. Timothy Druckrey’s
summary of the epistemic goal of archeological discourse analysis resumes the
underlying principles of the network of vocality I have in mind:

Foucault’s The Archeology of Knowledge is defiant in distinguishing archaeology from
other forms of historiography. Archaeology is “the systematic description of a discourse-
object,” (p. 139) it “tries to establish the system of transformations that constitute
change,” (p. 173) it “does not have a unifying, but a diversifying effect,” (p. 160) it “is
not supposed to carry any suggestion of anticipation” (p. 206). As such, archaeology is
not a substitute for “the history of ideas,” ... not a proxy for iconography, not an
alternative for eccentric discovery or collecting, not a surrogate for rigorous research.”

On one hand, Ossian is not considered part of a dominant historiography
because of the doubtful historicity of the poems in Macpherson’s collection.
On the other, the impact of the figure in Romantic culture clearly makes his
“new, old” poetic voice interesting as an intertextual discourse-object.””
Although there is a considerable body of work on the figure of bards in
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century literature that looks at the problem of

3Macpherson, Fragments, 14.

3Timothy Druckrey, “Imaginary Futures ..." in The Book of Imaginary Media: Excavating the Dream of the Ultimate
Communication Medium, ed. Eric Kluitenberg (Rotterdam: NAI, 2006), 246.

3"Because | understand Macpherson’s poems as thoughtful pseudepigrapha, | use this expression (“new, old”) to
underline its paradoxical relation to historiography, rather than to denigrate them. See Connell, “British
Identities,” 172.
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fiction and historical record,”® T want to leave the purely literary interpreta-
tion of Ossian’s voice to compare it with musical voices. The retrieval of this
larger intertextual code of discursive voices—what we might tentatively call
“intervocality”—will require crossing back and forth from literary voices to
their musical counterparts.

The sung voices of Ossian

In his Metaphysical Song, Gary Tomlinson analyzes opera’s voices as dis-
course-objects. Progressing chronologically, from the late sixteenth to the
twentieth century, Tomlinson reminds his readers of the correlations
between a period’s prevalent ideology and the social function of operatic
voices within elite cultures. In opera, voice and philosophy meet to incarnate
or represent a normative account of subjectivity:

Each of these eras of opera projects in voice its own distinctive subjectivity. Each
can be understood, in general terms, according to its characteristic construction of
the human individual, according to its conception of the visible and invisible
realms of the broader cosmos, and its location of the individual in them, and
according to the idiosyncratic use it makes of voice onstage in manifesting those
views. These differing constructions of the subject circulate, without doubt, more
widely in their respective eras than in opera alone. They may be posited as a
foundational structure for (at least) the elite cultures of their eras.*®

The discursive voices of opera can be grouped into three large categories that
span the genre’s history, from the late Renaissance to the twentieth century.
Interestingly, an intertextual reading of Werther’s Lied d’Ossian reveals
affinities with each of these discursive voices.

Through an archeology of voice, we can find similar vocal aspects in
Massenet’s opera and in late-Renaissance opera, Tomlinson’s term for
early-Baroque opera. The voice’s intimate relation to spirit characterizes
late-Renaissance opera. In the cosmological worldview of Renaissance huma-
nists, the soul is at once a bodily and immaterial part of the human being.
The voice’s aural qualities make it, therefore, one of this semi-phenomenal
soul’s better manifestations:

The psychology of musical affect, through the late Renaissance, is conceived as this
manifestation of transsensual forms, while the mechanics of musical effect is a
question of the mimetic capabilities of harmonic sounds and the affinity of voice to
spirit. The human subject, whose place and special status in the cosmos are
determined not so much by a dualism of body and soul as by the spiritual

38pApart from the scholarship previously cited, see Joep Leersen, “Celticism,” in Celticism, ed. Terence Brown
(Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1996), 1-20; Katie Trumpener, Bardic Nationalism: The Romantic Novel and the British
Empire (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1997); Francesco Crocco, Literature and the Growth of British
Nationalism: The Influence of Romantic and Bardic Criticism (Jefferson, NC: Macfarland, 2014).

39Gary Tomlinson, Metaphysical Song: An Essay on Opera (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1999), 6-7.
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mechanism that assuages it, finds in voice and particularly in song the most potent
bodily medium of this unique mechanism.*’

Recall the discussion above of Macpherson’s Fragments and of its voice “like a
breath of wind in the reeds.” Granted, the “source” of Ossian’s voice is firmly
rooted in the phenomena of natural landscapes. Yet it still relies on the aural
characteristics of breath (anima) in order to conciliate the material world and
that of a spirit world, albeit pagan. Furthermore, the Ossianic voice’s capacity
to communicate materially with the dead intimates magical qualities that are
the prerogative of late-Renaissance opera.*’ The Ossianic voice’s immediate
transmission of affective responses to its diegetic audience—beyond time and
space—also makes it a magical “spirit-voice.”

Tomlinson ascribes the second voice-object, that of early-modern opera, to
Cartesian dualism. The soul is now definitely immaterial and therefore no longer
provides middle ground between the mind and the body, which the “spirit-voice”
emulated. Yet, in its metaphysical pursuits, early-modern opera still aspires to the
immediate effects that fascinated Renaissance composers when they read Ancient
Greek accounts of music’s efficacy. Opera seria and classical French opera’s

powers are magical not in the operative, participatory manner of Renaissance
voice, and not through the assertion of a transcendental subjectivity that would
come only later, but because they refer to a system of divine correspondences that
underpins the dualistic subject and cannot, from its perspective, be perceived. ...
In a situation in which mythic plot structures absolved words of much of their
narrative burden, vocal sonorousness stepped forward to affirm the general,
invisible connection of phenomenal opera to the immaterial soul.*?

As previously mentioned, Macpherson argues against Neo-Platonic allegories
in the Poems of Ossian. If Macpherson avoided an allegorical framework of
invisible realms, we can therefore partially cast aside the holistic “spirit-
voice” and understand in the poems’ voices a “vocal sonorousness” unbur-
dened from their narrative duties. Although the voices have an important
diegetic function, there are recurring chivalric themes in the poem that
provide redundancies similar to mythic plot structures: maidens in distress,
valiant battle, honor, lost loved ones, and the decline of one’s people. These
tropes also free the voice from narrative confines in order to focus on the
stylization of different-sounding voices.

The Ossianic voice also strives for sonorous novelty through stylistic means,
such as prosopopoeic parallism: As noted by Eric Rothstein, the Poems of Ossian
borrows from biblical poetics to make its characters sound more archaic:

Instead of the Miltonic, Thomsonian “high, limited” sublime, well suited to ideal
presence, Macpherson resorted to the more spontaneous biblical sublime, perhaps

“*Tomlinson, Metaphysical Song, 12.
“Tomlinson, Metaphysical Song, 12.
“2Tomlinson, Metaphysical Song, 61.
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familiar to him from his studies in divinity in the 1750s and the work of Lowth.
Here he found the right ring for the verse of a warlike, primitive tribe, expressed in
images, direct language, and conceptual simplicity. The parallels of meaning and
phraseology, the evocative metaphors, and the choice of images from the likely
experiences of a primitive people—all are clear in these “translations.”*?

Departing from traditional biblical hermeneutics, Robert Lowth’s criticism
focused on the stylistic elements of sacred Hebrew poetry, thereby providing
an alternative to neoclassical imitation.** In his lectures, Lowth remarked, “in
all languages, in prose as well as poetry, it is usual to speak of the past as well
as future events in the present tense.”*> However, he notes how “Hebrew
verbs have no form of expressing ... an action which now is performing.”*®
In the fragments discussed previously, the present continuous is almost
absent from Shilric and Vinvela’s dialogue, but Macpherson compensates
this lack of temporal progression by employing another stylistic device Lowth
discussed in his lectures, namely parallelism, or the supplementation of
meaning.”” Macpherson draws on parallelism to recount Vinvela’s death
through a series of vocal similes, which, through a gradation of attributes,
slowly inform the reader of her demise. Macpherson thereby relies on
stylistic elements in Lowth’s analysis of Hebrew poetry in order to make
the verses—and their voices—sound familiarly archaic or primitive to his
bible-reading public. As the Poems of Ossian do not rely on citations from the
Old Testament but rather from certain aspects of its style, one should
consider this particular site of intertextuality for the kind of ancient sono-
rities it attempts to render. In short, the poems draw upon chivalric themes
and stylistic devices from older or ancient literature in order to pursue a
“vocal sonorousness” which nevertheless differs from its hypotexts.

The musical “source” of Werther

Throughout the eighteenth century, the millenary tradition of the Logos as
creative Verb of the universe was gradually displaced by discourses on
natural origins. Jacques Derrida points out how this shift towards natural
origins did not break with the previous worldview,*® and Downing Thomas
adds how natural origins were often situated after the Great Flood in order to
spare religious sensibilities.

“3Eric Rothstein, “Restoration and Eighteenth-Century Poetry, 1660-1780," Routledge History of English Poetry, 6
vols. (Boston: Routledge, 1981), 3:114.

“‘Anna Cullhed, “Original Poetry: Robert Lowth and Eighteenth-Century Poetics,” in Sacred Conjectures: The Context
and Legacy of Robert Lowth and Jean Astruc, ed. John Jarick (New York: T&T Clark, 2007), 25-47; Michael Legaspi,
The Death of Scripture and the Rise of Biblical Studies (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 105-28.

“SRobert Lowth, Lectures on the Sacred Poetry of the Hebrews, 2 vols. (New York: Garland, 1971), 1:331.
“SLowth, Lectures, 1:331-36.

“7Lowth, Lectures, 2:24-59, cites numerous examples of parallelism from the Old Testament.
“8Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology (Baltimore, MD: John Hopkins University Press, 1976), 15-18.
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The original [divine] character, lost after the deluge, was considered a direct
reflection, an imprint, of the nature of the world and reproduced the internal
structure of all things and the logic of their interrelationships. ... As an alternative
to a religious episteme which favored divine origins ... eighteenth-century writers
adopted a conceptual framework of empiricism, creating narratives that would link
language, society, and culture to a common origin in human experience.*

If one could capture the moment of the voice’s natural origin and strive to
make the voice sound like it, then it would express a material essence,
universal in scope. By the end of the eighteenth century, the natural voice
became a privileged literary mechanism in resituating human beings in a
historical rather than scriptural outlook on the world.

Music was an important unifying aspect in naturalistic discourses, since it
offered a converging sonorous space for primitivism and the study of lan-
guage’s origins. Speculation on this “new, old” origin of music and language
led to a re-evaluation of art’s mimetic function, as noted by Matthew Gelbart:

The extant reports documenting the miraculous effects of ancient Greek music on
its listeners had puzzled medieval musicians, and inspired musicians in the
Renaissance; but in the late eighteenth century the classical ancients began in
much musical discourse to play a role increasingly akin to that of the “savages.”
Their music could now be viewed as a catalogued developmental stage rather than
as the object lesson it had been for earlier times.™

The natural sonorous sources of music and language provided the voice with
a clean slate. Indeed, for Macpherson, an archaic-sounding yet non-Christian
voice led back to a natural rather than divine origin of expression, which
nevertheless retained the stamp of universality because of the historical
remoteness of its origins. Furthermore, the teleology of natural language
promotes a history of symbolic representation, rather than perpetuating a
tradition of classical imitation, as noted by Walter Strauss:

From about 1750 the idea of art as mimesis began to be replaced, or at least
transformed, by the idea of art as poeisis. In this development the accent shifts
gradually from the Prometheus-figure, creator in a natura naturata, to the Orpheus-
figure, creator in and through a natura naturans. This represents, in effect, a
discovery of the dynamic principle of nature-as-organic, over and against the idea
of nature-as-organized; it ushers in an age of process, rather than progress.”!

In turn, the redefinition of nature paved the way for an aesthetic with a
universal yet immanent point of authority on which to build a new dominant

“*Downing Thomas, Music and the Origins of Language: Theories from the French Enlightenment (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1999), 35, 38-39.

**Matthew Gelbart, The Invention of “Folk Music” and “Art Music”: Emerging Categories from Ossian to Wagner
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 57.

S'Walter Strauss, Descent and Return: The Orphic Theme in Modern Literature (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1971), 11.
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discourse. Yet the natural voice could claim its sonorous universality because
books in the eighteenth century circulated its common definition and origin.

The work of the encyclopedists was influential in replacing the Logos
with a “universal” natural voice, at least in Northern Europe. Jean-Jacques
Rousseau wrote in his Dictionnaire de la Musique (1767) under the heading
“Music™

One commonly supposes that the word Music comes from Musa, because one
believes that the Muses invented this art. But Kircher, following Diodorus, derives
this word from an Egyptian word, claiming that it is in Egypt that Music started to
re-establish itself after the Flood, and that the first idea of it was received because of
the sound the reeds, which grow on the banks of the Nile, made when the wind blew
through their pipes.”

The Poems of Ossian also participates in this search for the natural origins
of the voice. Recall Macpherson’s simile for Vinvela’s impending death:
“how weak her voice! like the breeze in the reeds of the pool.” Her voice
surprisingly corresponds to the natural origin of music found in
Rousseau’s article. Although Rousseau’s Dictionnaire was not yet pub-
lished when Macpherson wrote his Fragments, the likely explanation of
the shared origins of the Ossianic voice and Rousseau’s natural conception
of music is that they had both read the entry on music from Ephraim
Chambers’ Cyclopedia.

Like other entries from Rousseau’s Dictionnaire de la musique, his article
on music had been published previously in Diderot and d’Alembert’s
Encyclopédie (publication starting in 1751). As a listed contributor to the
Encyclopédie, Rousseau must have had access to a translation of Chambers’
Cyclopedia (1727), or, at very least, French translations of those articles he
was to contribute.”> Compare the “Music” entry in Chambers:

We find a strange Diversity in the antient Writers, as to the Nature, Office,
Extent, Division, &c. of Music. The Name is suppos’d originally form’d from
Musa, Muse; the Muses being suppos’d to be the Inventors there of. Kircher,
however, will have it take its Name from an Egyptian Word, as supposing its
Restoration after the Flood to have begun there, by reason of the Reeds, &tc. on
the Banks of the Nyle.”

Through a combination of interwoven paradoxes, the encyclopedic desire to
collect knowledge in print and the poet’s desire for vocal expression find in
Kircher’s fictitious fable on music an original point of convergence in

52Jean—Jacques Rousseau, “Dictionnaire de la musique,” in Euvres complétes, 5 vols. (Paris: Gallimard, 1995), vol. 5,
Ecrits sur la musique, la langue et le thédtre, 916, my translation and emphasis.

53)ean Starobinski in Rousseau, Euvres complétes, 5:cclxxi.

54Ephraim Chambers, Cyclopedia, or an Universal Dictionary of Arts and Sciences (London: J. & J. Knapton, 1728), 607.
Lowth, Lectures, 2:45-46, also employs the metaphor: “Now although it is scarcely possible to penetrate to the
fountains of this [sacred poetry qua] celestial Nile, yet it may surely be allowed to us to pursue the meanders of
the stream, to mark the flux and reflux of its waters, and even to conduct a few rivulets to its adjacent plains.”
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nature.”” It is not so much language but the musical voice as discourse-object
that mediates this epistemological turn toward natural process.

There has been confusion recently about the modernity of this account
of ancient breezes in hollow reeds and of the concomitant natural origin
of music. Echoing Herder’s criticism, Marie-Elisabeth Duchez writes that
Rousseau “relates the legend” (“rapporte la légende”) of this ancient
natural origin found in Kircher’s 1636 Preliminary Study of Coptic or
Egyptian.”® In his comparative etymological study, Kircher claims that
Moses is not a Hebrew but a Coptic or Egyptian name and that its
etymology is analogous to the Coptic word for music, Musa. Kircher
cites this etymology to prove that Egypt was the site of a post-diluvian,
natural origin of music:

Moses is therefore Egyptian, not Hebrew, by [mo] and [yses], which means saved
from water, and, as Joseph noted so well, is also their combination. From all this,
we conclude that music is an Egyptian word [mosy], since it is not unreasonable to
think that the first waters came from Egypt. From the stagnant pools of water left
by the Nile in Egypt, papyrus and reeds grew plentiful: it is not implausible,
therefore, to think that the first discovery of a single sounding reed-pipe came
from the growing of shoots in stagnant pools of water, which were everywhere.””

Thus, according to Kircher, stagnant pools of water left by the recrudescent
Nile allowed for the abundant growth of reeds; it is therefore plausible that
wind passing through a hollowed reed would have led to the natural dis-
covery of music. It should be noted, however, that Kircher only cites
Diodorus Siculus in order to attest for the antiquity of the Nile’s annual
flood.”® The hollowed reeds result solely from Kircher’s speculative etymol-
ogy, since Diodorus never wrote that music originated in wind resounding in
hollow reeds.” Quite to the contrary, he gives a syncretistic account of an
Egyptian myth in which Hermes gives humanity music in the symbol of a
three-stringed lyre.*

%%Johann Herder, Essay On the Origin of Language (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986), 96, n2: “The best
book on this matter [the natural origins of language] differs from the dreams of Kircher and numerous others as a
history of antiquity differs from fairy tales.”

*5Marie-Elisabeth Duchez, “Principes de la Mélodie et Origine des langues: Un brouillon inédit de Jean-Jacques
Rousseau,” Revue de musicologie 60/1-2 (1974), 77. Thomas, Music and the Origins, 50.

%7 Athanasius Kircher, Prodromus Coptus sive Aegyptiacus (Rome, 1636), 138-39, my translation. http://echo.mpiwg-
berlin.mpg.de/MPIWG:XKQGWN9IQ, accessed 3 July 2015.

*8Diodorus Siculus, Library of History [60-30 BCE] (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1935), 147-51.

**Compare with Matthew Riley, Edward Elgar and the Nostalgic Imagination (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2007), 86; and “Rustling Reeds and Lofty Pines: Elgar and the Music of Nature,” 79th-Century Music 26/2
(2002), 159, n15. The misunderstanding might proceed from the mistranslation of “would have” in Chambers into
“d'aprés” (according to) in Rousseau’s text, and from the latter's omission of the word “supposedly,” thereby
explaining the ensuing confusion of attributing philological credence to the expression of Kircher's modern desire
for an ancient origin.

Diodorus, Library, 54.
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The unsung voices of Ossian

Notwithstanding the “new, oldness” of the claim, nature became a privileged
site for musical metaphors. Although the primitive past for Rousseau was not
a conveniently forgotten medieval bard but a speculative set of psychological
and social determinations that coalesce in the lost ideal nature of humanity,
Derrida’s analysis of Rousseau’s Essay on the Origins of Language demon-
strates how his theory of “expression of emotions” is also accounted for by a
“primitively figural language.”®' In turn, Goethe’s incorporation of the
Ossianic voices in his epistolary novel stages a self-conscious desire to imitate
nature’s sublime expression.®” Indeed, the epistolary focalization of the
Ossian poems in The Sufferings of Young Werther creates at once an illusion
of immediacy and a space of interpretation.

Whether he later admitted to it or not, Goethe actively participated in
Europe’s early fascination with Ossian.®” In 1771, he ordered several
Gaelic dictionaries and reference books in order to translate poems
attributed to Ossian.* Eventually, he included these translations in his
novel, which Werther recites to Charlotte in their last meeting. Beginning
with Werther’s letter of October 12, Ossian replaces Homer as Werther’s
favorite “author.” This change in literary taste is not simply a symbol of
Werther’s impending madness but also a signal for the transition from a
kind of knowledge based on causality to one focused on natural process.
He is no longer interested in visually imitating nature through painting
but desires instead greater powers of expression after having listened to its
sounds:

I could not draw at all now, not a single line. When the lovely valley teems
with mist around me, and the high sun strikes the impenetrable foliage of my
trees, ... I lie in the tall grass by the trickling stream and notice a thousand
familiar things; when I hear the humming of the little world among the stalks,
... then I feel the presence of the ... breath of that universal love that sustains
us ...; and then, my friend, when the world grows dim before my eyes and
earth and sky seem to dwell in my soul and absorb its power, like the form of
a beloved—then I often think with longing, Oh, if I could only express it,
could breathe it onto paper all that lives so full and warm within me, that it
might become the mirror of my soul, as my soul is the mirror of the infinite

'Derrida, Of Grammatology, 275; see also Peter France, “Primitivism and Enlightenment: Rousseau and the Scots,”
The Yearbook of English Studies 15 (1985), 64-79.

S2For a critical discussion of the novel’s appurtenance to the epistolary genre, see Robyn Schiffman, “Werther and
the Epistolary Novel,” European Romantic Review 19/4 (2008), 421-38; and Astrida Orle Tantillo, “A New Reading
of Werther as Goethe's Critique of Rousseau,” Orbis Litterarum 56 (2001), 443-65. Tantillo argues for Goethe’s
ironic criticism of Rousseau’s discourses on origins based on Goethe’s revision of the novel for its 1787 edition.
See also Carl Hammer Jr., Goethe and Rousseau: Resonances of the Mind (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky,
1973).

S3F, J. Lamport, “Goethe, Ossian, and Werther,” in From Gaelic to Romantic, ed. Stafford and Gaskill, 97-106.

S4Caitriona O Dochartaigh, “Goethe’s Translation from the Gaelic Ossian,” in The Reception of Ossian in Europe, ed.
Howard Gaskill (London: Continuum, 2004), 157-58.
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God! O my friend—but it will destroy me—1I shall perish under the splendor
of these visions!®

Just as Thomas Blackwell had portrayed Homer and as Fiona Stafford
describes Macpherson, Goethe’s hero is no longer interested in bookish
knowledge.® Werther’s professed inability to breathe life onto the page, to
have the letter speak or sing, as it were, prefigures the novel’s failed love
scene and its expressive paroxysm.

In his last meeting with Charlotte, Werther recites his translations of
Ossian’s poems, which she retrieves from a drawer. Werther’s own voice
has already been enfolded in the novel by the epistolary tone and by the
belated arrival of the “editor” who ties the story’s loose ends in a quasi-
omniscient way.®” In other words, the professed incapacity to breathe life
onto the page contrasts sharply with the novel’s many diegetic voices.”® On
one hand, the narrative’s epistolary mise en abyme makes the voice seem
more authentic. On the other, the editor’s intrusion opens an interpretative
distance between the characters and the readers by reordering the plot.
Indeed, the editor’s story of collecting the letters after Werther’s death breaks
the epistolary flow right before we read the letters with the poems (the scene
titled the Lied d’Ossian in the opera). Within this logic of transmission, the
last letters read as Werther’s ghostly voice resounding from beyond the
grave.”” Goethe thereby translated Macpherson’s historical mediation of the
bard’s voice, almost lost to posterity, and of its vocal apostrophe of the absent
(Vinvela/Werther), into the novel’s narrative structure.”

As the last of his people and well advanced in years, the liminal figure
of Ossian was already situated on the cusp of the living and the dead.”’
The Lied d’Ossian thereby mirrors Werther’s earlier letter (as cited above),
albeit in a chiral manner that fosters intratextual comparison. Indeed,
Werther recites “Warum weckst du mich, Frithlingsluft?,” which likens
Ossian and himself to images of withered nature. In the corresponding
passage of Macpherson’s “Berrathon” poem, Ossian’s diegetic voice perso-
nifies a wilting flower:

%5 Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, The Sorrows of Young Werther, trans. David Wellbery, in Goethe: The Collected
Works, 11 vols. (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1995), 11:6.

S6Stafford, The Sublime Savage, 29; Thomas Blackwell, An Enquiry into the Life and Writing of Homer [1736]
(Hildesheim: Georg Olms Verlag, 1976).

57Shiffman, “Werther,” 426.

%8For a diverging opinion, see Benjamin Bennett, “Goethe’s Werther: Double Perspective and the Game of Life,” The
German Quarterly 53/1 (1980), 68.

%%Goethe, Werther, 65. This is the chronological reconstruction of the plot’s events. The narrative confuses the site
of these poems’ reiteration by playing on the posthumous reception of Werther's last letters.

7OShiffman, “Werther,” 431, also notes how “the editor tells the reader only that he has gathered information
literally by word of mouth (‘aus dem Munde’); even the editor is not part of the written exchange that can be
traced and reproduced but rather an oral exchange.” Compare with Bennett, “Goethe’s Werther,” 72-73.

71Shiffman, “Werther,” 427.
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The flower hangs its heavy head, waving, at times, to the gale. “Why dost thou
awake me, O gale,” it seems to say, “I am covered by the drops of heaven”? The
time of my fading is near, the blast that shall scatter my leaves.”>

Ossian recites this poem as a foreshadowing of his own death: “The hunter shall
come forth in the morning, and the voice of my harp shall not be heard.””* The
wind-battered thistle reverses the image of the initially ecstatic Werther, who lay
musing in the tall grass by the stream. It also underlines how the Lied d’Ossian
associates the voice’s expressivity with natural phenomena through multiple
figures of speech, such as prosopopoeia. However, the novel—and the opera, as
we shall see—elides the floral personification of the prose poem. Although this
detail might have been common knowledge to Goethe’s early public, one wonders
if the enduring popularity of the Celtic bard throughout the nineteenth century
would have still made it a readily decipherable allusion to Massenet’s audience.”*
Carolyn Abbate has eloquently summed up the paradoxical activity of
writing about music: “the metaphorical status of all words about music is
not always self-consciously recognized by its interpreters.”””> Abbate’s work,
as well as the corpus of narratological studies on the voice that emerged
alongside intertextuality, problematized once again the metaphorical status
of the sonorous, expressive voice.”® Opera makes the problem more complex,
however, when it tells stories of the voice’s expression through a medium that
relies heavily on the expressive voice for its narrative process. Tomlinson also
discusses this third type of voice,”” which brings us to modern opera’s
adaptation of Werther and Ossian. By his own metaphorical admission,
Werther aspires to poetic expression—he wants to breathe life onto the
page—but knows he cannot. In other words, like Wagner’s redeeming
music drama, Werther participates in Romanticism’s attempt to recreate
the immediacy of late-Renaissance opera; however, the simple consciousness
of the distance between the voice and the larger totality (here nature)
alienates the protagonist in all of his attempts to bridge this transcendental
gap. If Werther’s translations of Ossian’s poems are consolation for his
expressive failure, then his unsuccessful vocal expression of heart and soul
enact this impossible return to freedom and autonomy. But how can opera
present this problem to its audience when the character is already singing?

72Macpherson, The Poems of Ossian, 196.

"3Macpherson, The Poems of Ossian, 196.

74See Claire Collart, “La réception du livret de Werther par la presse,” in Le livret d'opéra au temps de Massenet, ed.
Alban Ramaut and Jean-Christophe Branger (Sainte-Etienne, France: Publications de I'Université de Saint-Etienne,
2002), 283-302.

75Carolyn Abbate, Unsung Voices: Opera and Musical Narrative in the Nineteenth Century (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 1991), xiv.

76See Else Jongeneel, “Silencing the Voice in Narratology? A Synopsis,” in Stimme(n) im Text. Narratologische
Positionsbestimmungen, ed. Andreas Blodern, Daniela Langer, and Michael Scheffel (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2006),
9-30.

""Tomlinson, Metaphysical Song, 87-88.
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Werther partly avoids the problem by not setting it up. How could the
opera stage the letter to Wilhelm in which Werther exclaims “Oh, if I could
only express it,” yet still seek the dramatic unity and realism of the drame
lyrique? Instead, in his first scene, Werther claims his admiration of nature’s
sonorities without, however, mentioning his self-conscious alienation from it
(see Example 1):"8
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Example 1. Massenet, Werther, Act 1, 6 mm. after Rehearsal 22.

78| have used the Naxos Music Library’s online reproduction of the text throughout for convenience: http://www.
naxos.com/education/opera_libretti.asp?pn=&char=ALL&composer=Massenet&opera=Werther&libretto_file=
English/0_Title_Page.htm, accessed 3 July 2015. All English translations of the libretto are mine.


http://www.naxos.com/education/opera_libretti.asp?pn=%26char=ALL%26composer=Massenet%26opera=Werther%26libretto_file=English/0_Title_Page.htm
http://www.naxos.com/education/opera_libretti.asp?pn=%26char=ALL%26composer=Massenet%26opera=Werther%26libretto_file=English/0_Title_Page.htm
http://www.naxos.com/education/opera_libretti.asp?pn=%26char=ALL%26composer=Massenet%26opera=Werther%26libretto_file=English/0_Title_Page.htm
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Werther:

Le bois soupire ainsi qu'une harpe sonore,  The woods sigh like a resounding harp,

Un monde se révéle a mes yeux éblouis! A world is revealed to my dazzled eyes!

O nature, pleine de grace, O nature, full of grace,

Reine du temps et de l'espace Queen of time and space

Daigne accueillir celui qui passe et te salue,  Deign to welcome he who passes and salutes you,
Humble mortel! Humble mortal.

The libretto’s thematic representation of music is limited to a simile of the
sonorous harp and the sighing woods, and is thereby an example of “overt
intertextuality,” which is the least disruptive kind of intermediality, according to
Wolf.”” While the libretto discretely evokes sonorities, Werther’s expressive
vocality is more assertive. The scene is set in the upper range of the tenor’s voice
(mainly between D4 and A4) and the lines often ascend in long lyrical phrases.
The combination of these factors makes it rather difficult, if desirable at all, to
feign incapability of self-expression. In contrast with the novel, the drame
lyrique’s initial portrayal of Werther in this monologue presents him at peace
with his self-expressive capacities and place in the natural world.

The scene also includes a reminder of the Ossianic intertextual code that
finds its way into the stage indications for the scene: “Alone, Werther
penetrates further into the courtyard and stops in front of the fountain.” In
the opera, as in the novel, the “fount” in Macpherson’s Fragments has turned
into the more civilized fountain, but the natural voice’s source refers to its
intertext.”® The same might be said of the harp in the isolation of the
wilderness, both Ossianic symbols of nineteenth-century painting.®’ In
reminding readers of Ossianic symbolism in French nineteenth-century
culture, I am not attempting its partial iconography or a history of its
reception.”” Rather, I am interested in how its symbolism diverts attention
away from the poetry’s attempts at making the natural voice resound.

This observation brings us to the Lied d’Ossian. Massenet’s Werther
presents a discursive object-voice different from the previous Ossianic
voices characterized by the “spirit-voice” and “vocal sonorousness.” Here
too the libretto’s musical intermediality relies on symbolism. Returning to
Charlotte’s house, Werther remarks that “everything is in its known
place.” The enumeration of cherished objects ends with the translated

7Wolf, The Musicalization of Fiction, 39-41.

80Tantillo, “A New Reading,” 446.

81An example of these topics in visual art can be seen in Jean Auguste Dominique Ingres’ 1813 painting Le réve
d'Ossian, held in the Musée Ingres in Montaubon, France.

825ee Gaskill, The Reception of Ossian; Sylvain Bellenger and Jean-Michel Pianelli, La légende d'Ossian illustrée par
Girodet (Montargis, France: Musée Girodet, 1989); Ossian und die Kunst um 1800, ed. Héléne Toussaint and Hanna
Hohl (Munich: Prestel, 1974).
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poems of Ossian, which are now kept at the harpsichord (not in a
drawer).

Charlotte, who has not seen his last movement, goes upstage to the harpsichord from
which she takes a manuscript, and then comes back toward Werther:
And here are Ossian’s verses, which you had started to translate ...

[Charlotte (sans voir ce dernier mouvement, est remontée vers le clavecin sur lequel
elle a pris un manuscrit; puis elle redescend vers Werther):

Et voici ces vers d’Ossian que vous aviez commencé de traduire .. .]

The libretto and the stage indications explicitly frame this scene as a recital.
Furthermore, the brief comments before the aria summon the contentious
issue of poetic pseudepigraphy as inspiration from a mythical figure rather
than historical record:

Werther:

(prenant le manuscrit) (taking the manuscript)
Traduire! Ah! bien souvent mon réve s'envola To translate! Ah! Often my dreams would rise
sur l'aile de ces vers, et c'est toi, cher poéte, on the wings of these verses, and you, dearest poet,

qui bien plutot était mon interpréte! were then my own interpreter!
(avec une tristesse inspirée) (with inspired sorrow)
Toute mon ame est la! All of my soul is here!

How has the poet become the translator’s interpreter? How can this poet
know him better than he knows himself? The libretto does not use a phrase
like “translation gives a voice to the past,” which is how Macpherson saw his
task. Instead, in an intertextual instance of what Abbate terms an “unsung
voice,” the literary figure of Ossian replaces the natural primitive voice,
thereby obfuscating the ideological means through which the plot promotes
adherence to its discourse, namely the natural origins of music.

If Werther had been surer of his expressive capacity and not obsessed with
his failure at overcoming natural expression, the opera would have had to
pause stylistically for an aria, like the Italian tenor’s fabulously kitsch aria in
Strauss and Hofmannsthal’s Der Rosenkavalier. Such a pause, however,
would have awkwardly signaled to the audience that the drame lyrique had
missed the mark of dramatic unity. Yet, this is precisely what happens but
without putting into question the scene’s realism. Massenet leaves his
through-composed style of arioso and declamation for an aria introduced
with an exotic staple of Romantic music, namely the flattened sixth in the
string’s soaring ascending line (see Example 2). The cellos then play the
introductory bars of the aria (see Example 3), an orchestration reminiscent of
the first French opera based on the Poems of Ossian, Uthal (1806) by Etienne-
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Example 2. Massenet, Werther, Act 3, “Pourquoi me réveiller,” 3 mm. after Rehearsal 189.

Nicolas Méhul (Méhul wanted to match the stark atmosphere of the poems

by excluding violins from its orchestration):*

Werther:

Pourquoi me réveiller, 6 souffle du printemps,
Pourquoi me réveiller?

Sur mon front je sens tes caresses,

Et pourtant bien proche est le temps

Des orages et des tristesses!

Pourquoi me réveiller, 6 souffle du printemps?

Recall the passage cited above from Macpherson’s prose poem, “Berrathon™:

Why wake me, oh breath of spring,
Why wake me?
On my brow | feel your caresses,
And yet the time draws near

Of storms and sorrows!

Why wake me, oh breath of spring?

The flower hangs its heavy head, waving, at times, to the gale. “Why dost thou
awake me, O gale,” it seems to say, “I am covered by the drops of heaven”? The

time of my fading is near, the blast that shall scatter my leaves.

There are three obvious differences in the opera’s adaptation of

84

Macpherson’s poem. First, Werther does not assume Ossian’s personifica-

tion of a thistle. Second, the “drops of heaven” are replaced with caresses

8Uthal by Etienne-Nicolas Méhul, dir. Christophe Rousset, Les Talents Lyriques, Opéra Royal de Versailles, 30 May

2015, direct Internet transmission by France Musique, http://www.francemusique.fr/emissions/samedi-soir-I-

opera/2014-2015/uthal-d-etienne-nicolas-mehul-05-30-2015-19-00, accessed 3 July 2015. See also Christopher

Smith, “Ossian, ou Les Bardes: An Opera by Jean-Francois Le Sueur,” in From Gaelic to Romantic, 153-62.

8Macpherson, Poems of Ossian, 196.


http://www.francemusique.fr/emissions/samedi-soir-l-opera/2014-2015/uthal-d-etienne-nicolas-mehul-05-30-2015-19-00
http://www.francemusique.fr/emissions/samedi-soir-l-opera/2014-2015/uthal-d-etienne-nicolas-mehul-05-30-2015-19-00
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Example 3. Massenet, Werther, Act 3, “Pourquoi me réveiller,” 2 mm. before Rehearsal 190.

to the forehead, while the scattering of the leaves has given way to
sorrows. The absence of Ossian’s personification as a flower is all the
more interesting for the chiral intratextuality I mention above: Instead of
failing to breathe life onto paper, the storm here blows away its leaves
(Bldtter). Third, the repetition of “Pourquoi me réveiller” is quite unchar-
acteristic of the English prose poem.

While Goethe’s translation of the poems account for the first two discre-
pancies, Massenet is responsible for the repetitions: He sets the second
“stanza” of the aria—Macpherson’s poetic prose has neither lines nor stan-
zas—four times.



52 J. R. D'AOUST

Werther:
Demain dans le vallon viendra le voyageur Tomorrow in the dell, will come the traveler
Se souvenant de ma gloire premiere ... Who remembers my first glory ...

Et ses yeux vainement chercheront ma splendeur, And his eyes will vainly seek my splendor,
lIs ne trouveront plus que deuil et que misere! But will only find mourning and misery!

Hélas! Alas!
(avec désespérance) (with despair)
Pourquoi me réveiller 6 souffle du printemps! Why wake me, oh breath of spring!

Could this be a case of librettists or the composer adapting the text to the
composer’s musical purposes? I do not think prosodic requirements explain
the repetitions.®> Rather, Massenet’s repetitions diegetically suggest a back
and forth between the reading or reciting of the poem and its interpretation
by Werther and Charlotte (see Example 4).

Werther finds in the opera’s Ossianic intratextuality an echo of his impend-
ing demise. Notice, for example, the descending line on the dominant seventh
(to G#4) in the first repetition of “Pourquoi me réveiller” (Example 3), as if it
were a vision he snaps out of as he returns to the tonic. The rest of the aria
intimates that Werther cites the first line repeatedly to ponder its meaning.
However, in the final bars of the aria, the last repetition is set over a prolonged
dominant harmony, as if Werther were making a final decision on what the
poem is telling him. In the final repeat, the temporary brilliance of the A# 4 on
the last syllable of “réveiller” before reverting to the tonic minor sounds like a
violent epiphany (Example 4). Obviously, Charlotte understands her gaffe in
calling attention to the poems, especially considering his state of mind.

Charlotte:

(dans le plus grand trouble) (in a deeply troubled state)

N'achevez pas! Hélas! ce désespoir ... Do not finish! Alas! this despair ...

ce deuil ... on dirait ... il me semble ... this mourning ... it's like ... it seems to me ...

The intertextual reading of the Lied d’Ossian reveals a stunning paradox in
the opera. Some of its most passionate and lyrical music is set up by
repetitions, uncalled for in the libretto, as an exercise of literary interpreta-
tion—not only of Ossian interpreting Werther and the recitalist interpreting
the poem®® but of Charlotte interpreting both. “Pourquoi me réveiller?” is
such an important intertextual topos that Massenet repeats the question three
times, rather than letting the audience realize on their own the correlation
between Ossian’s fate and Werther’s suicidal frame of mind.

8The first edition of the printed libretto does not include the repetitions. They are found in the score and in
performances but not in the booklet. See Edouard Blau, Paul Milliet, and Georges Hartmann, Werther: drame
lyrique en quatre actes et cinqg tableaux (Paris: Heugel, 1893), 38.

8In French, interpréter means of course to interpret but also to perform.
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Example 4. Massenet, Werther, Act 3, “Pourquoi me réveiller,” 1 m. after Rehearsal 195.

The repetitions, however, lead the audience away from the expressive voice
and towards a musical drama that conflates (diegetic) singing with literary
interpretation. This scene of failed expression is passionately sung, but
Charlotte’s interpretation immediately transitions back to the opera’s arioso
style. To recall the earlier discussion of Lowth’s biblical criticism, one could say
that these repetitions are akin to parallelism’s gradual supplementation of
meaning but with a contrary effect on “vocal sonorousness”: Instead of bringing
attention to a ruggedness of diction through poetic devices that inventively
overcome linguistic limitations, the exact repetitions of “Pourquoi me
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réveiller”—in words, not music—lead us to interpret their meaning, rather than
listen for the “minor” Ossianic voice and its “humming of the little world.”

Conclusion

This intertextual reading of Werther’s Lied d’Ossian highlights the sonorous
palimpsest of the aria.’” Yet by examining the different literary adaptations of
Ossian’s poem and the vocal genealogies they traverse, I conclude that
Massenet’s musical setting does not fulfill the promise of a “new, old”
sonority that has warranted centuries of historiographical policing. Instead,
Ossian’s voice at the fin de siécle is subsumed under a new symbolic repre-
sentation of the musical voice, this time committed to prosopopoeia’s seam-
less integration into musical narrative.*® The literary ambitions of late
modern opera emulate the prosopopoeia in the Poems of Ossian, while
further framing the interpretative act of reading the epistolary novel for the
voices its letters transmit.

Initially, I thought Werther might subvert dominant historiography by
unknowingly transmitting anachronistic vocal characteristics. But modern
opera’s integration of previous discursive voices does not record their sono-
rities. Recall media archeology’s critical concerns with historiography, as
presented previously by Druckrey:

it seems imperative to delineate an approach to “media archaeology” that, on the
one hand, avoids idiosyncrasies or subjectivities, and, on the other, doesn’t lull
itself into isolating media history as a specialized discipline insulated from its
discursive role.*”

I would add that the same might very well be said of the intertextual study of
opera. A commonplace understanding of opera might expect its voices to be
more sonorous than those confined to the pages of poems and novels, no
matter how far the latter engage in indirect intermediality. An intertextual
reading of Werther demonstrates, however, that the logic of opera’s sonorous
supplementation of print—its breathing of expression into the page, as it
were—does not necessarily reverse the mode of intermediality analyzed by
Wolf. Macpherson strove industriously to write Ossian’s voice to make it
sound like the archaic ballads of an early medieval bard. Yet these efforts,
upon their staging in dramatic music, were to wind up being cleverly hidden
in order to sustain a seamless illusion of undifferentiated singing and speech.
The fact that Massenet set the poems of Ossian’s impending death to music
makes the silencing of his expressive voice all the more paradoxical. It also

87Gérard Genette, Palimpsests: Literature in the Second Degree (Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 1997).

8] depart here from Abbate in thinking that performances of nineteenth-century operas bring out the unsung
voices of its intertextual code.

8Druckrey, “Imaginary Futures,” 246.
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demonstrates how opera’s aesthetic development, as a genre, can displace the
discursive function of the voice-object. Apart from the darker tones of the
cellos in the aria’s introduction and the exoticism of the flattened sixth in a
major context, Massenet’s musical setting trades the remote aspects of an
“Ossianic intertext” for the seemingly dramatic unity of music and words in
the psychological realism of the opera, which Debussy nevertheless scoffed at
in his correspondence.”

I am not implying that Massenet and his librettists were “unfaithful” to the
novel or to the “original” poem of Ossian. I began studying Werther with the
hope that its ties with all three types of discourse-voices Tomlinson cate-
gorizes could propose an intertextual network of vocality. I thought certain
attributes of earlier voices would disrupt the historical discursive contain-
ment of what sounds can be expressed and recorded in art. If by vocality,
however, one understands the intrinsic material sonority of voices, then the
unsung voices of Romantic opera, like Ossian’s Lied in Werther, seem to
preclude the very possibility of vocality. As Kittler observes, “in contrast to
the arts, media do not have to make do with the grid of the symbolic.”" The
very difference between the voice’s symbolic use and the sonorous materials
of its expression are, in Werther, conflated and obscured. And yet, the very
acknowledgement of this difference is a necessary condition for the possibi-
lity of an intertextual reading of the opera. Recall, for example, the following
succinct survey of media history by Winthrop-Young and Wutz:

The gramophone recorded on a cylinder covered with wax or tinfoil, and even-
tually on a graphite disk, whereas film recorded on celluloid; but both recorded
indiscriminately what was within the range of microphones or camera lenses, and
both thereby shifted the boundaries that distinguished noise from meaningful
sounds, random visual data from meaningful picture sequences, unconscious and
unintentional inscriptions from their conscious and intentional counterparts. This
alternation between foreground and background, and the corresponding oscilla-
tion between sense and nonsense on a basis of medial otherness, a logic of pure
differentiality—which on a theoretical level was to emerge in the shape of
Saussure’s structural linguistics—typifies the discourse network of 1900. The
transcendental signified of Classical and Romantic poets has ceded to the material
signifier of modernism.”

Although Massenet strove for psychological realism through the pursuit of
character development, I conclude that his theater of diegetic voices precludes
the material conception of sound that was emerging at the end of the nineteenth

%Leersen, “Ossianic Liminality,” 9.
9Kittler, Gramophone, Film, Typewriter, 11.

9ZGeoffrey Winthrop-Young and Michael Wutz, “Translators’ Introduction,” in Kittler, Gramophone, Film, Typewriter,
XXVi.
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century.” In contrast, Richard Wagner had greater awareness of sound’s mate-
riality, as Kittler was quick to remark in his comments on the opening Eb chord
of Das Rheingold’s prelude: “Wagner’s musico-physiological dream at the outset
of the tetralogy sounds like a historical transition from intervals to frequencies,
from a logic to a physics of sound.”* The fact that Werther really gained
popularity in the first decade of the twentieth century only reinforces its
anachronism with that period’s new technology and discourse network.

Thus Werther turns away from media’s recording of the sonorous “real” in
favor of art’s representation of the sonorous symbolic, to use Kittler’s Lacanian
terminology. This technocultural conservatism begs the question: Must the
intertextual study of opera move beyond discursive voices and focus on its
unwitting transmission of background noise? Abbate’s second book, In Search
of Opera, takes such a turn: Opera orchestrates the sonorous subversion of vocal
limits and therefore does not completely engage in a logic of the text’s sonorous
supplementation of the voice.”” Focus on the voices of opera, however, even the
unsung “minor” voice of a fabled primitive bard, does not automatically lead to
the uncovering of sonorous frictions, except, perhaps, in the symbolic space of
their intertexts. Werther’s intertextual and intermedial code demonstrates how
the painstaking allusion to different vocal sonorities through rhetoric and
discursive metaphors were nonetheless subsumed by the conflation of sound
and meaning. The intermedial study of opera’s vocality, therefore, in order to be
consequent to media’s role in creating the intertextual space that makes it
possible, should further look to recorded performances of operas, to the use of
media within opera halls, and to the ways in which recordings, digital archiving,
and online access to immense databases have changed our expectations for the
ways in which we hear opera’s voices, sung or not.

If vocality is specific to opera and worthy of renewed intermedial celebration,
then the intertextual analysis of Werther, indebted as it is to media, asks us to
weigh the merits of aesthetic conservatism, especially where new technologies are
concerned. Instead, let us imagine a staging of Werther in which the Lied d’Ossian
is seemingly played on a gramophone, rather than sung overtly by the tenor. It
would be a stage adaption in keeping with the novel, since, as we recall, this letter
only arrives at its “destination” because of the editor’s posthumous delivery of
Werther’s last letters. There are numerous theatrical ways of making the

“Massenet is reported to have used the telephone and gramophone to review performances; see Jules Claretti, La
vie a Paris 1895 (Paris: Charpentier, 1896), 419. However, in a letter dated November 13, 1911, he opposes the
recordings of his work, which he judges contrary to the interests of the theatre; see MS 452, Médiathéque de
Saint-Etienne, “Jules Massenet Exhibition,” http://www.lectura.fr/expositions/massenet/dynamique_galerie/gal
erie.php?oeuvre=chap2_p02&image=gall04img16, accessed 8 September 2015. Le Figaro had reported on
“theatrical auditions” by telephone at the Paris Universal Exposition of 1889, where visitors could listen to
Massenet's Esclarmonde. See Annegret Fauser, “New Media, Source-Bonding, and Alienation: Listening at the
1889 Exposition Universelle,” in French Music, Culture, and National Identity 1870-1939, ed. Barbara Kelly
(Rochester, NY: Rochester University Press, 2008), 43.

Kittler, Gramophone, Film, Typewriter, 24.

%Carolyn Abbate, In Search of Opera (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001).
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performance of the Lied d’Ossian more spectral: costumes, lighting, a gramo-
phone-prop, and the tenor singing up-stage or into the wings. Better yet, he could
sing “Pourquoi me réveiller” into a phonograph’s horn. The slightly muffled
projection of the voice and the visual identification of the song with the recording
and playback device would situate the audience in a similar fictitious interpretative
space of posthumous transmission and reception that characterizes the novel’s
rhetorical reference to the poem. This time, however, we would not listen for the
pseudepigraphic echoes of Ossian’s “medieval” voice, or the natural primitive
musical voice, but be reminded of the twentieth century’s very real transmission of
vocal sonorities and how it affects our understanding of writing histories.
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