Final Report
Project Description
The Ariadne Songs
The Ariadne Songs is an operetta/performance-art piece that explored the untold story of Ariadne and her connection to the myths of Theseus, the Minotaur, and the Labyrinth. The figure of Ariadne is central not only to these foundational narratives but perhaps also to cultural representations of women. The performance featured the Schwob School’s Dr. Michelle Debruyn singing the soprano role of Ariadne. The spoken Ariadne was performed by Ms. Charlotte Gulezian, who created the role of Ariadne in Carey Scott Wilkerson’s play Seven Dreams of Falling. The text, also by Wilkerson, was based on his play Ariadne in Exile, written, for Ms. Gulezian. 

The score calls for a soprano, piano, violin, and a cello. There was also a Greek chorus, made up of students from the Theatre Department. 

As all the principal roles were played by women, the performance itself exemplified the project’s theoretical emphasis on women’s voices.  
Project objectives
Goals:

 

* Stage a successful Southeastern Premiere of The Ariadne Songs at Columbus State University, highlighting faculty and students from the English Department/College of Letters and Sciences and the Schwob School.

 

* Highlight the contributions of women’s voices in art and in the broader culture. The principal vocalist is a woman. The principal speaking role is performed by a woman. The composer is a woman.

 

* Open a sustained conversation about the status of women in our culture, underscoring the need for an informed critique of language and images both in art and in the broader culture.

 

* Celebrate and examine critically the centrality and unique role of women in the arts and in the broader culture.

 

Outcomes:

 

* Students and faculty will witness, first-hand, the process of making art on a large scale, using the sophisticated resources of their own university and their own experience.

 

* Students and faculty will have been instrumental not only in creating a work of art but investigating a cultural phenomenon.

 

* Students and faculty will apply their experience to in-class projects addressing its major thematic concerns: women, identity, and gender roles.  

Timeline

August 2015
First music rehearsals. Shellie began rehearsing with the pianist Tatiana Muzanova, working out the difficult interplay between the piano and vocal lines.

First text rehearsals with Charlotte Gulezian. Over a Skype connection, Charlotte and Scott began initial readings of the text and working through Ariadne’s shifting voices.
September 2015:

Shellie began rehearsals with the full ensemble, adding violinist Hayes McClaran and cellist Max Frank.
Scott began rehearsals with the Greek Chorus, adding theatre students Maria Lopez, Austin Winchester, and Luke Tucker.
Throughout September, Scott’s ENGL 3108 (Introduction to Playwriting) and his ENGL 1102 classes began a cycle of readings about and by female authors. They discussed questions of identity, gender, sexual politics, and cultural representations of women.
September 30, Charlotte arrived in Columbus. Scott and Charlotte planned full-text and blocking that night.
October 2015

October 1: Shellie and the ensemble played through the entire score. Scott, Charlotte, and The Chorus performed the entire text.

October 2: All forces combined for a dress rehearsal.

October 3: The Ariadne Songs opened in Legacy Hall

Carey Scott Wilkerson: Evaluation

The Ariadne Songs was, for me as a writer, both a deepening of my understanding of the female and an occasion to acknowledge the central role of strong, intelligent women in my life and in our culture. Watching Shellie rehearse and performing this music, becoming thereby an exemplar of the project’s core objectives was instructive and inspiring. We felt that we were modeling, both for our student collaborators and for the audience, a world view that has real implications for how our culture sees women and how women see themselves. My playwriting students had somewhat more specific concerns, not least of which was the question of how to write for women. What is a female character supposed to do? Or say? What are the dramatist’s responsibilities to the actress? To the audience? To herself or himself? We continue to refine and discuss these questions. They all attended the performance and are writing dramatic monologues for female characters. My composition students were less fluent in the language of gender critique, but for those who attended the performance, their understanding of questions relating to women’s voices is substantially more sophisticated. Shellie and I staged what is, by any measure, a teachable moment.  

Michelle DeBruyn: Evaluation

This experience of analyzing, learning, and singing the Ariadne Songs was both enlightening and inspirational. Never before have I worked with the poet/lyricist of a work I was singing. In fact, many modern English art songs are still written on texts by poets long since gone; Shakespeare, Dickinson, and even the ancient Chinese poet Li Po. Text is sometimes extracted from prose of historical sources; Letters from the Wives of King Henry VIII, letters from various composers, and diary entries of Virginia Woolf, to name a few of the more interesting. In fact the new trend is to find text for songs in ordinary, often times electronic, places such as Craig’s List or forwarded email stories. I dare say that working with the poet is rare in art music. 

Usually when working on a new piece the composer would coach the ensemble and guide them if necessary. In this case, being able to talk to Scott about his text was a completely different and enjoyable experience. In my humble opinion, the text was stronger than the music both structurally and expressively. At times, all the musicians had to alter their parts in order to make sense of the whole. For the student musicians, this was a true lesson: How does one determine the intent of both poet and composer and then preserve the overall artistic integrity of the piece?
The audience is perhaps the last to be considered as far as impact is considered, but I believe this project made a substantial impression on the Schwob audience, which includes students, faculty, community members, and patrons. Even two weeks later, I am still receiving comments from individuals about the juxtaposition of song and spoken text on the Legacy Hall stage. The audience had not been exposed to this format and they generally enjoyed the different structure. Perhaps another, albeit unintentional, outcome of the project is that the musical audience of the music department is now more open to artists beyond the musician and composer.
The following student responses to the project are taken from written reactions to the performance:
“It was like Ariadne was reliving her dramafied life and looking for some sign of hope for her future. She needs to spend some time alone without a boyfriend…”

“I like how the modern Adirane [sic] gets to talk to the fictional one.”

“It made me realize how women experience their life in a way guys never really see even when we try to explain it. My boyfriend thinks we have the same outlook on all situations in life. Ariadne finds out she has to have her own life. Great acting. Amazing singer!”
“The music and voice were very pretty. This play was a funny take on ancient mythology. I didn’t get every joke. But I like the story the speakers were telling and how it bounced off the singing. Sometimes it was so nice just to listen to the voices.”
“This beautiful, important play was a pleasure to be in.”
