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ABSTRACT 
   
 This document is a resource for singers to aid in performance preparation for 

Argento’s song cycle, Miss Manners on Music.  Based on the texts of journalist and 

etiquette expert Judith Martin, this cycle of seven songs addresses proper behavior in 

musical settings. Beginning with a biographical introduction to both Argento and 

Martin, this study examines each song in depth and provides guidelines for 

performance.  

 Each song in the cycle represents a different style of performance. It is the 

intention that presenting contextual information will help singers to better understand 

Argento’s musical themes within this cycle. In addition to addressing each relevant 

performance genre, this guide will also offer resources for character exploration and 

development.  

 The process of researching the composer, examining original text, analyzing 

the music itself, and exploring character will be helpful to singers looking for structure 

when approaching new music. This document includes advice on the practice and 

performance of Miss Manners on Music in particular, but this methodology can be 

applied to any vocal work.  
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 
 

 Dominick Argento’s Miss Manners on Music, a song cycle for mezzo-soprano 

and piano, is based on the texts of Judith Martin, a journalist known fondly as “Miss 

Manners.” Each song in this work addresses proper etiquette when attending a variety 

of musical events: concerts, ballets, contemporary music performances, church 

recitals, and operas.  This work was commissioned for Martin as a gift for her sixtieth 

birthday.1 Her husband, Robert Martin, first contacted Argento three years prior, and 

after much reluctance from Argento, the composer finally agreed to write a song cycle 

using texts from Miss Manners. He explored several volumes of Martin’s writing, 

searching for the perfect inspiration for a cycle of songs. Driven as he is by text,2 

Argento felt it necessary to find the perfect selections of Martin’s writing. Argento 

said of the process: 

 After I assembled and studied a possible text consisting of seven excerpts, my 
interest began to waken to the task, and by the time I started composing the 
music I was enthusiastic about the project. As is always the case, once the text 
was right, composition went rapidly. 3 

 Argento was able to complete the song cycle in time for Miss Manners’ 

sixtieth birthday. Mezzo-soprano Phyllis Pancella and pianist Tim Hoekman 

 
1 Argento, Dominick. Catalogue raisonné as Memoir: a Composers Life. Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2004. 180.  
2Argento, Dominick. “The Matter of Text.” The NATS Journal 44, no. 4 (March/April 1988). 
3 Argento, Dominick. Catalogue raisonné as Memoir. 181. 



Texas Tech University, Ashley West-Davis, August 2020 

 

 2 

premiered the work at a birthday celebration at the Cosmos Club in Washington, D.C., 

in the fall of 1998.4 

 The benefit of Miss Manners’ work is that it lends itself well to musical 

setting. Her advice column style of writing steers clear of condescension or harsh 

judgement, but instead offers etiquette suggestions that Argento dubbed as 

“lighthearted, delightful, and witty.”5 Her words combined with his music make for a 

unique and hilarious examination of audience etiquette. Argento artfully illustrates 

Miss Manners unique personality, seamlessly weaving educational anecdotes with 

perfect comedic timing.  

 This document will present a framework for musical preparation, detailing 

useful steps to take when preparing a performance. What follows is a song-by-song 

performance guide that delves into the performance styles referenced in Miss 

Manners’ writing. Each song guide will include a copy of the text, musical analysis of 

themes employed by Argento, and performance suggestions. 

 The structure of each individual song within the cycle is largely informed by 

the style of the performance type it references. This presents a unique challenge: 

singers learning this work must have a full understanding of each genre in order to 

accurately display the stylistic references that Argento sprinkles throughout the entire 

cycle. In order to facilitate this understanding, I will include biographical information 

 
 4 Martin, Judith. “Miss Manners in Song.” Miss Manners, September 12, 2016. 

https://www.missmanners.com/in-print/miss-manners-in-song/. 
5Argento, Dominick. Catalogue raisonné as Memoir. 181. 
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on Dominick Argento and Judith Martin, as well as information on each of the 

performance styles that are represented. In addition to showcasing a wide variety of 

musical genres, singers are tasked with representing seven individual speakers: Miss 

Manners herself and six different advice-seeking readers. A strong understanding of 

character analysis and differentiation between speakers is vital for an effective 

performance of this work.  
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CHAPTER II 

DOMINICK ARGENTO 
 

 Born in 1927 to Sicilian immigrants in Pennsylvania, Dominick Argento 

showed an interest in music from a very young age. He was self-taught in music 

theory, learning everything he could from library books.6 After a stint in the army 

during World War II, Argento attended the Peabody Conservatory as a piano student 

on the G.I. Bill. He eventually made the switch to studying composition and went on 

to receive both bachelor’s and master’s degrees from Peabody in the early 1950s. 

From there, he continued his graduate studies at the Eastman School of Music, where 

he earned a Ph.D. 7   

 At the end of Argento’s first graduate degree, he was beginning to explore the 

world of contemporary opera with the Hilltop Musical Company in Baltimore. This 

experience, along with his marriage to soprano Carolyn Bailey, helped to shape 

Argento’s future compositions and drove him towards choosing texts that lent 

themselves well to vocal settings. Argento himself gives a great deal of credit to his 

wife, calling her his muse and saying that throughout their relationship she gradually 

taught him about the nuances of writing for the voice.8 This love for words would 

shape how he chose texts for the majority of his career. In a 2006 interview published 

in the Choral Journal, Argento said: 

 
6 “Dominick Argento 1927-2019.” 2019. Choral Journal 59 (10): 78. 

 7 Saya, Virginia. “Argento, Dominick.” Oxford Music Online, 2001.  
8 Douma, Jeffrey. "Building a Well-Made House: An Interview with Dominick Argento." Choral 
Journal 47, no. 12 (2007): 28-35. 
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 I love language and I love words. Had I not gone into composition, I might 
have liked to try to be a writer. And I don't think that's unusual. Most artists 
who wind up doing one thing – painting or writing or composing – probably 
feel that if they had not gone that route they could have gone the other; because 
they are all modes of expression, of saying something you feel. In my case, I 
think because I like good literature, setting it to music is a natural thing for me 
to do.9 

 Nearly every piece of writing about Argento’s work mentions his sensitivity to 

text and his talent for writing for the voice. It is clear from his writing that words take 

the lead in the majority of his compositions, resulting in music that is expressive and 

accessible. William Weinert, Director of Choral Activities at the Eastman School of 

Music, said of Argento:  

 Dominick takes great care in selecting texts and then finding natural yet novel 
ways of declaiming them. This gives singers the perfect tools to communicate 
with a specific, rich, expressive intent. This concern with communication is 
one big reason why singers, conductors, and especially listeners, love his 
music so much.10 

 After completing his education, Argento went on to teach theory and 

composition at the University of Minnesota from 1958 until his retirement in 1997. 

Argento would spend much of his career in the Minneapolis area. While there, he co-

founded Minnesota Opera (which was originally called the “Center Opera Company”) 

in 1964.11 In addition, he wrote music for a number of Minnesota organizations, 

including the Minnesota Orchestra, the Guthrie Theatre, the St. Paul Chamber 

Orchestra, and others. He became “a sort of unofficial composer in residence” in 

 
 9 Ibid. 

10 Ibid. 
11 Griffiths, Paul. New Penguin Dictionary of Music. London: Penguin, 2006. 
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Minneapolis, where he “developed his own tonal, expressive style, and helped to 

nurture a public that responded to it.”12 

 Despite his dedication to his chosen community in Minneapolis, Argento was 

not limited to musical influence and performance in the United States alone. His 

works have been performed internationally, and he has written works for a number of 

singers from around the world. In fact, many of his song cycles were written with a 

specific singer in mind. Casa Guidi was written for acclaimed opera singer Frederica 

von Stade, and the Andrée Expedition and A Few Words About Chekhov were both 

composed for Swedish baritone Håkan Hågegard.13 The abilities and personalities of 

these singers helped to influence his compositions. Miss Manners on Music was 

composed for mezzo-soprano Phyllis Pancella, who happens to be Judith Martin’s 

favorite opera singer.14 When asked about working with Argento directly, Pancella 

recalled that he was a joy to work with. 

 He was very easy to have around---kind, supportive, not imperious at all.  He 
had a great balance of knowing his skill while also knowing his good fortune 
to have a piece produced.  That was my expectation when we had the chance to 
work on the piece with him, that he would be helpful if he could be, but 
wouldn’t argue about interpretation.15 

 Throughout his career, Dominick Argento made substantial contributions to 

the world of choral music, orchestral works, and, most significantly, opera and vocal 

music.16 While he did not limit himself to writing only for the voice, it is clear from 

 
 12 Waleson, Heidi. Dominick Argento. London: Boosey & Hawkes, 1987.  

13 Ibid. 
14 Argento, Dominick. Catalogue raisonné as Memoir. 182.  
15 “Interview with Phyllis Pancella,” Appendix B. 

 16 Butterworth, Neil. Dictionary of American Classical Composers. New York: Routledge, 2005. 14-15. 
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the body of Argento’s published work (and the acclaim that he received) that vocal 

compositions are where his talent flourished. In 1975 he earned a Pulitzer Prize for the 

song cycle From the Diary of Virginia Woolf, which he wrote for English mezzo-

soprano Janet Baker. He received a Grammy Award in 2004 for Casa Guidi, and 

published his book, Catalogue raisonné as Memoir: A Composer’s Life, in that same 

year. Argento continued to write music well into his eighties, when he began to 

experience hearing problems. He died at 91 years of age at his home in Minneapolis, 

Minnesota.17 

 

   

 
 17 Tommasini, Anthony. “Dominick Argento, 'Traditionalist' Composer of Operas, Dies at 91.” The 

New York Times, February 25, 2019. https://www.nytimes.com/2019/02/25/obituaries/dominick-
argento-dead.html. 
 



Texas Tech University, Ashley West-Davis, August 2020 

 

 8 

CHAPTER III 

JUDITH MARTIN 
 

  “Born a perfect lady in an imperfect society, Miss Manners is the pioneer 

mother of today’s civility movement. Now if she could only persuade people to 

practice civility as much as they talk about it…”18 

 Known by her readers as “Miss Manners,” Judith Martin has made her career 

as an expert on etiquette. She was born Judith Sylvia Perlman on September 13, 1938, 

in Washington, D.C., to parents Jacob and Helen Perlman. As a child, she was able to 

travel to multiple cities around the world, as her father was a United Nations 

economist. She credits her nomadic childhood as part of the reason she developed an 

appreciation for manners and etiquette. Her exposure to a number of different cultures 

at a young age helped to define her view of the world.19 Martin would go on to 

complete her education at Wellesley College, receiving a degree in English.20  Despite 

her family’s early travels, much of Martin’s life was spent in Washington, D.C., where 

she still lives to this day with her husband Robert Martin. They have two children, 

Nicholas and Jacobina. Both of the Martin children have collaborated with their 

 
 18 Martin, Judith. “About Miss Manners.” Miss Manners. December 8, 2016. 

https://www.missmanners.com/about-miss-manners/. 
 19 Williams, Paul K. “Mystery: Miss Manners Childhood Home in AU Park?” March 1, 2012. 

http://househistoryman.blogspot.com/2012/03/mystery-miss-manners-childhood-home-in.html. 
 20 Riley, Sam G. Biographical Dictionary of American Newspaper Columnists. Westport, CT: 

Greenwood Press, 1995. 
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mother on a few of her publications, offering their insight into subjects such as 

business, weddings, and pregnancy. 21 

 Martin’s journalism career began during her college years when she got a job 

as a copy girl for the Washington Post.22 From there she went on to report for the 

Washington circuit, doing “social coverage” of the White House.23 In the 1970s, 

Martin began to write her own column which has since been carried by over two 

hundred newspaper publications worldwide. She has also written an etiquette column 

for the Microsoft Network, is a contributor to the Financial Times, and has published 

two novels and several books on etiquette in a variety of situations. Her work as an 

author and “America’s foremost etiquette columnist” earned her a National 

Humanities Medal in 2005.24  

 Part of what has made Martin so popular is her wit. When asked how she came 

to be Miss Manners, Martin said “I declared myself Miss Manners. It’s like Napoleon, 

there’s no one authorized to crown you. So you have to crown yourself.”25 Despite 

being an advocate for etiquette and an expert on all things proper and polite, Martin’s 

writing is far from stuffy or uptight. Every bit of advice comes with a healthy dose of 

good-natured humor, and the somewhat snarky, satirical attitude is part of what makes 

her readership so loyal. Readers ask questions about everything, ranging from 

 
 21 Martin, Judith. “About Miss Manners.” Miss Manners. December 8, 2016. 

https://www.missmanners.com/about-miss-manners/. 
 22 Childs, Arcynta Ali. “Q And A with Miss Manners.” Smithsonian.com. Smithsonian Institution, 

August 1, 2011. https://www.smithsonianmag.com/arts-culture/q-and-a-with-miss-manners-12666649/. 
 23 “I Have Ten Forks.” TIME Magazine, November 5, 1984. 

24 Martin, Judith. “About Miss Manners.” 
25 Childs, Arcynta Ali. “Q And A with Miss Manners.” 
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etiquette in business to how to deal with people who are rude at parties. Martin often 

refers to herself in the third person in her writing. When asked about this, she 

responded “You have to have some authority if you’re going to tell people something 

they don’t want to hear. So I distance myself and sound authoritative in order to get 

my point across.”26 Despite her decisive and sometimes controversial opinions, 

readers return again and again to seek advice from Martin, delighting in her responses 

that seek to entertain as much as they educate.  

  

 
26 Ibid. 
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CHAPTER IV 

STEPS FOR PERFORMANCE PREPARATION 
 

 Performance preparation is something that has been studied at length by 

performers and pedagogues alike. Publications vary in their approach to this subject, 

and include elements such as vocal technique, physical exercises, memorization 

methods, diction advice, recommendations for gesture and movement on stage, and 

other relevant subjects. For example, Wesley Balk’s “The Radiant Performer: The 

Spiral Path to Performing Power”27 addresses tools for dramatic expression. Popular 

vocal pedagogy textbooks such as James McKinney’s “The Diagnosis and Correction 

of Vocal Faults”28 outline vocal technique from a physical standpoint. While 

incredibly useful, these resources give insight and guidance for what happens on stage 

or in the studio. While many scholars do address the importance of background 

research and analysis, it is rare to find a guide that offers detailed information on how 

to go about this process, especially when it comes to song cycles.  

 Michael Ewan’s “Performing Opera: A Practical Guide for Singers and 

Directors” analyzes examples from specific productions in order to facilitate a deeper 

understanding of the work. In the introduction to this book, Ewans says “Operas are 

usually studied as if they simply consisted of a set of notes, words, and performance 

 
27 Balk, H. Wesley. The Radiant Performer: The Spiral Path to Performing Power. Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1991. 

 28 McKinney, James C. The Diagnosis and Correction of Vocal Faults. Long Grove, Il.: Waveland 
Press, 2005. 
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instructions on the written page; but this is false.”29 Ewans’ process of breaking down 

the score into it’s purest form inspired me to explore what it means to fully “prepare” 

a performance. Many singers neglect to dissect their music, and only focus on what is 

readily available in the score. Practice and preparation typically focus on how the 

music sounds, or how the singer appears on stage. Developing an understanding of the 

music and text itself is a necessary step in crafting a well-rounded performance. This 

step-by-step method outlines what goes into adequate preparation, before singing 

begins.  

Step One 

 Conduct a sufficient amount of background research. Singers should 

familiarize themselves with the composer’s stylistic traits, in order to recognize their 

intentions within the piece. If available, it also helpful to become familiar with the 

author of the source material. Examining the careers and other works of both Argento 

and Martin facilitated how I approached this work. 

 

Step Two 

 Read the original text in its entirety. There may be helpful things in the original 

source that further expand on what is included in the music. In this instance, I found a 

wealth of information in Martin’s writing. Reading her prose as well as many of her 

 
29 Ewans, Michael. Performing Opera: A Practical Guide for Singers and Director. Bloomsbury 
Methuen Drama, 2016. 
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newspaper columns helped me to craft a character built upon her unique personality 

and distinctive voice.  

 

Step Three 

 Analyze the music, searching for clues in the score that are references to other 

works. In the case of Miss Manners on Music, I recognized about half of the 

references that Argento made. As I researched in depth, I discovered even more 

hidden gems that helped to round out my understanding of the music and informed my 

preparation. This step is one that may be adjusted according to the work in question. 

Other pieces (whether it be song, opera, or musical theatre) may not include musical 

references the way Argento does. However, there may be other elements of the music 

that need further analysis. Stylistic, rhythmic, and harmonic structure are all 

components that should be studied and understood as part of performance preparation. 

 

Step Four 

 Look for elements of text painting. Text painting (sometimes referred to as 

word painting) is defined as “The use of musical gesture(s) in a work with an actual or 

implied text to reflect, often pictorially, the literal or figurative meaning of a word or 

phrase.”30 Singers can take a performance from acceptable to extraordinary by 

 
 30 Carter, Tim. "Word-painting." Grove Music Online. 2001; Accessed 19 Jun. 2020. 

https://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-
9781561592630-e-0000030568. 
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utilizing the tools that composers give them. For younger singers especially, these 

smaller details are often neglected.  

 

Step Five 

 Research and develop appropriate characterization. Some of the characters 

have very clear personality traits (such as the indignant symphony audience member) 

and some are more fluid and open to interpretation (such as the reader asking for 

advice on applause at the ballet.) Take the time to give every single word the attention 

and research it deserves. Develop each character with care, even if they only utter a 

single sentence.  

  

 Each of these steps, while relatively simple, require time and effort. While 

memorization, diction, and technical accuracy are all necessary, a complete 

understanding of the music and text based on research and analysis will help to give a 

performance depth. 
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CHAPTER V 

PERFORMANCE GUIDE 
 

Overview 
 
 Miss Manners on Music is comprised of seven songs. The majority of the 

songs take the form of letters from advice-seeking readers to Miss Manners herself. 

These begin with “Dear Miss Manners,” and are followed by Martin’s response, 

beginning with “Gentle Reader.” These texts are taken from Miss Manners’ 

newspaper columns.31 The opening number, “Prologue,” differs from the remainder of 

the songs in that it is the only one that is an example of Martin’s prose from one of her 

books, rather than an excerpt from her newspaper column. 

 Each song in the cycle is through-composed, following the naturally speech-

like rhythm of Martin’s prose. Argento would often choose prose rather than poetry, 

because of the freedom it offered him when composing. He carefully crafts natural 

inflection, syllabic emphasis, and the rise and fall of typical speech patterns into the 

rhythms, dynamics, and pitches of his music. The rhythms Argento employs to mirror 

the cadence of natural speech may appear intimidating, but they roll naturally off the 

tongue when sung correctly. In addition to seemingly difficult rhythms, Miss Manners 

on Music offers some vocal challenges as well. Pancella says that pacing is key, in this 

 
31 A large portion of Judith Martin’s newspaper columns were combined into books that included 
musings on specific topics in between the letters/responses. These particular excerpts can be found in 
Miss Manners Guide for the Turn-of-the-Millennium. New York: Simon & Schuster, 1990. AND Miss 
Manners Guide to Excruciatingly Correct Behavior. New York: Atheneum, 2005. 
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case. “Vocally, it’s rangy, but it hangs out quite high, so one needs to pace those high 

notes so there’s enough gas left in the tank for the opera section.”32  

 Despite the through-composed nature of his work, Argento does provide a 

sense of connectedness. With the exception of the first and last songs, the bulk of the 

cycle is based on specific musical events. Argento cleverly uses themes and excerpts 

of other composers’ work to illustrate the musical events represented in the letters to 

Miss Manners. For example, “Manners at the Opera” begins with an excerpt from the 

end of Verdi’s Rigoletto. As the letter from the reader is expressing anger over 

someone’s behavior at the conclusion of an operatic performance, this is an ingenious 

way to set the scene and establish a musical environment before the letter even begins. 

The accompaniment communicates as much as the text. Argento uses tools like this 

throughout the cycle, creating a musical world for each “gentle reader.”   

 In an interview, Argento was asked how he felt about people extracting 

individual songs from Miss Manners on Music and performing them individually. He 

replied: 

 I wish they wouldn’t, but you can’t stop them. They do that, it just kills me 
 when they do it…But there’s no way of stopping them. I have a feeling, 
 perhaps it would be okay to do one of the Miss Manners things as an encore, 
 but just to put one in the middle of a program of English or various 
 songs, I think would be a little silly.33  

It makes sense that he would feel this way, as he took great care to select texts around 

a common theme, and then skillfully tied each together into a cohesive work. Argento 

makes use of a number of recurring musical themes to tie the entire cycle together. 

 
32 “Interview with Phyllis Pancella,” Appendix B. 

 33 Qualls, Karla J. “Interview with Dominick Argento.” Miss Manners on Music: A New Prose Song 
Cycle for Mezzo-Soprano and Piano by Dominick Argento, 2002. 
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Miss Manners on Music was never intended as a collection of standalone songs, but as 

a full performance. Figures 4.1 and 4.2 illustrate how mm. 10-12 of the final song, 

“Envoi,” repeat the theme used in mm. 3-4 of the first song, “Prologue,” linking the 

end back to the beginning. 

Figure 4.1: Argento, Miss Manners on Music, “Prologue,” mm. 1-634 

 
34 Argento, Dominick. Miss Manners on Music. Boosey and Hawkes, 1998. 

1 

4 
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Figure 4.2: Argento, Miss Manners on Music, “Envoi,” mm. 10-12.35 

In addition to repetitions like this, it is common for the end of one song to relate 

harmonically to the beginning of the song that follows, creating a seamless flow from 

start to finish. This is illustrated later in this chapter, in Figures 4.9 and 4.10. 

Separating the songs into individual numbers would diminish the mastery of 

Argento’s writing. His ability to relate one piece into the next is part of what makes 

this work so extraordinary. 

 While it is clear that Argento preferred to have Miss Manners on Music 

performed in its entirety, some of the songs within this work can stand on their own. 

With the exception of “Prologue” and “Envoi,” all of the songs in this work feature 

elements of story-telling that have a beginning, middle, and end. This narrative 

structure lends well to individual performance, and they could easily be used in a 

recital or competition setting.   

 
35 Ibid. 

10 
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 There are a number of things to consider when it comes to approaching 

characterization of this work. Pancella’s input when it comes to the staging for this 

piece is to explore the layers that both Argento and Martin have given to the work. 

 Once I had learned the notes and the words and Tim and I workshopped it…I 
was able to start finding the rest of the layers (irony, self-referential winks, 
etc.) in Dominick’s writing.  One thing that was immediately apparent was that 
each letter writer had a different “voice,” and Miss Manners had a voice of her 
own that linked the whole effort together.  It was clear this wasn’t just a stand-
and-sing recital set; it was a piece of theater with two principal actors and five 
cameos (Envoi doesn’t leave much time for a character).36   

 As Miss Manners is a real person, there is a certain level of responsibility that 

must be upheld when crafting this character for the stage. Singers are fortunate that 

there is a wealth of information available about Judith Martin and her Miss Manners 

persona. Her numerous publications make it easy to access Martin’s unique voice. Her 

sophistication, elegance, and highbrow opinions on culture and decorum are tempered 

by a knack for comedy and good-natured sarcasm. Reading her work will help to 

formulate a clear picture of how she might behave. As for the other characters, it is up 

to the performer to decide how each of them will be portrayed. Crafting a depiction of 

Miss Manners is a matter of research and attention to detail; shaping personalities for 

each of the anonymous readers is a more creative endeavor. Each section of this 

chapter will offer suggestions and prompts to assist in this process.  

 

  

 
36 “Interview with Phyllis Pancella,” Appendix B. “Tim” refers to Tim Hoekman, the pianist who 
premiered the work with Pancella. 
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Prologue 

 The adage that Silence is Golden has never been more true, in Miss Manners’ 
opinion. Its value is rising astonishingly every day, and it is getting 
correspondingly harder for most people to have any.  

 
 By silence, Miss Manners means something you can hear a bird tweet in. 

…individuals and industries have combined to produce a constant stream of 
nasty noise masquerading everywhere under the inappropriate name of music. 

 
 Restaurants, hotel lobbies and shops are wired for sound. Hand-carried radios 

take care of streets and buses. In private houses…the fancy sound of mild 
classical music used as a “background.” 

 
 The fact is that all this noise is rude. It is rude to the captured audience of half-

listeners, and what is more, it is rude to the music. 
 
 Music worth listening to is worth listening to.37 
 
 
 The prologue is the only portion of the work that is not structured as 

correspondence between Miss Manners and her readers. This introductory song is a 

general commentary from Miss Manners herself, and it sets the tone for the remainder 

of the cycle. Argento takes liberties with the text, leaving out words or occasionally 

removing entire phrases. “Prologue” in particular leaves out a good deal of text that 

Martin wrote. 38 This song is a portion of prose taken from one of Martin’s etiquette 

books, in a section between letters titled “Background Music.”39 This section includes 

a great deal more text than Argento uses in the songs, and one immediately sees that 

his selection gets to the core of the subject at hand. “Prologue” addresses the value of 

 
37 Argento, Dominick. Miss Manners on Music. Boosey and Hawkes, 1998.  
38 For a comparison of Martin’s writing and Argento’s chosen text, see Appendix A.  
39 Martin, Judith. Miss Manners Guide to Excruciatingly Correct Behavior. 550-551. 
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silence, pokes fun at examples of background music, includes humorous tidbits, and 

highlights the more profound aspects of Martin’s prose. 

 Within this section of text, Miss Manners expresses her distaste for classical 

music being used as background music. Figure 4.3 indicates Argento’s first use of 

sampling another composer’s work. In this instance, a small excerpt from Mozart’s 

“Eine kleine Nachtmusik” makes an appearance in the piano line in mm. 23-24, 

imitating the sound of “mild classical music” that Miss Manners describes.  

 

Figure 4.3: Argento, Miss Manners on Music, “Prologue,” mm. 23-25.40 

 

 When it comes to character work, the first piece is perhaps the most important 

in establishing who Miss Manners is. She is matter of fact, educated, and unfailingly 

polite. All of this poise comes with a somewhat mischievous twinkle in her eye. It 

seems that just beneath the surface of sophistication and grace is a feisty, slightly 

 
 40 Argento, Dominick. Miss Manners on Music. Boosey and Hawkes, 1998. (in m. 25 there is a printing 

error, this should say “background.”) 
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sarcastic woman who loves a good joke. Pancella says of her relationship with the 

Martins: 

 Since she and her husband Robert are friends of mine, I had direct knowledge 
of her personality, which is not the stuffy dowager some might imagine.  She’s 
passionate and hilarious and kind and curious, quick to eyeroll about the 
ridiculousness of some humans, but less particular than you’d expect when it 
comes to her guests’ behavior.41 

 
 The final phrase of the prologue is “Music worth listening to is worth listening 

to.” This is only the beginning of Martin’s sentence, which reads “Music worth 

listening to is worth listening to, which is why symphony concerts provide the world 's 

dullest “visuals,” a huddle of people in black and white, sawing and blowing away.” 

Martin then goes on for another few paragraphs, offering insight into what could 

substitute for the inappropriate use of music as background noise. The extraction of 

this particular phrase to end “Prologue” gives the song a declamatory, insightful 

ending that engages the listener and leaves them ready for more. Argento’s choice of 

an ending phrase illustrates how skilled he is at selecting the perfect words from a 

larger body of prose. He manages to mold Martin’s text in a way that adheres to his 

narrative goals while remaining true to the essence of Miss Manners.  

  

 
41 “Interview with Phyllis Pancella,” Appendix B. 
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Manners at a Concert 

 Dear Miss Manners: 
 Shush! I believe in shushing people who talk during concerts. I didn’t pay to 

hear them blabbering, blabbering, blabbering. Yet a friend who went with me 
told me I was being rude in telling people to shut up. It seems to me that what 
rudeness is, is talking during music. 

   
 Gentle Reader: 
 Both are rude. The polite thing would be to say to the noisy person, “I beg 

your pardon, but I can’t hear the music. I wonder if you would mind talking 
more softly?” By the time you have said all this, a third party will utter a loud 
shush, thereby accomplishing your purpose without sacrificing your 
manners.42 

 The first thing a well-informed audience member might notice about this piece 

is an excerpt of another composer’s writing in the introduction, as shown in Figure 

4.4. In mm. 1-4 of “Manners at a Concert,” Argento includes an identifiable melody in 

the piano, in order to illustrate the text. The “reader” is annoyed by people who talk 

during concerts, so Argento samples a portion of Schubert’s “Unfinished Symphony” 

during the first four measures, in order to set the scene.  

 

 

Figure 4.4: Argento, Miss Manners on Music, “Manners at a Concert,” mm. 1-443 

 
42 Argento, Dominick. Miss Manners on Music. Boosey and Hawkes, 1998. 

 43 Ibid. 

1 



Texas Tech University, Ashley West-Davis, August 2020 

 

 24 

 The vocal line of this song begins with a loud, declamatory “Shush!” that 

interrupts the music. The fermata over the following measure gives both singer and 

pianist a moment of rest, as if the exclamation has stopped the music altogether. This 

first reader clearly already has an opinion about this situation. She begins her letter 

with “I believe in shushing people who talk during concerts.” She has only written to 

Miss Manners for validation, asking her to support the claim that those who talk 

during music are the rude party in this situation. This character is indignant, and this 

can be used by the performer to great effect to show a stark contrast between Miss 

Manners and Reader One.44 Argento musically illustrates this difference in 

personality. 

 After the “shush,” the vocal entrance of Reader One in m. 6 is marked 

allegretto comodo. The initial “Dear Miss Manners” is mezzo piano, yet the body of 

the letter begins at mezzo forte and continues to vary dynamically throughout. This 

fluctuation in dynamics, as illustrated in Figure 4.5, demonstrates Reader One’s inner 

struggle – she is annoyed that someone else is being rude but is also trying to maintain 

a sense of composure. In m. 20, Reader One reaches the climax of her frustration. 

From here, she has a few measures of rest to calm herself down, reentering in m. 25, 

having gathered herself and returned to a more placid mezzo piano.   

 
44 Each “Gentle Reader” will be labeled as Reader One, Reader Two, and so on, in the order that their 
letters appear in the score. 
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Figure 4.5: Argento, Miss Manners on Music, “Manners at a Concert,” mm. 19-26.45 

 

When Miss Manners replies, Argento marks her entrance as piano, and “dolce.” This 

contrasts nicely with Reader One’s barely controlled agitation, and further illustrates 

Miss Manners’ decorum. Her reply suggests that the reader politely ask the rude 

patron to be more quiet, thereby prompting another patron to shush them both. This 

idea of contributing to the problem in order to fix it is a typical example of Martin’s 

facetiousness. The very end of this song includes a sotto voce “Mmm.” This seemingly 

innocent sigh of contentment from Miss Manners is a clever contrast to the snarky and 

somewhat questionable suggestion she offers her reader.  

  

 
 

45 Argento, Dominick. Miss Manners on Music. Boosey and Hawkes, 1998. 
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Manners at the Ballet 

 Dear Miss Manners: 
 When is it appropriate to clap at the ballet? 
 
 Gentle Reader: 
 Serious-minded people believe that clapping should be confined to the bows at 

the end of performances and detest any such manifestation while music is 
being played. By prevailing standards, however, applause is also customary at 
the ballet for any stage set more elaborate than one painted tree and an 
oversized mushroom stool; at the appearance of a favorite dancer; and for any 
three leaps or four turns.46 

 
 
 The initial letter is only one sentence long, so in order to make an impression 

as Reader Two, it is necessary to make a strong choice. Given that there is no context 

other than this initial sentence, the options are limitless, and it is up to the singer to be 

creative. Think about what sort of person would write into a newspaper column to ask 

this question? Are they haughty, having seen people clap at a time they deemed 

inappropriate? Or perhaps they are a timid newcomer, not wanting to commit a social 

faux pas at their first ballet? There is no wrong answer, as long as the choice is clear. 

It would be my recommendation to portray Reader Two as more subdued. Choosing to 

go this direction will add variety to the characterization by contrasting the other more 

outspoken readers. 

 As ballet is the most physical of the various genres that Miss Manners 

discusses with her readers in this work, it is appropriate that Argento chooses to use 

examples of text painting here. Rather than implementing musical samples of popular 

ballets (for example, he could have used an easily identifiable melody from The 

 
46 Ibid. 
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Nutcracker), Argento displays movement, such as “leaps” and “turns” in mm. 20-23, 

as shown in Figure 4.6. The ascending staccato line in m. 20 conjures images of a 

dancer leaping across a stage, and the repeated turns in the ossia mirrors the dizzying 

movement of repeated pirouettes. This ingenious use of musical illustration helps tie 

the physical to the musical and shows Argento’s talent for using a variety of tools to 

reference various art forms.  

 

 

Figure 4.6 – Argento, Miss Manners on Music, “Manners at the Ballet,” mm. 20-23.47  

 
47 Ibid. 

20 
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The word “leaps” may offer a challenge to some singers. The quick ascending staccato 

line must be crisp and clear, in order to accurately conjure the image of a leaping 

dancer. Practicing this slowly and then working up to tempo may help to smooth out 

that transition. 

 The “Ah!” at the end was a choice made by Pancella, to circumvent the 

difficulty of the vocal turns that Argento originally intended to be sung on the word 

“turns.” 

 I found making the vocal turns on the vowel for the word “turns” too difficult.  
I asked if I might sing the word initially, and then switch to “ah” for the vocal 
turns.  He agreed, without expressing any disappointment.  I say that because 
his setting of language is SO intentional, and I knew of course that he wanted 
the word “turns” to be sung with vocal turns.  But I had tried my best and 
really couldn’t do it justice.  “Ah” it would be.48 

 
Argento said that he didn’t have a preference either way when it came to which ending 

should be performed; the smaller size of the option with repeated turns is merely a 

default format when offering two options.49   

 
48 “Interview with Phyllis Pancella.” Appendix B. 
49 Qualls, Karla J. “Interview with Dominick Argento.” 
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Manners for Contemporary Music 

 Dear Miss Manners: 
 I attend the symphony regularly, and I am getting tired of hearing new 

compositions which do nothing for me except grate on my nerves like a piece 
of chalk scraped across a blackboard. Is it polite to boo such a piece? I’ve 
read that they used to tear up the seats in Paris theaters. Why should we in the 
United  States be so polite and suffer in silence? 

  
 Gentle Reader: 
 Miss Manners is not against the proper expression of displeasure, as well as 

pleasure, at musical events. Although too timid herself to boo, she does not 
recognize the need to thank performing artists for their efforts, and therefore 
interprets applause as a show of approval for the success of those efforts; 
where there is room for approval, there must also be room for disapproval. 

 
 If you boo a piece at its premiere, the disapproval is assumed to be for the 

composer, and it is those occasions where people had such high old times in 
Paris and elsewhere. However, tearing up seats in the auditorium as a sign of 
aesthetic disapproval usually turned out to have been an historical error, 
marking one for future generations as a major philistine, scorning composers 
who later turned out to be regarded as immortals. If you boo at a later 
performance, your comment is taken as critical of the performers.50  

 

 So far Argento has employed samples of Mozart’s work to demonstrate “mild 

classical music,” excerpted Schubert to set the scene for “Manners at a Concert,” and 

used vocal text painting to demonstrate ballet “turns.” In this song, Argento chooses to 

illustrate contemporary music by making use of a twelve-tone row. The development 

of the twelve-tone technique is largely credited to contemporary composer Arnold 

Schoenberg. Argento chooses to exemplify contemporary music through the use of 

this particular technique rather than a sampling of a specific work. Referred to as 

“aggressively dissonant,” Argento’s referencing of a “radical departure from 

 
50 Argento, Dominick. Miss Manners on Music. Boosey and Hawkes, 1998. 
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tonality”51 not only demonstrates the genre with which Reader Three is so irritated, it 

also creates a level of discomfort and uncertainty in the accompaniment that further 

expresses the reader’s annoyance. This technique is woven throughout “Manners for 

Contemporary Music,” but it is initially established in the first five measures, as 

shown in Figure 4.7. An isolated version of the row can be seen in Figure 4.8.  

 

Figure 4.7: Argento, Miss Manners on Music, “Manners for Contemporary Music,” mm. 1-5.52 

 
51 Tommasini, Anthony. “Unraveling the Knots of the 12 Tones.” The New York Times, October 14, 
2007. https://www.nytimes.com/2007/10/14/arts/music/14tomm.html. 
52 Argento, Dominick. Miss Manners on Music. Boosey and Hawkes, 1998. 
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Figure 4.8: Twelve-tone row, “Manners for Contemporary Music.” 

 

 In addition to using twelve-tone technique, Argento further demonstrates 

contemporary, atonal music through the use of jarring dissonance. This creates an 

opportunity for the pianist to essentially play a role in the narrative of the letter: they 

represent the music that so terrifically horrifies Reader Three. Pancella describes the 

theatrical relationship between singer and pianist as being a vital part of this work.53 

The hilariously dissonant explosion of noise in the accompaniment in m. 8 prompts a 

disgusted look from the reader, followed by her questioning if it is polite to “boo such 

a piece.”  Reader Three goes on to justify their thinking, explaining that audiences 

used to express their displeasure through vandalizing the seats in a performance hall. 

Reader Three is unique in that they already have quite strong opinions about music. 

Like Reader One, this reader seeks validation and is hoping Miss Manners will 

confirm that her instincts are appropriate. In order to differentiate between this reader 

and the first one, the singer must make varied choices when it comes to 

characterization. Reader One, for example, could be portrayed as haughty and proper, 

whereas Reader Three could represent a more chaotic type of patron. One that longs to 

“tear up the seats” is certainly not a subdued character.  

 
53 “Interview with Phyllis Pancella,” Appendix B. 
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 Miss Manners’ response, con serenita, begins with a dramatic shift in the 

music. The unpredictable intervals and dissonance are replaced with more tonal 

harmonies. The reply is softer, with more melodic, sustained phrases that seem to be 

meant to comfort the reader. This abrupt switch, as in “Manners at a Concert,” 

illustrates the contrast between the agitated reader and the calm and proper Miss 

Manners. There is a brief portion of this song that is a spoken paragraph. In an 

interview, Argento said of this moment “I wanted it to sound like somebody giving a 

sermon or a talk.”54 It is intended for the music to stop entirely and for the singer to go 

on a soap-box rant at this moment.  

 The end of “Manners for Contemporary Music” is another opportunity for 

pianist involvement. The reference to being “critical of the performers” is a chance to 

play on physical comedy. Pancella says of this ending: 

 I still am completely besotted with Dominick’s meta-gesture at the end of 
“Contemporary Music,” because it gives us the chance to break through the 
fourth wall and warn the audience that they’d better be nice to the performers.  
I look out on the word “performers,” the pianist looks out right after, then we 
both turn slowly back to our tasks. 55  

 
This ending is also an example of how Argento ties separate songs together 

harmonically. The following piece begins a capella. Argento writes the beginning key 

for “Manners at a Church Recital” (E-flat major) into mm. 42-43 of the previous song 

in order to set up the entrance of the unaccompanied vocal line. This harmonic relation 

is shown in Figures 4.9 and 4.10.  

 
54 Qualls, Karla J. “Interview with Dominick Argento,” 2002. 
55 “Interview with Phyllis Pancella,” Appendix B. 
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Figure 4.9: Argento, Miss Manners on Music, “Manners for Contemporary Music,” mm. 42-43.56 
 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Figure 4.10: Argento, Miss Manners on Music, “Manners at a Church Recital,” mm. 1-2.57 

  

 
56 Argento, Dominick. Miss Manners on Music. Boosey and Hawkes, 1998. 
57 Ibid. 
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Manners at a Church Recital 

 Dear Miss Manners: 
 I recently attended a vocal recital with Malcolm, a friend from my church 

choir. During one particular rendition, Malcolm jabbed me in the side and 
whispered, “Are you aware that you are moving your head in time to the 
music?” I stopped immediately but felt irritated that he would tell me how to 
behave. Since then, Malcolm has mentioned at least four times that I so 
embarrassed him by my “ignorant behavior” that he wanted to “crawl 
underneath the pew!” I do concede that a church recital is fairly formal. 

 I am in my fifties and have attended many recitals and stage plays.  Malcolm 
made me feel like a country bumpkin. Did I behave inappropriately? Don’t 
mince words, Miss Manners – give it to me straight! 

 
 Gentle Reader: 
 Too bad Malcolm didn’t crawl under the pew. He would be better off out of 

sight because he committed three serious breaches of etiquette during the 
recital (whispering, correcting, and jabbing) and, by your count, four 
afterward. Nodding the head slightly is, Miss Manners assures you, nothing 
whatsoever in comparison. As an annoyance, it is in a category with small-
gestured conducting on one’s own lap, which puts it way below foot tapping 
and snoring. Concert manners vary not only according to the program and 
hall, but by country and century. At choice Italian opera houses, failing to 
deliver a mid-aria critique to a singer is considered to show lamentable lack of 
interest. So, while it is true that a trance like state, eyes blank and lips slightly 
curved in the idiot position, is the safest stance to take, there is no rule 
applicable to all occasions. Except that Malcolm is not the person with whom 
to enjoy music.58   

 
 Argento continues to use stylistic references in “Manners at a Church Recital” 

to give musical context, as shown in Figure 4.11. When the reader explains that 

Malcolm is a friend from her church choir, the accompaniment accentuating “church 

choir” in mm. 9-10 evokes the singing of a hymn via a chordal homophonic texture, 

with homorhythmic motion. 

 

 
58 Ibid. 
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Figure 4.11: Argento, Miss Manners on Music, “Manners at a Church Recital,” mm. 9-10.59 

 
 As the reader continues, Argento begins to reflect the setting in question 

through the use of rhythm. On “moving your head in time to the music,” there is a 

shift. The marking alla berceuse in m. 14 prompts a rocking motion that resembles a 

lullaby. This demonstrates the rhythm of the recital music they are listening to. The 

cross rhythms and syncopation in mm. 15-17, as displayed in Figure 4.12, paint the 

motion of a bobbing head, giving the singer the opportunity to physically as well as 

vocally illustrate this motion. This 6/8 section is deceptively difficult. Both singer and 

pianist must make a switch simultaneously. Addressing the rhythmic change and 

making tempo decisions together will help to avoid any awkwardness in this 

transition. 

 
59 Ibid. 
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Figure 4.12: Argento, Miss Manners on Music, “Manners at a Church Recital,” mm. 15-17.60  

 

The abrupt tronco in m. 17 cuts the music short, exemplifying how Reader Four may 

have reacted to Malcolm’s reprimand. The pause after this unexpected disruption 

gives the reader a moment to gather herself before continuing on. 

 It is suggested in this text that Reader Four is refined, well-mannered, and not 

used to being corrected. This is the only character that gives us any sort of background 

information about who she is within the text of her letter. She states that she is in her 

fifties and is well versed in audience behavior as a regular attendee of “recitals and 

stage plays.” While she does confess to being irritated with Malcolm for being so 

overbearing, Reader Four clearly wishes to know whether or not she was in the wrong. 

She doesn’t ask for confirmation that she is right, but instead states “Don’t mince 

words, Miss Manners - give it to me straight!” This last sentence is lower and 

somewhat spoken (Argento writes quasi parlato), to underline the seriousness of the 

reader’s query.  

 
60 Ibid. 
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 Miss Manners’ response, again, is a feisty one. “Too bad Malcolm didn’t crawl 

under the pew” is hilariously dismissive of Reader Four’s concerns. In one fell swoop, 

Miss Manners condemns Malcolm’s action while offering a dose of humor. She goes 

on to explain that all of his infractions are far more insulting than a slight nodding of 

the head. The lullaby returns in this moment, reiterating the rocking motion from 

before. This exchange in particular is a perfect example of how Judith Martin is able 

to combine humor and helpfulness in one brief response. At the end, she sneaks in one 

more jab, “Malcolm is not the person with whom to enjoy music.”  
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Manners at the Opera 

 Dear Miss Manners: 
 I am terribly upset about some people’s deplorable conduct at the conclusion 

of a recent opera. Barely had the final curtain touched the stage, the opera 
stars not yet gone forward to take their bows, and throngs of what I consider 
extremely rude patrons started a fast exit up the aisles, supposedly to beat the 
crowds to the doors, parking lots, or after-theater suppers. My being able to 
rise and applaud the players on stage is as much a part of an enjoyable 
evening at the opera as the actual performance, but when six people push their 
way past me to make their exits, and a near platoon is enroute from the front 
rows, I am personally angered, and goodness knows what the performers must 
think seeing a sea of backs. 

 
 I cannot believe that this is proper conduct, but I am at a loss on how either to 

halt this exodus or to appease my anger. Would you please help? 
 
 Gentle Reader: 
 Well, actually, no. In fact, as a violent opera lover herself, Miss Manners (who 

just loves violent operas) endorses the lively school of audience reaction, 
rather than the genteel one that you represent. Uniformly respectful applause 
is the result of ritualizing the experience of attending an opera to the point that 
no real expression of opinion is permitted. 

 
 If Miss Manners were an opera singer (and she has all the qualifications but 

voice) should would prefer the occasional excesses of enthusiasm when 
ecstatic fans pulled her carriage through the streets (even if it also meant 
occasional obviously misguided disapproval) to hearing the same tepid 
politeness for her triumphs and her failures.61 

 
 
 “Manners at the Opera” is musically more animated than the remainder of the 

cycle, appropriately exemplifying the dramatic world of opera. As mentioned in the 

beginning of this chapter, it begins with the ending measures of Verdi’s Rigoletto, as 

shown in Figure 4.13. This use of referential music in mm.1-10 once again sets the 

scene for the audience.  

 
61 Ibid. 
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Figure 4.13: Argento, Miss Manners on Music, “Manners at the Opera,” mm. 1-10.62 

 

The sampling of this dramatic moment from Rigoletto gives the pianist an opportunity 

to shine, before the vocal line “interrupts” the music, mirroring the rude interruption 

about which the reader is complaining to Miss Manners. This gives both pianist and 

singer another opportunity to play off of one another to comedic effect. The Rigoletto 

music returns two more times, in mm. 30-34 and in mm. 58-61. Pancella describes this 

moment as another opportunity for the pianist to act out.  

 

 
62 Ibid. 
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 I decided the repeated “Dear Miss” reflected her inability to get the pianist’s 
attention, because he/she is so into FINALLY having the opportunity to just 
WHALE on the keys. So I always point the “manners” at the pianist (as in, 
watch yours), and ask the pianist to do a defiant and triumphantly loud page-
turn before I change character into the letter writer.63 

 
 Manners at the Opera doesn’t follow the same cyclical configuration that the 

remainder of this work does. Instead, this song mirrors the structure of an aria, divided 

into sections.64  Reader Five is horrified that anyone would interrupt the ending of an 

opera in such a way and feels entitled to the experience of applauding a successful 

performance. Miss Manners, however, is not in agreement with the reader in this 

instance. It is apparent from the text that Judith Martin feels rather passionately about 

the subject of opera, as she references her personal feelings in great detail, going on a 

bit of an impassioned rant. Argento mirrors this beautifully, including allegro agitato 

and con slancio (with enthusiasm) above her mezzo forte reply. Miss Manners’ 

preference for “occasional excesses of enthusiasm”65 is demonstrated through a 

theatrical vocalise on “ah,” allowing Miss Manners the chance to live out her fantasy 

of being an opera diva.  

 After the climactic high A-flat, Miss Manners muses that a show of 

dissatisfaction is preferable to the “tepid politeness”66 the reader seeks to offer through 

routine applause. The vocalise then resumes in D-flat major. This is the only time that 

Argento uses a key signature in this work. The following “ah” is more subdued and 

 
63 “Interview with Phyllis Pancella,” Appendix B. 

 64 Carman, Judith. "Music Reviews: New Works and Collections I - Dominick Argento: "Miss Manners 
on Music (Judith Martin): Seven Songs for Mezzo-Soprano and Piano"." Journal of Singing - the 
Official Journal of the National Association of Teachers of Singing 63, no. 5 (2007): 602-604. 
65 Argento, Dominick. Miss Manners on Music. Boosey and Hawkes, 1998. 
66 Ibid. 
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leisurely than the previous vocalise (the line itself is marked sognando, which means 

dreaming). Mm. 128-130 musically imitate a head-shaking, finger-wagging 

admonition to the reader, as shown in Figure 4.14.  

 

 Figure 4.14: Argento, Miss Manners on Music, “Manners at the Opera,” mm. 128-130.67 

  

 
67 Ibid. 
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Envoi 

 Dear Miss Manners: 
 Who says there is a “right” way of doing things and a “wrong”? 
 
 Gentle Reader: 
 Miss Manners does. You want to make something of it?68 
  

 The title of this final piece, “Envoi,” is especially appropriate. In this case, 

envoi is defined as “a short final stanza of a ballad serving as a summary or 

dedication.”69 This particular text is printed on the front page of “Miss Manners Guide 

to Excruciatingly Correct Behavior,” and serves as a sort of introduction to her world. 

It is appropriate, therefore, that Argento would use it to sum up this work at the very 

end. 

 At the beginning of the reply in m. 10, we see the return of the theme from 

“Prologue,” which serves to nicely tie the cycle together (shown in Figure 4.2). Miss 

Manners’ dolce response is delightfully cheeky. Rather than dignify this challenge 

with a detailed response, she replies with a decisive two sentences. She stands her 

ground and refuses to stoop to the level of justifying her authority on such matters 

with any more detail than “Miss Manners does.”  

 
68 Ibid. 
69 “Envoi.” Merriam-Webster. Accessed May 18, 2020. https://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/envoi. 
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CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION 
    

 When preparing a song cycle, it is vital to make strong choices. Often, young 

singers neglect to put the same heart and soul into art song that they may apply to 

opera or musical theatre. This work has the potential to have the same narrative power 

and theatrical impact as a larger staged performance. Pancella’s advice to singers 

wishing to perform this work stresses the importance of honoring the comedic nature 

of the cycle. 

 Really, don’t do this piece if you don’t want to really spit out the brilliant text 
or otherwise support it with actions. It’s all on you whether the jokes land or 
not, and they won’t if the set-ups aren’t understood. By and large, Argento is 
fantastic at pacing the comedy, but there are places you’ll need to stretch for 
clarity or wait for laughs.70  

Pancella describes Dominick Argento as having been “instinctively a man of the 

theater, and a real insider when it came to understanding performers and 

performance.”71 His love for drama and comedy is wonderfully present in Miss 

Manners on Music, augmented by Judith Martin’s clever prose.  

 Adequate performance preparation requires that singers do more than 

memorize the music itself. While this document is specifically geared towards Miss 

Manners on Music, the step-by-step process may be useful in the preparation of other 

contemporary art song works, with some adjustment.  The practice of researching the 

work, reading the entirety of the source material, analyzing the music, dissecting the 

 
70 Ibid. 
71 “Interview with Phyllis Pancella,” Appendix B. 



Texas Tech University, Ashley West-Davis, August 2020 

 

 44 

text, and developing characterization can be applied to many other works. These steps 

serve as a framework for developing a technical and academic approach to 

performance preparation. 
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APPENDIX A 

COMPARISON OF TEXTS 

Prologue 
Original text, from Miss Manners’ Guide to Excruciatingly Correct Behavior. Chapter 
title: “Intermediate Civilization.” Pages 550-551. 

 
Background Music 

 The adage that Silence Is Golden has never been more true, in Miss Manners’ 
opinion. Its value is rising astonishingly every day, and it is getting correspondingly 
harder for most people to have any. 
 By silence, Miss Manners means something you can hear a bird tweet in. As if 
the hum of the mechanical world and the blather of the human world were not enough, 
individuals and industries have combined to produce a constant stream of nasty noise 
masquerading everywhere under the inappropriate name of music. Restaurants, hotel 
lobbies, and shops are wired for sound. Hand-carried radios take care of the streets and 
buses. In private houses, the choice is usually between the informal, or lower-class, 
sound of unattended television sets or the fancy sound of mild classical music used as 
a “background.”  
 It has been objected that many fine pieces of music were written for the 
purpose of providing a background for the activities of patron-hosts and their guests. If 
Mr. Handel does not mind making Water Music while your guests are slurping their 
wine, Miss Manners will reluctantly permit it. 
 Miss Manners is not even going to tell you what the medical consequences 
probably are to steadily assaulted ears. The fact is that all this noise is rude. It is rude 
to the captured audience of half-listeners, and what is more, it is rude to the music. 
 Music worth listening to is worth listening to, which is why symphony 
concerts provide the world 's dullest “visuals,” a huddle of people in black and white, 
sawing and blowing away. If you want something to look at while you listen, you can 
go to the opera and watch people stab one another, or go to the rock concert and watch 
them stab themselves with their instruments. 
 What you cannot do is put conversation or thought in the foreground and music 
in the background. Noise-producing industries have studies to prove that “background 
music” soothes (as on airplanes before takeoff or other antics) and stimulates (as in 
factories and hen houses). Whichever it is, it is an impertinence for public services or 
private hosts to attempt to manipulate the feelings of their customers or friends.  
 If you really want to soothe and stimulate a guest, what is wrong with sherry? 
The chief results of piped-in noise, as far as Miss Manners can see, are self-absorbed 
salesclerks who don’t attend to their customers and half-shouted conversations that 
ought to be nearly whispered. We have gotten so used to it that silence has come to be 
considered somewhat frightening – an admission of social failure, or the world’s being 
empty. It is now possible to make anyone confess anything – not by torture, but by 
looking at them in silence for so long that they will tell all, just to break it. 
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 Here are some suggestions of other things to throw into silences while you are 
(please) tapering off noise: 
 A naughty smile. 
 A satisfied look around the room, pausing at each face. 
 A thoughtful expression. 
 An appreciation of the sound of ice clinking in glasses, crackling fireplaces or 
 rustling leaves. 
 Words, produced by a mind that has had the quiet in which to think. 
 
Prologue: Argento’s text as it appears in the score 

 The adage that Silence is Golden has never been more true, in Miss Manners’ 
opinion. Its value is rising astonishingly every day, and it is getting 
correspondingly harder for most people to have any.  

 
 By silence, Miss Manners means something you can hear a bird tweet in. 

…individuals and industries have combined to produce a constant stream of 
nasty noise masquerading everywhere under the inappropriate name of music. 

 
 Restaurants, hotel lobbies and shops are wired for sound. Hand-carried radios 

take care of streets and buses. In private houses…the fancy sound of mild 
classical music used as a “background.” 

 
 The fact is that all this noise is rude. It is rude to the captured audience of half-

listeners, and what is more, it is rude to the music. 
 
 Music worth listening to is worth listening to. 
 

Manners at a Concert 
The original text of this exchange, titled “Shh-ing” in Miss Manners Guide to 
Excruciatingly Correct Behavior, was used in its entirety. (Argento added “Shush!” at 
the beginning in the score and repeats the word “blabbering” two times.) Chapter 
Title: Advanced Civilization – Cultural Events. Page 624. 

 Dear Miss Manners: 
 I believe in shushing people who talk during concerts. I didn’t pay to hear them 

blabbering. Yet a friend who went with me told me I was being rude in telling 
people to shut up. It seems to me that what rudeness is, is talking during music. 

   
 Gentle Reader: 
 Both are rude. The polite thing would be to say to the noisy person, “I beg your 

pardon, but I can’t hear the music. I wonder if you would mind talking more 
softly?” By the time you have said all this, a third party will utter a loud shush, 
thereby accomplishing your purpose without sacrificing your manners. 
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Manners at the Ballet 
Original text, from Miss Manners’ Guide for the Turn-of-the-Millenium, Chapter title: 
Genuine Social Events – Intermittent Applause. Page 526. 
 
 Dear Miss Manners: 
 When is it appropriate to clap at the ballet?  

 Gentle Reader: 
 Serious-minded people believe that clapping should be confined to bows at the 
 end of performances and detest any such manifestations while music is being 
 played. By prevailing standards, however, applause is also customary at the 
 ballet for any stage set more elaborate than one painted tree and an overgrown 
 mushroom stool; at the appearance of a favorite dancer; and for any three leaps 
 or four turns.  

Manners at the Ballet: Argento’s text as it appears in the score 
 
 Dear Miss Manners: 
 When is it appropriate to clap at the ballet? 
 
 Gentle Reader: 
 Serious-minded people believe that clapping should be confined to the bows at 

the end of performances and detest any such manifestation while music is 
being played. By prevailing standards, however, applause is also customary at 
the ballet for any stage set more elaborate than one painted tree and an 
oversized mushroom stool; at the appearance of a favorite dancer; and for any 
three leaps or four turns. 

 

Manners for Contemporary Music 
Original text, from Miss Manners’ Guide for the Turn-of-the-Millenium. Chapter title: 
Genuine Social Life – Booing. Page 525. 

 Dear Miss Manners: 
I attend the symphony regularly, and I am getting tired of hearing new 
compositions which do nothing for me except grate on my nerves like a piece 
of chalk scraped against a blackboard. Is it polite to boo such a piece? I've read 
that they used to tear up the seats in Paris theaters. Why should we in the 
United States be so polite and suffer in silence?  

 Gentle Reader:  
 Those who tear up seats in this country are not generally music critics. 

However, Miss Manners is not against the proper expression of displeasure, as 
well as pleasure, at musical events. Although too timid herself to boo, she does 
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not recognize the need to thank performing artists for their efforts, and 
therefore interprets applause as a show of approval for the success of those 
efforts; where there is room for approval, there must also be room for 
disapproval.  

 
 If you boo a piece at its premiere, the disapproval is presumed to be for the 

composer, and it is those occasions where people had such high old times in 
Paris and elsewhere. However, tearing up the seats in the auditorium as a sign 
of aesthetic disapproval usually turned out to have been an historical error, 
marking one for future generations as a major philistine scorning composers 
who later turned out to be regarded as immortals. If you boo at a later 
performance, your comment is taken as critical of the performers.  

Manners for Contemporary Music: Argento’s text as it appears in the score 

 Dear Miss Manners: 
 I attend the symphony regularly, and I am getting tired of hearing new 

compositions which do nothing for me except grate on my nerves like a piece 
of chalk scraped across a blackboard. Is it polite to boo such a piece? I’ve read 
that they used to tear up the seats in Paris theaters. Why should we in the 
United  States be so polite and suffer in silence? 

  
 Gentle Reader: 
 Miss Manners is not against the proper expression of displeasure, as well as 

pleasure, at musical events. Although too timid herself to boo, she does not 
recognize the need to thank performing artists for their efforts, and therefore 
interprets applause as a show of approval for the success of those efforts; 
where  there is room for approval, there must also be room for disapproval. 

 
 If you boo a piece at its premiere, the disapproval is assumed to be for the 

composer, and it is those occasions where people had such high old times in 
Paris and elsewhere. However, tearing up seats in the auditorium as a sign of 
aesthetic disapproval usually turned out to have been an historical error, 
marking one for future generations as a major philistine scorning composers 
who later turned out to be regarded as immortals. If you boo at a later 
performance, your comment is taken as critical of the performers.  

 
Manners at a Church Recital 
Original text, from Miss Manners’ Guide for the Turn-of-the-Millenium. Chapter title: 
Genuine Social Life – Solemn Silence. Pages 524-525. 

 Dear Miss Manners: 
I recently attended a vocal recital with Malcolm, a friend from my Church 
choir. During one particular rendition, which had a catchy melody, I was 
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moving my head slightly in time to the music without really being aware of it. 
Malcom became very annoyed, jabbed me in the side, and whispered, “Are you 
aware that you are moving your head in time to the music?” It wasn’t a 
question; it was a reprimand. I stopped immediately but felt irritated that he 
would tell me how to behave, as I felt it was none of his business. In fact, after 
the recital, the vocalist told me and another lady that she enjoyed seeing our 
smiling faces in the audience.  

 Since then, Malcolm has mentioned at least four times that I so embarrassed 
him by my “ignorant behavior” that he wanted to “crawl underneath the pew!” 
He has a trained “legitimate " (as he calls it) voice, and attends the opera and 
recitals regularly, and says that the proper response is attentiveness and no 
other reaction, lest the performer be distracted. Since the age of five, I have 
been performing musically myself (piano, dancing, singing, and acting) but am 
not classically trained. Personally, I don t want a deadpan audience!  

 However, I do concede that a church recital is fairly formal. Is Malcom right? 
Did I behave inappropriately? Should I be careful in the future to keep a blank 
facial expression and sit very still? I am in my fifties and have attended many 
recitals and stage plays. Malcolm has made me feel like a country bumpkin. 
But don’t mince words, Miss Manners—give it to me straight!  

 Gentle Reader: 
All right, then, here it is straight. Too bad Malcolm didn’t crawl under the pew. 
He would be better off out of sight, because he committed three serious 
breaches of etiquette during the recital (whispering, correcting, and jabbing) 
and, by your count, at least four afterward. Nodding the head slightly is, Miss 
Manners assures you, nothing whatever in comparison. As an annoyance, it is 
in a category with small-gestured conducting on one’s own lap, which puts it 
way below foot tapping and snoring. Even those serious errors fall under the 
general heading of Reactions to Music (Enthusiastic and Less So), rather than 
Sinning on Purpose, such as making noise with candy wrappers.  

 Concert manners vary not only according to the program and hall, but by 
country and century. At the annual Wagner Festival in Bayreuth, Germany, 
audience breathing is considered disruptive, and passing out, even while 
wearing evening clothes in temperatures of over 100°F, a major gaffe. At 
choice Italian opera houses, failing to deliver a mid-aria critique to a singer is 
considered to show lamentable lack of interest. So, while it is true that a 
trance-like state, eyes blank and lips slightly curved in the idiot position, is the 
safest stance to take, there is no rule applicable to all occasions everywhere. 
Except that Malcolm is not the person with whom to enjoy music.  
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Manners at a Church Recital: Argento’s text, as it appears in the score 

 Dear Miss Manners: 
 I recently attended a vocal recital with Malcolm, a friend from my church 

choir. During one particular rendition, Malcolm jabbed me in the side and 
whispered, “Are you aware that you are moving your head in time to the 
music?” I stopped immediately but felt irritated that he would tell me how to 
behave. Since then, Malcolm has mentioned at least four times that I so 
embarrassed him by my “ignorant behavior” that he wanted to “crawl 
underneath the pew!” I do concede that a church recital is fairly formal. 

 I am in my fifties and have attended many recitals and stage plays.  Malcolm 
made me feel like a country bumpkin. Did I behave  inappropriately? Don’t 
mince  words, Miss Manners – give it to me  straight! 

 
 Gentle Reader: 
 Too bad Malcolm didn’t crawl under the pew. He would be better off out of 

sight because he committed three serious breaches of etiquette during the 
recital (whispering, correcting, and jabbing) and, by your count, four 
afterward. Nodding the head slightly is, Miss Manners assures you, nothing 
whatsoever in comparison. As an annoyance, it is in a category with small-
gestured conducting on one’s own lap, which puts it way below foot tapping 
and snoring. Concert manners vary not only according to the program and hall, 
but by country and century. At choice Italian opera houses, failing to deliver a 
mid-aria critique to a singer is considered to show lamentable lack of interest. 
So, while it is true that a trance like state, eyes blank and lips slightly curved in 
the idiot position, is the safest stance to take, there is no rule applicable to all 
occasions. Except that Malcolm is not the person with whom to enjoy music. 

 
Manners at the Opera 
Original text, from Miss Manners’ Guide to Excruciatingly Correct Behavior. Chapter 
Title: Advanced Civilization – Cultural Events. Pages 623-624. 

 Dear Miss Manners: 
I am terribly upset about some people’s deplorable conduct at the conclusion 
of a recent opera. Barely had the final curtain touched the stage, the opera stars 
not yet gone forward to take their bows, and throngs of what I consider 
extremely rude patrons started a fast exit up the aisles, supposedly to beat the 
crowds to the doors, parking lots, or after-theater suppers.  

 My being able to rise and applaud the players on stage is as much a part of an 
enjoyable evening at the opera as the actual performance, but when six people 
push their way past me to make their exits, and a near platoon is enroute from 
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the front rows, I am personally angered and goodness knows what the 
performers must think seeing a sea of backs.  

 I cannot believe that this is proper conduct, but I am at a loss on how either to 
halt this exodus or to appease my anger. Would you please help?  

 Gentle Reader:  
 Well, actually, no. Miss Manners prefers to make things worse. Courteous as it 

is of you to feel that your appreciation is as important a part of the evening as 
the opera itself, Miss Manners cannot believe that most opera lovers share your 
opinion that clapping must be accorded the same respect as music. 

 
 In fact, as a violent opera lover herself, Miss Manners (who just loves violent 

operas) endorses the lively school of audience reaction, rather than the genteel 
one that you represent. Uniformly respectful applause is the result of 
ritualizing the experience of attending an opera to the point that no real 
expression of opinion is permitted.  

 
 This codification is more prevalent when opera going is treated as a tedious 

civic or social duty, than among people who find opera exciting. Miss Manners 
is far too shy to shout boo or bravo (with the proper endings, depending on 
gender and number of singers being addressed), but she recognizes that you 
cannot permit one without the other, and that both are sanctified by operatic 
tradition. 

  
 Perhaps the answer to the booing problem is to recommend the Italian 

equivalent of “you stank!” with proper endings, of course.  
 
 A less conspicuous method is to applaud when pleased and withhold applause 

when displeased, or to leave the theater when unable to applaud. If Miss 
Manners were an opera singer (and she has all the qualifications but voice), she 
would prefer the occasional excesses of enthusiasm when ecstatic fans pulled 
her carriage through the streets (even if it also meant occasional obviously 
misguided disapproval) to hearing the same tepid politeness for her triumphs 
and her failures.  

 
 Miss Manners would like to ask what you do after a truly terrible opera. She 

has sometimes sat enthralled through five-hour performances and stayed, 
tapping her little hands until the last person has left the theater, but has also 
gone staggering out after an hour and a half that seemed a lifetime of torture. 

  
 In any case, the opera is over when the curtain comes down. It is not rude to 

leave the opera house then, and there may be many reasons for doing so, even 
aside from terminal ennui. One may have a train to catch, a baby-sitter to let 
off duty, or a rendezvous backstage with the tenor.  
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 For these reasons, you will never succeed in halting the exodus. But there is no 

reason you cannot stand and show your appreciation while others leave. If you 
are the only one remaining to do so, it will be even more appreciated.  

Manners at the Opera: Argento’s text, as it appears in the score 

 Dear Miss Manners: 
 I am terribly upset about some people’s deplorable conduct at the conclusion 

of a recent opera. Barely had the final curtain touched the stage, the opera stars 
not yet  gone forward to take their bows, and  throngs of what I consider 
extremely rude patrons started a fast exit up the aisles, supposedly to beat the 
crowds to the doors, parking lots, or after-theater suppers. My being able to 
rise and applaud the players on stage is as much a part of an enjoyable evening 
at the opera as the actual performance, but when six people push their way past 
me to make their exits, and a near platoon is enroute from the front rows, I am 
personally angered, and goodness knows what the performers must think 
seeing a sea of backs. 

 
 I cannot believe that this is proper conduct, but I am at a loss on how either to 

halt this exodus or to appease my anger. Would you please help? 
 
 Gentle Reader: 
 Well, actually, no. In fact, as a violent opera lover herself, Miss Manners (who 

just loves violent operas) endorses the lively school of audience reaction, 
rather than the genteel one that you represent. Uniformly respectful applause is 
the result of ritualizing the experience of attending an opera to the point that no 
real expression of opinion is permitted. 

 
 If Miss Manners were an opera singer (and she has all the qualifications but 

voice) should would prefer the occasional excesses of enthusiasm when 
ecstatic fans pulled her carriage through the streets (even if it also meant 
occasional obviously misguided disapproval) to hearing the same tepid 
politeness for her triumphs and her failures. 

 

Envoi 
The original text of this untitled exchange is printed on the very first page of Miss 
Manners’ Guide to Excruciatingly Correct Behavior. It was used in its entirety.  

 Dear Miss Manners: 
 Who says there is a “right” way of doing things and a “wrong”? 
 
 Gentle Reader: 
 Miss Manners does. You want to make something of it? 
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APPENDIX B 

INTERVIEW WITH PHYLLIS PANCELLA 

AW: Can you tell me about the process of coaching this with the composer? 

PP: I had worked with Dominick before, although less directly.  He was in the house 
for all of the rehearsals of “The Voyage of Edgar Allen Poe” at the Chicago Lyric 
Opera, in which I had a small role while I was still in the young artist program.  I 
remembered that the word on Argento was that, unlike a lot of living composers, he 
was very easy to have around---kind, supportive, not imperious at all.  He had a great 
balance of knowing his skill while also knowing his good fortune to have a piece 
produced.  That was my expectation when we had the chance to work on the piece 
with him, that he would be helpful if he could be, but wouldn’t argue about 
interpretation.  One thing in particular that I remember he was quite firm about.  I was 
not paying close attention to all the places where he tied a held vocal note over a bar 
line(sometimes two) and was sometimes cutting off too early, leaving changes of 
harmony missing my part of the chord.  It rattled him a little, almost imperceptibly, 
not to hear the full harmonies where he expected them, and so he made sure I was 
aware of how often that happened in the score.  It made perfect sense, but I was so 
wrapped up in getting notes and rhythms and words correct that I hadn’t picked up on 
it.   
 
There was one funny moment that I remember so well.  Tim Hoekman, the pianist for 
the premiere and my recital partner for many years, is also a composer.  He had asked 
me in advance if I thought it would be alright to show Dominick one of his own 
pieces. As I said,  I knew Dominick to be pretty easygoing, so I said I thought it would 
be fine, and he should definitely take advantage of the opportunity.  There came a time 
in our rehearsal when I needed a little break, so Tim brought out his piece and asked 
Dominick if he would mind having a look at it.  Dominick took it enthusiastically and 
gave it a good looking over.  After paging through the whole thing, he looked up 
through his big dark-rimmed glasses and said, “My finale is better than your finale.” I 
was horrified!  Appalled!  Embarrassed! I had told Tim it would be fine, and here 
Dominick Argento was comparing Tim’s work to his own!  Then the two composers 
began talking about the composition software CALLED Finale, and what 
improvements had been made in the latest iteration.  I started howling with laughter 
and had to explain myself.  

AW: I found an interview with Argento that said he incorporated some of your 
suggestions into the final score. What changes did you discuss in the early stages? 

PP: I suspect I may have asked for a fermata or two over rests to allow for changes of 
character between Miss Manners and each letter writer.  But the only specific thing I 



Texas Tech University, Ashley West-Davis, August 2020 

 

 56 

remember was the final word “turns,” in Manners at the Ballet.  He began writing the 
piece with a soprano range in mind, and I found making the vocal turns on the vowel 
for the word “turns” too difficult.  I asked if I might sing the word initially, and then 
switch to “ah” for the vocal turns.  He agreed, without expressing any disappointment.  
I say that because his setting of language is SO intentional, and I knew of course that 
he wanted the word “turns” to be sung with vocal turns.  But I had tried my best and 
really couldn’t do it justice.  “Ah” it would be. 

AW: How did the nuances of your voice influence the final composition? 
 
PP: Other than the above, I don’t think my voice influenced the composition at all.  I 
think it was probably nearly completed when he found out I’d be giving it the 
premiere.  If he made any adjustments at that point, I’m unaware of them.  I think he 
did know something about my weirdly wide-ranging repertoire at that point, so it’s 
conceivable that he took that as license to throw all those different styles in the Opera 
section. 
 
AW: You did the original staging – can you describe that process?  

PP: Dominick Argento was instinctively a man of the theater, and a real insider when 
it came to understanding performers and performance. These pieces reflect that.  You 
probably already know that his wife, his “muse” was  soprano Carolyn Bailey. He 
understood text, and timing, and layers, and performance.  The same is true of Judith 
Martin, a great lover of music and comedy and performance. Once I had learned the 
notes and the words and Tim and I workshopped it (unmemorized) for a small 
audience at Glimmerglass, I was able to start finding the rest of the layers (irony, self-
referential winks, etc.) in Dominick’s writing.  One thing that was immediately 
apparent was that each letter writer had a different “voice,” and Miss Manners had a 
voice of her own that linked the whole effort together.  It was clear this wasn’t just a 
stand-and-sing recital set; it was a piece of theater with two principal actors and five 
cameos (Envoi doesn’t leave much time for a character).  Once I understood that, and 
got a simple shape for movement, a little furniture, and a few props, then it was a 
matter of really personalizing it to reflect Judith for her birthday surprise.  Since she 
and her husband Robert are friends of mine, I had direct knowledge of her personality, 
which is not the stuffy dowager some might imagine.  She’s passionate and hilarious 
and kind and curious, quick to eyeroll about the ridiculousness of some humans, but 
less particular than you’d expect when it comes to her guests’ behavior.  I didn’t know 
much about her work habits, however, and thought some of that information would be 
useful for the staging, so I asked Robert to fill me in.  I asked if she dressed a 
particular way to go to work (no, but she has a million pairs of reading glasses which 
she leaves everywhere), if she snacked while she worked (she likes yogurt), and if she 
would ever have tea or coffee nearby (maybe).  These things, plus her fondness for 
antique lace collars and antique silver utensils, all contributed to the eventual look and 
staging of the piece.   
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It was also clear to me that the whole thing would be funnier if the pianist was also a 
character, and Tim was game for all the gestures and expressions I threw at him.  I still 
am completely besotted with Dominick’s meta-gesture at the end of “Contemporary 
Music,” because it gives us the chance to break through the fourth wall and warn the 
audience that they’d better be nice to the performers.  I look out on the word 
“performers,” the pianist looks out right after, then we both turn slowly back to our 
tasks.  It always takes the audience a second, but then they howl.  Another great 
moment for the pianist in our version is at the top of “Opera,” where I decided the 
repeated “Dear Miss” reflected her inability to get the pianist’s attention, because 
he/she is so into FINALLY having the opportunity to just WHALE on the keys. So I 
always point the “manners” at the pianist (as in, watch yours), and ask the pianist to do 
a defiant and triumphantly loud page-turn before I change character into the letter 
writer.  Hey, there’s a fermata there.  Use it. 

AW: After the initial surprise premiere, did Judith Martin have any input that 
you incorporated into later performances? 
 
PP: No, but I believe she called me “wicked.” That may have had to do with my 
intentionally licking the yogurt spoon and then putting it BACK in the yogurt 
container instead of the bowl, a terrible breach of manners.  In future performances, I 
made that a jar of honey for tea. 
 
AW: You mentioned that you have performed this work many times over the last 
20 years or so. How has it evolved over time, if at all?  

PP: Oh, sure. For one thing, I keep thinking of reactions the pianist should have.  It 
really, really is a duet, and I imagine the pianist as a kind of faithful-but-sassy 
secretary who adores Miss Manners, and commiserates with her, but who also can get 
away with teasing her a bit, or being stubborn.  I’ve also added more audible but non-
musical reactions, which began with a suggestion from Elaine Bonazzi.  I studied with 
Elaine for a few years, and deeply admired her stage craft.  When we were about to 
perform the piece at Lincoln Center, I asked her to come to our rehearsal and make 
suggestions.  She was hearing the piece for the first time, so she was able to help tune 
up diction and comedic timing, and she made the first suggestion that I audibly 
indicate disgust at the end of “Ballet.” That has led to some additional ones over the 
years.   

AW: What advice would you give to a singer preparing this piece? 
 
PP: Hmmm…well, I think it requires a certain throwing of caution to the wind where 
diction is concerned, so one probably shouldn’t program anything delicate and pretty 
afterward.  Really, don’t do this piece if you don’t want to really spit out the brilliant 
text or otherwise support it with actions. It’s all on you whether the jokes land or not, 
and they won’t if the set-ups aren’t understood. By and large, Argento is fantastic and 
pacing the comedy, but there are places you’ll need to stretch for clarity or wait for 
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laughs. Vocally, it’s rangy, but it hangs out quite high, so one needs to pace those high 
notes so there’s enough gas left in the tank for the opera section.  There’s no substitute 
for repetition with any piece of music you plan to perform memorized, so it’s very 
useful to get a practice performance in with a small audience to work on timing. And, 
I guess, learn it right the first time, because once it’s in, mistakes are almost 
impossible to fix! 
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APPENDIX C 

INTERVIEW CONSENT FORM 

 


