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High and Low Music

July—Aug, 1878

Sunday Night, 11th. Huge crowd out to — night to hear the band play the
“Fremersberg” . I suppose it is very low grade music— I know it must be low grade
music—because it so delighted me, it so warmed me, moved me, stirred me, uplifted
me,enraptured me that at times | could have cried and at others split my throat with
shouting.The great crowd was another evidence that it was low grade music; for only the
few are educated up to a point where high class music gives pleasure. I have never
heard enough classic music to be able to enjoy it; and the simple truth is, I detest it.
Not mildly, but with all my heart. To me an opera is the very climax and cap-stone of
the absurd, the fantastic, the unjustifiable. I hate the very name of opera—mere partly
because of the nights of suffering I have endured in its presence, and partly because I
want to love it and can’t. I suppose one naturally hates the things he wants to love and
can’t. In America the opera is an affectation. The seeming love for it is a lie. Nine out of
every ten of the males are bored by it, and 5 out of 10 women. Yet how they applaud,
the ignorant liars!

What a poor lot we human beings are anyway. If base music gives me wings, why
should I want any other? But I do. I want to like the higher music! Because the higher
and better like it. But you see, I want to like it without taking the necessary trouble and
laying out giving the thing the necessary amount of time and attention. The natural
suggestion is, to get into that upper tier, that dress circle, by a lie: — we will pretend
we like it. This lie, this pretense, gives to opera what support it has in America.

@
And then there is painting. What a red rag is to a bull, Turner’s  “Slave Ship” is

to me. Mr. Ruskin is educated in art up to a point where that picture throws him into

as mad (a rap) an ecstasy of pleasure as it throws me into one of rage. His cultivation
enables him to see water in that yellow mud; his cultivation reconciles the floating of
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unfloatable things to him—chains and—it reconciles him to fishes swimming on top of
the water. The most of the picture is a manifest impossibility— that is to say, a lie;
and only rigid cultivation can enable a man to find truth in a lie. A Boston critic said
the Slave Ship reminded him of a cat having a fit in a platter of tomatoes. That went
home to my non—cultivation and I thought here is a man with an unobstructed eye. Mr. R
would have said: This person is an ass.

How much we do lose by cultivation! It narrows us down till a single false note can
spoil an evening’s entertainment. And what will the cultivated people do in heaven? —
For in the nature of things they will have to have “popular” music there because of

the crowd. And I wonder where they will have the “classic” music.
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Ideal Interviews With Our Greatest Actor
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- “And how then” we asked, intrigued, puzzled and yet delighted, “do you

present Hamlet?”

“In brown velvet,” said the Great Actor.

“Great heavens,” we exclaimed. “this is a revolution. ”

“It is. But that is only one part of my conception. The main thing will be my
presentation of what I may call the psychology of Hamlet.”

“The psychology!” we said.

“Yes,” resumed the Great Actor, “the psychology. To make Hamlet under-—
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stood, I want to show him as a man bowed down by a great burden. He is overwhelmed
with Weltschmerz. He carries in him the whole weight of the Zeitgeist; in fact, ever—
lasting negation lies in him—"

“You mean,” we said, trying to speak as cheerfully as we could, “that things
are a little bit too much for him. ”

“His will,” went on the Great Actor, disregarding our interruption, “is paral-
ysed. He seeks to move in one direction and is hurled in another. One moment he sinks
into the abyss. The next, he rises above the clouds. His feet seek the ground, but find
only the air—"

“Wonderful,” we said. “but will you not need a good deal of machinary?”

“Machinary!” exclaimed the Great Actor, with a leonine laugh. “The machinery
of thought, the mechanism of power, of magnetism—"

“Ah,” we said, “electricity. ”

“Not at all,” said the Great Actor. “You fail to understand. It is all done by my
rendering. Take, for example, the famous soliloquy on death. You know it?”

“To be or not to be,” we began.

“Stop,” said the Great actor. “Now observe. It is a soliloquy. Precisely. That is
the key to it. It is something that Hamlet says to himself. Not a word of it, in my inter—
pretation, is actually spoken. All is done in absolute, unbroken silence. ”

“How on earth,” we began, “can you do that?”

“Entirely and solely with my face. ”

Good heavens! Was it possible? We looked again, this time very closely, at the
Great Actor’s face. We realized with a thrill that it might be done.

“I come before the audience so,” he went on, “and soliloquize—thus—follow my

, swept— we might say chased themselves across his features.
“Wonderful' we gasped.

“

Shakespeare’s lines,” said the Great Actor, as his face subsided to its habitual

“are not necessary, not, at least, with my acting. The lines, indeed, are
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“stage directions, nothing more. I leave them out. This happens again and again in
play. Take, for instance, the familiar scene where Hamlet holds the skull in his
hand: Shakespeare here suggests the words: ‘Alas, poor Yorick! I know him well—"

“Yes, yes!” we interrupted, in spite of ourself, “a fellow of infinite jest—"

“Your intonation is awful. ” said the Actor. “But listen. In my interpretation I
use no words at all. I merely carry the skull quietly in my hand, very slowly, across
the stage. There I lean against a pillar at ths side, with the skull in the palm of my
hand, and look at it in silence. ”

“Wonderful!” we said.

“I then cross over to the right of the stage, very impressively, and seat myself on
a plain wooden bench, and remain for some time, looking at the skull. ?

“Marvellous!”

“I then pass to the back of the stage and lie down on my stomach, still holding the
skull before my eyes. After holding this posture for some time, I crawl slowly forward,
portraying by the movement of my legs and stomach the whole sad history of Yorick. Fi—
nally I turn my back on the audience, still holding the skull, and convey through the
spasmodic movements of my back Hamlet’s passionate grief at the loss of his friend. ”

“Why,” we exclaimed, beside ourself with excitement, “this is not merely a
revolution, it is a revelation. ”

“Call it both,” said the Great Actor.

“The meaning of it is,” we went on, “that you practically don’t need Shake—
speare at all. ”

“Exactly, I do not. I could do better without him. Shakespeare cramps me. What I
really mean to convey is not Shakespeare, but something greater, larger—how shall 1
express it—bigger. ” The Great Actor paused and we waited, our pencil poised in the
air. Then he murmured, as his eyes lifted in an expression of something like rapture,
“In fact—me. ”

He remained thus, motionless, without moving. We slipped gently to our hands
and knees and crawled quietly to the door, and so down the stairs, our notebook in our
teeth.
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