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INTRODUCTION 

 William Osborne is an American composer, musicologist, and activist who has 

lived and worked in Germany with his wife and professional trombonist Abbie Conant 

since 1979. Osborne and Conant have the desire to create musical theater works that fully 

integrate text, music, and theater, and so, in 1984, they created The Wasteland Company. 

The first productions of The Wasteland Company were Osborneôs musical adaptations of 

Samuel Beckettôs plays. After adapting Beckettôs Happy Days into a mono-dramatic 

work entitled Winnie for Conant to perform as both a soprano and a trombonist, Osborne 

felt the desire to author an original chamber music theater work.  

 In addition to her collaboration with Osborne in The Wasteland Company, Conant 

was also an active orchestral musician. In 1980, she won a blind audition for the solo 

trombone position in the Munich Philharmonic. For the next thirteen years, Conant dealt 

with sexist discrimination in the orchestra. As an artistic response to the pain Osborne 

and his wife endured, Osborne decided to compose an original chamber music theater 

work for Conant that dealt with her experience in the Munich PhilharmonicðMiriam. As 

self-proclaimed feminists, all of Osborne and Conantôs artistic works focus on the 

creative identity of women. 

 Osborneôs chamber music theater works are musical monodramas that feature a 

performance artist accompanied by piano or computer-generated, quadrophonic tape. The 

performance artist must sing, act, and play trombone. Osborneôs compositions champion 

minimal sets, clear, poetic texts, and realistic character development. These aesthetics 

were developed in part as a reaction to the spectacle of opera and were also inspired by 
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the minimalistic and existential work of Samuel Beckett. Beginning with Miriam, 

Osborneôs chamber music theater works express feminist themes. 

 This paper is a study of three of William Osborneôs chamber music theater works 

for trombonist Abbie Conant: Winnie, Miriam: The Chair, and Street Scene for the Last 

Mad Soprano. In order to understand Osborneôs formal structure and compositional 

devices, the author will examine Winnie, since this work serves as a model for Osborneôs 

later works. Miriam: The Chair and Street Scene for the Last Mad Soprano will be 

studied in a similar way, and the author will also reveal how Osborne and Conant 

musically express the feminist themes that permeate each work.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

BACKGROUND INFORMATION
1
 

Abbie Conant 

 Abbie Conant (b. 1955) is a New Mexico native living and working in Germany 

as a trombonist, performance artist, and teacher. She is known internationally for her 

provocative trombone and music theater performances, professional recordings, as well 

as her advocacy work for women in music after facing discrimination while playing in 

the Munich Philharmonic. Conant is currently the trombone professor at the Staatliche 

Hochschule für Musik in Trossingen, Germany. 

 Conant received her initial trombone and music education from the Interlochen 

Arts Academy (Interlochen, Michigan), where she was awarded a scholarship and later 

received a diploma in 1973. She went on to receive her Bachelorôs degree in 1977 from 

Temple University (Philadelphia, PA), where she studied with Dee Stewart. In 1976 

Conant studied at Yale University (New Haven, Connecticut) with John Swallow. Conant 

received her Masterôs at the Juilliard School (New York, New York) in 1979, studying 

with Per Brevig.  

 Conant moved to Europe in 1979 and studied with Vinko Globokar at the 

LôAccademia di Chigiana (Siena, Italy). By this time, Conant began her professional 

performing career; additionally, she also received a diploma from the Meisterklasse of 

Branimir Slokar at the Staatliche Hochschule für Musik Köln in 1984. Having studied 

with some of the most well-respected and talented trombone pedagogues in the music 

profession, Conant was able to successfully compete as a trombonist in Europe and make 

                                                             
 

1
 The following background information was derived from William Osborne and Abbie Conantôs 

website as well as the interviews
1
 conducted by the author. 
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a living as a performing musician. From 1979-80 Conant held the position of solo 

trombone at the Royal Opera of Turin (Italy). On June 19, 1980, Conant was accepted to 

audition for the solo trombone position in the Munich Philharmonic Orchestra. After 

winning the blind audition, Conant endured over a decadeôs worth of sexist 

discrimination as the only woman in the brass section. Conantôs husband, William 

Osborne, has documented her experience with the Munich Philharmonic in his article 

ñYou Sound Like a Ladiesô Orchestra: A Case History of Sexism Against Abbie Conant 

in the Munich Philharmonic.ò
2
 Knowledge of Conantôs experience in Munich is essential 

for understanding the artistic origins of Osborne and Conantôs artistic endeavors. The 

author will summarize her experience in the next section. 

Abbie Conant and the Munich Philharmonic 

Conantôs audition invitation for the solo trombone position of the Munich 

Philharmonic was addressed to Herr Abbie Conant, so the orchestra personnel was 

clearly expecting that Conant was a man. After winning the blind audition, she moved on 

to both the second and final rounds, beating her male opponents. The orchestra voted to 

hire her, despite their initial shock that a woman could surpass all of the men. General 

Music Director Sergiu Celibidache was greatly opposed to the orchestra boardôs decision. 

The next thirteen years of Conantôs life would be spent fighting and enduring sexist 

discrimination in the Munich Philharmonic that was initiated and drawn out by 

Celibidache. 

                                                             
2
 William Osborne, ñYou Sound Like a Ladiesô Orchestra: A Case History of Sexism Against 

Abbie Conant in the Munich Philharmonic,ò Pub. 1994, http://www.osborne-conant.org/ladies.htm 

(accessed February 2013). The following section will summarize Osborneôs article. 

 

http://www.osborne-conant.org/ladies.htm
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 After passing her probation year in the Munich Philharmonic without receiving a 

verbal complaint during rehearsals from Celibidache, Conant was notified that her trial 

year had actually been vetoed and that she would be demoted to the second trombone 

position. Surprised by this sudden and unfounded demotion, Conant contacted the 

Deutsche Orchester Vereinigung
3
 in order to take legal action against the city of Munich. 

Conant was even willing to compromise with Celibidache, and she offered to play second 

trombone for Celibidache and solo trombone for guest conductors. Celibidache 

responded to her efforts at compromise with, ñYou know the problemðwe need a man 

for the solo trombone.ò  

 A court hearing for August 17, 1982 was rescheduled because the Munich 

Philharmonic had not provided any written complaints against Conant. For the new 

hearing on February 3, 1983, the Munich Philharmonic provided the following criticism: 

The plaintiff does not possess the necessary physical strength to be a leader of the 

trombone section; she is not in the position to clearly lead the trombone group. 

Apart from that, she lacks the required empathy to translate the artistic wishes of 

the General Music Director.
4
 

  

In order to ñprove her physical strength,ò Conant was required to undergo medical tests at 

the Gautinger Lung Clinic. Conant underwent tests to evaluate her lung capacity, her 

bodyôs ability to absorb oxygen, and the speed at which she could inhale and exhale. She 

also underwent physical examinations evaluating her rib cage and chest. By 1985 the 

court ruled that Conant should be evaluated by a musical ñspecialist.ò She was to be 

                                                             
 

3
 Translated as ñGerman Orchestra Association.ò 

 

 
4
 William Osborne, ñYou Sound Like a Ladiesô Orchestra: A Case History of Sexism Against 

Abbie Conant in the Munich Philharmonic,ò Pub. 1994, http://www.osborne-conant.org/ladies.htm 

(accessed February 2013). Brief, Conant vs. LH München, AGM Aktz: 2 Ca 7022/82, Febuary 3, 1983. 

Original German text: Die Klagerin verfügt nicht über die physische erforderliche Kraft als Stimmführerin 

der Posaunen; sie ist nicht in der Lage, die Posaunengruppe eindeutig zu führen. Im übrigen fehlt der 

Klagerin das erforderliche Einfühlungsvermögen um die künstlerischen Vorstellungen des 

Generalmusikdirektors umzusetzen. 

http://www.osborne-conant.org/ladies.htm


6 
 

 

tested on all aspects of her trombone playing, especially focusing on her ability to 

demonstrate endurance, intensity, and loudness. Conant would also be evaluated during a 

Munich Philharmonic concert performance in addition to performing some of the most 

challenging excerpts in the orchestral literature for a committee. If the task of preparing 

for such an evaluation was not daunting enough, the ñspecialistsò that were hired kept 

canceling and postponing Conantôs evaluation. It was not until 1988ðthree years after 

the initial dateðthat Conant was evaluated by Heinz Fadle, who was the president of the 

International Trombone Association at the time. Much to the Munich Philharmonicôs 

dismay, Fadle provided an excellent review of Conantôs performance: 

She [Conant] is a wind player with an outstandingly well-trained embouchure, i.e. 

lip musculature, that enables her to produce controlled tone productionéHer 

breathing technique is very good and makes her playing, even in the most difficult 

passages, superior and easyéIn this audition she showed sufficient physical 

strength, endurance, and breath volume, and above and beyond that, she has 

enormously solid nerves.
5
 

 

Finally, on July 1, 1988, the court ruled in Conantôs favor and reinstated her solo 

trombonist position; however, she continued to be harassed and discriminated against 

during the remainder of her professional experience with the orchestra. 

 Conant later learned that she was not being paid at the same rate as her fifteen 

male colleagues; in fact, she was in a completely different pay scale level than all other 

brass and wind solo chairs. Celibidache constantly found loopholes in her contract and 

                                                             
 

5
 William Osborne, ñYou Sound Like a Ladiesô Orchestra: A Case History of Sexism Against 

Abbie Conant in the Munich Philharmonic,ò Pub. 1994, http://www.osborne-conant.org/ladies.htm 

(accessed February 2013). Report of Prof. Fadle February 27, 1988 for LH München vs. Conant, LAG 

Aktz: 5 Sa 639/84. Original German text: Sie ist eine Bläserin mit hervorragend ausgebildetem Ansatz - 

d.h. Lippenmuskulatur, die kontrollierte Tonproduktion in Verbindung mit kontrolliertem Atemfluß 

ermöglicht, welche ihr optimale Ausnützung ihres Atemvolumens erlaubt. Ihre Atemtechnik ist sehr gut und 

macht ihr Spiel auch bei schwierigsten Passagen uberlegen und leicht. Physische Kraft, Ausdauer und 

Atemvolumen hat sie bei diesem Vorspiel hinreichend beweisen können - darüber hinaus eine enorme 

Nervenkraft. Diese, gepaart mit ihren obengenannten bläserischen Eigenschaften, setzen sie durchaus in 

die Lage, in einem Spitzenorchester als Solobläserin schwierigste Phrasen nach óAnweisung des Dirigenten 

ausreichend lange und mit der gewünschten Intentsität sowie Starke durchzuhalten. 

http://www.osborne-conant.org/ladies.htm
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forced her to play second or assistant principal. Osborne attests that this harassment was 

aggressive and undoubtedly intended to persuade Conant to leave the orchestra. After 

continuous court battles, failed compromises, and unrelenting discrimination, on March 

10, 1993 the court finally ruled in favor of Conant. The court ruled that Conant be placed 

in the same pay scale bracket as her male counterparts and awarded back pay from 

September 1, 1988. By that time, Conant had already decided to leave the orchestra after 

being awarded a full professorship at the Staatliche Hochschule für Musik in Trossingen, 

Germany, where she continues to teach to this day. 

William Osborne 

 William Osborne (b. 1951) is a composer, musicologist, and activist from 

Deming, New Mexico. He is internationally recognized for his chamber music theater 

compositions that he composed and continues to compose for his wife, trombonist Abbie 

Conant, as well as his Beckett productions, which are music theater works set to the texts 

of Samuel Beckettôs plays. Osborneôs scholarly activism denouncing patriarchy and 

promoting feminist ideals in music has been the catalyst for real change and action 

against discrimination in professional orchestras. 

 As a student of composition, Osborne studied with George Crumb for five years 

in Philadelphia and New York and with Franco Donatoni for two years in Rome and 

Siena. He has been awarded two ASCAP awards, a Doctoral Fellowship to Columbia 

University, was an alternate to the American Rome Prize, and received a major prize 

from the Theater Commission of the City of Munich for his Beckett productions. Osborne 

has written many scholarly articles on the subjects of women in music, music sociology, 

and musicology. His article ñYou Sound Like a Ladiesô Orchestra: A Case History of 
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Sexism Against Abbie Conant in the Munich Philharmonic,ò won a ñBest of the Webò 

award, inspired a German documentary as well as the last chapter of Malcom Gladwellôs 

bestselling book Blink.
6
 Osborneôs article entitled ñArt is Just an Excuse: Gender Bias in 

Major Orchestras,ò
7
 detailing the Vienna Philharmonicôs refusal to hire women, fueled 

international protests against the Vienna Philharmonic and gained attention from the 

media.
 8
 Osborne continues to be an activist for women in music by contributing to 

scholarly discussions and continually creating new feminist works.    

The Wasteland Company and ñChamber Music Theaterò 

 Both Conant and Osborne fought tirelessly against the discrimination by the 

Munich Philharmonic. Fortunately, the experience they endured ultimately led to artistic 

development. In 1984 Conant and Osborne founded a music theater company they named 

The Wasteland Company. Osborne describes the ñwastelandò they refer to by quoting 

Joseph Campbell, American mythologist and writer: ñAnd what is the nature of the 

wasteland? It is a land where everybody is living an inauthentic life, doing as other 

people do, doing as youôre told, with no courage for your own life. That is the 

wasteland.ò
9
 As self-proclaimed feminists, Osborne and Conant have made it a goal that 

The Wasteland Companyôs productions especially focus on the creative identity of 

women in an effort to address the conditions of ñthe wasteland,ò and ultimately, to 

                                                             
 

6
 Malcom Gladwell, Blink: the Power of Thinking Without Thinking, (New York: Back Bay 
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transcend it. The Wasteland Company has produced eleven productions, all composed by 

Osborne, and eight of the productions were composed for Conant specifically. These 

productions were written for a performance artistðConant sings, acts, and plays 

tromboneðand quadraphonic tape or live piano accompaniment.  

Osborne had aspirations to become an opera composer early in his career, and The 

Wasteland Companyôs productions certainly fit into the music theater genre; however, the 

fundamental ideals of The Wasteland Company could not be more different than those of 

opera. Osborne and Conantôs goal was to create a new genre of music theater apart from 

opera that they call ñchamber music theater.ò The specific operatic ideals that Osborne 

and Conant reject include: the bel canto
10

 singing style, due to the fact that the libretti 

often becomes incoherent; the spectacle of over-the-top scenery and productions, due to 

the distraction and impracticalities they bring; the common disconnect between the 

libretti and the music, which often muddles the theme or philosophical meaning of the 

work; and the use of stock characters, which are often only present as a means of 

tradition and formula.  

By contrast, Osborne and Conant continually strive to uphold new ideals in their 

chamber music theater productions such as the full integration of music, theater, and text; 

coherent and rhythmic texts; bare-bone sets that are geared for touring; and the 

exploration of the worlds of single characters. The compositional and artistic influences 

for The Wasteland Company have deep philosophical underpinnings dating back to the 

Florentine Camerata,
11

 Aristotle, Descartes, and Dante. Conant describes some of her 
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problems concerning operatic music and text in her August 2012 interview with the 

author: 

If you go to an opera, the music can just be so present. Itôs almost ñextroverted,ò 

and that is a problem with opera. In opera, the words are almost aside the pointð

just something to sayéItôs a form for the singer. The philosophy is so different 

looking back to the Florentine Camerata. But thatôs what they were trying to doð

it was just a noble attemptébut theyôre [early operas] lacking something.
12

 

 

 Contemporary influences for The Wasteland Company include Parisian 

playwrights such as Antonin Artaud (1896-1948), Jean Genet (1910-1986), Eugène 

Ionesco (1909-1994), and Samuel Beckett (1906-1989). Martin Esslinôs study of post-

World War II drama categorizes these French dramatists as writing in a style known as 

the Theatre of the Absurd. Esslin traces these Absurdistsô intellectual roots to Camusôs 

writings during the Nazi occupationðthe most notable being The Myth of Sisyphus
13

 

(1942), writing, ñThis divorce between man and his life, the actor and his setting, truly 

constitutes the feeling of Absurdityò
14

  

Influences of Samuel Beckett 

While these influences play an important role in the development and evolution of 

The Wasteland Companyôs productions, perhaps the most crucial influence stems from 

the works and theoretical concepts of Samuel Beckett. It was happenstance that Osborne 
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began reading the works of Samuel Beckett after purchasing Waiting for Godot while 

living in Munich, Germany. Osborne describes what first drew him to Beckett: 

I didnôt know anything about Beckett. But I was just looking at the language and 

noticing how musical it was. It had this kind of poetic rhythm, so I bought the 

play. This bass clarinetist had asked me to write a piece for heréI was going to 

write a piece for dancing bass clarinetistðStockhausen did that, so the idea was 

in the airé I realized that I could take this text [from Beckett] and write a music 

theater pieceðfor a singing, talking, acting, and dancing bass clarinetisté It 

wasnôt a structural element or even a philosophical element that [first] drew me to 

Beckett. It was just the musicality of his language.
15

 

 

As Osborne became more familiar with the works of Beckett, he began to compose more 

works that were based on Beckettôs plays, which he refers to as his Beckett productions. 

Osborne composed Hamm (1982), which was based on Beckettôs Endgame. He described 

how he came about composing Hamm: 

I wrote this piece [Hamm] for acting violinist based on Endgame. I still didnôt 

really have the idea that I would turn Abbie into a performance artist, personally. I 

was really just exploring on my own. By chance I found a violinist who was just 

an incredible actor and extremely extroverted, and he just killed people with that 

piece. It was just seventeen minutesða short work, and by some miracle, I got a 

fairly good recording of it.
16

 

 

Osborneôs other Beckett productions include: Words and Music (1983), Winnie (based on 

Happy Days, 1984), Ohio Impromptu (1986), Act Without Words I (1986), and Rockaby 

(1986). Conant performed Winnie, Act Without Words I, and Rockaby since Osborne 

adapted these works for a performance artist and trombonist. After composing these six 

pieces based on Beckettôs texts, Osborne decided to send Beckett his scores and 

recordings. After a few weeks, Osborne received a card in the mail from Beckett. 

Osborne describes Beckettôs response: 
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He said that he was impressed with my work and its executionébut he didnôt like 

how Hamm was being shouted and done so forcefullyéHe was impressed with 

the form and said that if I was ever in Paris that he would like to meet me. So, 

naturally, I found a reason to go to Paris.
17

 

 

Formal and Compositional Structure 

 

 After setting Beckettôs plays to music, Osborne discovered a structure and form 

that seemed to apply to many of Beckettôs works. It was not until Osborne and Conant 

collaborated on the production of Winnie that they became truly aware of this specific 

three-part form. All of Osborneôs original productions that follow his Beckett productions 

are based on this varying form, which will be referred to as ñA.E.R. structure.ò The basic 

A.E.R. structure is as follows: AnticipationĄEventĄReflection. Each large section is 

further broken down into smaller theatrical beats
18

 and musical events that meld acting, 

singing, and trombone playing. 

 Osborne typically establishes the ñAnticipationò section with the first sentence of 

the work, which states the theme that will be explored. The ñMad Sopranoò in Osborneôs 

Street Scene for the Last Mad Soprano, for example, opens with the lines, ñTomorrow is 

my audition. What will I sing for them?ò This theme is developed and followed by a 

short ñBò section that has a more lyrical nature. The ñAò theme of the ñAnticipationò 

section then returns and reaches a climax, often ending with a sort of theatrical punch 

line. The second major section, the ñEvent,ò is usually divided into three subsections that 

he refers to as: Prattle, Interlude, and the Trombone & Voice section. With regard to the 

Event section, Osborne recalls: 
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And then a motif usually appears in the music to indicate that she [the character] 

will start something newéthe character just prattles on, and we call it the Prattle 

SectionéAnd then thereôs usually a more reflective interlude as the prattling 

settles down. Then she picks up her tromboneéSo itôs the Prattle, sometimes a 

reflective interlude, and then the Trombone & Voice section, which is the big 

frenetic climax in the middle of the piece.
19

 

 

The third major section, the ñReflection,ò consists of about nine subsections or 

theatrical beatsðshort dramatic events. Each beat has a different theme or action, and 

once the character reaches approximately two-thirds of the way through the Reflection, 

one or more beats escalate to a point of cathartic explosion. Osborneôs chamber music 

theater works then follow an arc form, typically fading away to nothing. This brief 

description of Osborneôs A.E.R. structure is applied to Winnie as well as all later chamber 

music theater works. See Figure 1 on the following page to see how Osborne formally 

organizes his chamber music theater works. 
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Figure 1: Diagram of A.E.R. Structure 

 

 

   

 

A

 

B A
1 Prattle 

In
te

rl
u
d

e 

Trombone 

& Voice 

Anticipation  Event Reflection 



15 
 

 

Compositional Details 

A characteristic of Osborneôs works is a musical rendering of Beckettôs 

characteristic use of silence and space. In fact, it was Beckettôs profound use of silence 

that initially compelled Osborne to set his plays to music. Osborne recalls in his interview 

with the author: 

Another thing that made his [Beckettôs] text so musical was that he wrote a lot of 

silences. He would just write ñlong pauseò or ñshort pauseò as stage directions in 

his text. He [Beckett] once said that silence flows in his plays like water into a 

sinking ship. And basically what I discovered is that water can be musicðthat 

music could flow in between the wordsðinto all of the silences created by his 

words.
20

   

 

Osborne often fills Beckettôs ñpausesò with motivic accompaniment material in the piano, 

but he also adheres to Beckettôs ñpausesò by writing musical rests in the vocal part, even 

as small as eighth or quarter rests, to represent a brief pause in textual delivery. 

Just as silence can be notated and even prescribed, so can other theatrical 

components such as gesture and diction. The use of stage directions can help an actor or 

actress execute specific behaviors that add a sense of realism. For example, Beckett uses 

over one hundred stage directions in the first few pages of Happy Days as the main 

character, Winnie, performs her morning rituals. These notated actions truly add a sense 

of individualism to the character. In his scores, Osborne makes use of many stage 

directions that accompany the music and text. While Beckettôs original works did not 

contain music, he did desire that the text be spoken in a very specific manner, which 

Osborne learned during his personal meetings with Beckett. By utilizing rhythmic 
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notation, Osborne is able to notate the exact rhythms of the spoken and sung texts in his 

works. Each element of singing, speaking, trombone playing, gesture, and acting is 

closely related in Osborneôs compositions. Osborne describes this relationship by stating: 

Words, singing, speaking, gesture, and acting are strongly integrated and 

coordinated with a patina of music. This is possible because each of these 

elements is precisely notated in the score, which functions as a production book, 

and which aligns all of these elements with the music.
21

 

 

 Opposing the elaboration of large-scale operatic sets, Osborne and Conant uphold 

Beckettôs simple Aristotelian ideal of using a single time, place, and image for each 

work. Osborne believes that this simplistic approach delivers ñan especially powerful, 

iconic effect because it removes all that is extraneous and thus reveals fundamental 

aspects of our [humanityôs] existential condition.ò
22

 The iconic clarity of simple sets and 

images allow Osborne and Conant to explore the inner life of a single character through 

the expressive medium of mono-dramatic music theater. 

Description of Project 

 Osborneôs first Beckett productions and his entirely original chamber music 

theater works for The Wasteland Company emerged during the time when his wife and 

musical collaborator was battling gender discrimination in the Munich Philharmonic. It 

was this systematic and pervasive discrimination that inspired Osborne and Conantôs 

artistic and musical response. After realizing structural and theatrical ideals present in 

Winnie, Osborne set out to compose completely original works that addressed the 

misogyny that Conant experienced.  

                                                             
 

21
 William Osborne, ñMir iam and Our Theories on Chamber Music Theater,ò April 26, 2011, 

http://www.osborne-conant.org/miriam-video.htm#essay (accessed February 2013). 

 

 
22

 Ibid. 

 

http://www.osborne-conant.org/miriam-video.htm#essay


17 
 

 

 The primary goal of this paper is to explore the concept of the creative identity of 

women, as presented in select productions by The Wasteland Company. This goal will be 

achieved by employing an analysis of the formal structure and the feminist themes that 

are present in select chamber music theater works by William Osborne for trombonist 

Abbie Conant. The analysis will be directed towards the development of Osborneôs 

compositional style and his collaboration with Conant. A secondary goal of this paper is 

to promote the burgeoning genre of chamber music theater that has come to include the 

trombone. By offering an understanding and appreciation for this music, it is the hope of 

the author to inspire future performances. 

Limitations  

 The focus of this study will be the mono-dramatic works composed by William 

Osborne for trombonist Abbie Conant that feature feminist themes and are formally based 

on the Beckett-inspired A.E.R. structure within the chamber music theater genre. These 

works include Winnie, Miriam: The Chair, and Street Scene for the Last Mad Soprano. 

Osborneôs Winnie, based on the play Happy Days
23

 by Samuel Beckett and not feminist 

in nature, will be studied for the purpose of revealing the formal A.E.R. structure and 

compositional devices of Osborne. The author will focus her study on the second part of 

the trilogy, Miriam: The Chair, since it has emerged as a stand-alone work and is often 

performed as such by Conant. The necessary context for the remaining portions of 

Miriam will be provided in the description of the larger work. There are two additional 

pieces in Osborneôs oeuvre that could be considered for this project, but the author has 

excluded them for specific reasons. Cybeline (2004) falls into the multimedia music 
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theater genre, as does Music for the End of Time (1998). Also, Cybeline has recently been 

studied by Spanish scholar Jesús Fernando Lloret González.
24

 In turn, Osborneôs most 

recent chamber music theater work, Aletheia (2011), is currently being revised and has 

not yet been premiered by Conant. Aletheia will be considered by the author for further 

study as a separate project and also features feminist themes. The author will provide 

necessary background information, yet the primary goal of this paper is to extract and 

explore feminist themes present in select chamber music-theater works composed by 

William Osborne for trombonist Abbie Conant.  

Methodology and Procedure 

 In order to achieve the primary goal of extracting and exploring feminist themes a 

multi-layered approach is necessary. One important ideal of Osborne and Conantôs 

concept of chamber music theater is the complete integration of text, music, and theater, 

so balanced dramaturgical, musicological, and theoretical procedures will be used. These 

analytical approaches will rely heavily on score study. A dramaturgical approach, 

inspired by Aristotle, considers how the relationship between character, gesture, and 

speech supports the expression of different feminist themes. A musicological approach 

examines historical and cultural references in the context of performance practice. A 

theoretical approach explores how the composerôs unique musical language is used to 

support the feminist themes within each work. This third approach also considers formal 

structure to identify different ways feminist themes are portrayed and the composerôs 

evolving compositional style. Meaningful understanding will arise from studying the 

                                                             
 

24
 Jes¼s Fernando Lloret Gonz§lez, ñFusi·n del Teatro Y La čpera a Trav®s de Los Medios 

Audiovisuales: La Trombonista Abbie Conant Y El Compositor William Osborneò (Ph.D. dissertation in 

Cinema and Communication department, University of Málaga, 2012).Translates to: The Fusion of Theater 

and Opera Through Audiovisual Media in the Work of William Osborne and Abbie Conant. 

  

 



19 
 

 

relationship and alignment between the compositional elements of text, music, and form. 

It is at these points of alignment when Osborneôs feminist themes are clearly realized.  

Primary Sources 

 Research for this dissertation proceeds from recently edited scores for each 

chamber music theater work studied. Other scores by Osborne, including many of his 

Beckett productions, inform his developing compositional style. Osborneôs scores also 

serve as production books for each work. Osborne and Conant have further provided the 

author with audio and video recordings since these works are seldom performed. These 

recordings provide a deeper understanding of how the works are to be realized in a 

performance setting. Six hours of interview with Osborne and Conant in Taos, New 

Mexico during August of 2012 have been transcribed and are included as an appendix in 

this document  

 Other primary sources include the writings that Osborne and Conant have 

contributed to their website: www.osborne-conant.org. Osborne and Conant update this 

website regularly with articles and resources such as downloadable scores and video 

recordings of performances. The articles by Osborne and Conant that are relevant to this 

project fall into two categories: women in music and writings about music theater. Within 

the category of women in music, four primary articles of Osborneôs will be considered 

and addressed chronologically. ñYou Sound Like a Ladiesô Orchestra: A Case History of 

Sexism Against Abbie Conant in the Munich Philharmonicò
25

 was published by Osborne 

on his website 1994. Osborneôs ñArt is Just an Excuse: Gender Bias in International 

                                                             
 

25
 William Osborne, http://www.osborne-conant.org/ladies.htm (accessed February 2013). 

 

http://www.osborne-conant.org/
http://www.osborne-conant.org/ladies.htm


20 
 

 

Orchestrasò
26

 was published in the International Alliance of Women in Music Journal 

1996. This article addresses the social phenomenon of patriarchal archetypes in 

international orchestras, citing cases of sexism in both the United States and Europe. The 

orchestras that Osborne references hold staunch beliefs that gender and ethnic uniformity 

yield aesthetic superiority. Osborne produces evidence of patriarchy that feminist 

musicologists assert is present in Western music and played out in misogynist practices 

of the orchestral ensemble. Published in Leonardo Music Journal 1999, Osborneôs 

ñSymphony Orchestras and Artist-Prophets: Cultural Isomorphism and the Allocation of 

Power in Musicò
27

 uses the Vienna Philharmonic as a case study to explore his belief that 

the allocation of power in artistic realms often relates to larger and more overarching 

beliefs in society itself. 

 In the context of music theater, Osborne and Conant have published recent 

articles that revisit the performance of Miriam: The Chair from Conantôs sabbatical 

project during the 2010-11 academic year. Osborneôs ñMiriam and Our Theories of 

Chamber Music Theaterò
28

 traces their early conception of chamber music theater, the 

ideals they strove to uphold in production, the performance practice they employed, and 

the viability of this new genre. In ñDiving Back Into the Bitter Waters of Miriam,ò
29

 

Conant documents the findings of her sabbatical project. Conantôs goal in this project was 
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to apply the seven principles that were outlined by Michael Gelbôs bestselling book How 

to Think Like Leonardo Da Vinci
30

 and apply them to re-learning the very challenging 

work Miriam: The Chair. By re-visiting and performing a work that was written during 

such a difficult time in her life, Conant gained new insight into the workôs feminist 

themes. 

Review of Feminist Musicology 

 Related literature that will inform this project are the writings of feminist 

musicologists and scholars. It is significant to note the journey that ñfeminist 

musicologyò has taken since its early beginnings in the 1970s. Susan McClary has traced 

this journey in her article ñReshaping a Discipline: Musicology and Feminism in the 

1990s.ò
31

 The author will briefly summarize McClaryôs writings on the history of 

feminist musicology. 

  Early feminist musicology appeared in the 1970s and centered on the research of 

women in music history, which primarily included archival research and biographies. By 

the 1980s, specific texts on the history of women in music emerged. In 1982, Carol 

Neuls-Bates published collections such as Women in Music: An Anthology of Source 

Readings from the Middle Ages to the Present,
32

 and in 1986, Jane Bowers and Judith 

Tick published Women Making Music: The Western Art Tradition, 1150-1950.
33
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 By the 1990s, further questions about the role of women in music were being 

raised. Is it possible to write music as a woman, or, as a feminist? More importantly, how 

can a feminist composer articulate a different sense of self in a traditionally patriarchal 

world? Possible answers point to music criticism and music theory, which is where much 

of the critique and uneasiness about feminist musicology originates. McClary suggests 

that there has often been a lack of musical critique, much less feminist musical critique, 

due to the fact that much of our ways of thinking about music are still influenced by 

ñRomantic idealism.ò
34

 Romantic idealism stems from 19
th
 century wordless and 

instrumental music, often viewed as ñtranscendentò of language and social signification. 

This ñtranscendenceò seems to place ñidealò music outside of cultural critique. A feminist 

critique was even more frowned upon and discouraged in the field of music academia. As 

a result, McClary suggests that Western instrumental music was often blindly accepted as 

an untouchable canon. European feminist musicologists were some of the first to 

challenge ideas about the Western canon. American musicologist Gisela Eckerôs 1986 

Feminist Aesthetics
35

 drew upon German feminist musicologist Eva Riegerôs concepts in 

Frau, Musik, und Männerherrschaft.
36

 Ecker proposed that musicians have gendered 

their activities and values. She was one of the first feminist musicologists to analyze 

gendered-language used to describe the ñidealò sonata form. McClary discussed gendered 

metaphors that Koch, A.B. Marx, Hanslick, Kreschmar, Schenker, and Schoenberg used 
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in their writings about music theory in her 1994 article ñParadigm Dissonances: Music 

Theory, Cultural Studies, Feminist Criticism.ò
37

 These metaphors include concepts of 

masculine and feminine cadences as well as themes that attribute ñfeminineò qualities to 

secondary themes. Catherine Cl®mentôs 1979 Opéra, ou la défaite des femmes
38

 

addresses misogyny in operatic masterworks. She systematically proves that operatic 

heroines are almost always killed or vanquished in order for the plot to ensue.  Cl®mentôs 

work, in part, inspired Osborneôs chamber music theater work Street Scene for the Last 

Mad Soprano.  

 At the 1988 meeting of the American Musicological Society, musicologists 

interested in feminist critique first discussed the future of feminist musicology. Soon to 

follow were Susan McClaryôs Feminine Endings: Music, Gender, and Sexuality,
39

 Ruth 

Solieôs Musicology and Difference: Gender and Sexuality in Music Scholarship,
40

 Susan 

C. Cook and Judy S. Tsouôs Cecilia Reclaimed: Feminist Perspectives in Gender and 

Music,
41

 Leslie Dunn and Nancy A. Jonesô Embodied Voices: Female Vocality in 

Western Culture,
42

 and Marcia Citronôs Gender and the Musical Canon.
43

 These writings 
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emerged as new perspectives in musicology and suggest that music can be a gendered 

discourse that forms cultural values. The fact that music generates cultural ideology 

makes the idea of a feminist view of musicology both plausible and necessary.  

 While the concept of feminist musicology has evolved since the 1970s, the task 

for this project remains different from studies that have preceded it. Earlier studies have 

examined the works of female composers outside the musical canon or have applied a 

feminist critique to works of ñmasterò composers. These critiques involve the inference 

of gendered values in previous musical and theoretical discourse. By contrast, William 

Osborneôs compositions are explicitly feminist in nature and written in response to 

discrimination his wife faced as a female musician. This study considers feminism as 

identity in the generative act and context of music construction.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

WINNIE (1983) 

Setting the Stage 

 Winnie (1983) was the first chamber music theater work that William Osborne 

composed specifically for Abbie Conant. It is the third work of his Beckett productions 

and is based on the text and stage directions from Samuel Beckettôs Happy Days, that fits 

distinctly in the realm of the Absurdist Theatre. Osborne draws directly from Beckettôs 

stage directions in Happy Days to set the stage for Winnie, changing minor elements to 

suit his adapted work. Osborneôs initial stage directions read: 

Expanse of scorched grass rising center to low mound. Gentle slopes down to 

front and either side of stage. Back an abrupter [sic] fall to stage level. Maximum 

simplicity and symmetry.  

 

Imbedded up to above her waist in exact center of mound, Winnie. About fifty, 

well preserved, blond for performance, plump, arms and shoulders bare, low 

bodice, big bosom, pearly necklace. She is discovered sleeping, her arms on the 

ground before her, her head on her arms. Beside her on the ground to her left a 

capacious black bag, shopping variety, and to her right a collapsible collapsed 

parasol, beak of handle emerging from sheath. 

 

 To her right and rear, pianist. The work begins in darkness.
 44

 

 

To portray Winnie accurately, Conant wears a large, expansive dress resembling a large 

mound of dirt and ñscorched grassò (Figure 2). When Winnie later sinks to her neck in 

the ground, her dress is equipped with sleeves that resemble the rest of the dress that she 

quickly slips on. Retaining the use of her arms in the sleeves, Conant is able to play her 

trombone while ñburied.ò 
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Figure 2: Abbie Conant as Winnie
45

 

 

 

 Osborne describes Winnie as ña theater work for soprano or instrumental 

performance artist and piano,ò
46

 making the work versatile for the performer does not 

necessarily have to be an instrumentalist as well. Osborneôs score indicates stage 

directions that allow for the performer to be a soprano or an instrumental artist. In this 

study, Winnie will be evaluated as if an instrumentalist is performing the workð

specifically, a trombonist. To date, trombonist Abbie Conant has been the sole performer. 

Synopsis of Happy Days and Winnie 

 In Happy Days, Samuel Beckett searches for the meaning of existence, explores 

the fragility of human relationships, and questions the relationship humans have with the 
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universe by exploring themes of loneliness, timelessness, and death. Winnie bravely faces 

these issues with an eternally optimistic view of her life. Though Beckett does not 

explain why Winnie is gradually sinking into the ground, Osborne posits that Beckett is 

drawing from Dante, and states in his program notes for Winnie: 

Dante is a key to Beckett. Winnie embodies the forceful image of Canto X in 

which those who rebel against God are punished. Here are two Epicurians, 

Farinata and Calvacante, who believe that the highest good is temporal happiness 

achieved through a virtuous life. They both stand in their graves, Farinata buried 

to the waist, merrily ignoring the desperate condition of Calvacante, who has only 

his head remaining above the surface. Winnieôs dilemma is similar and we admire 

her, just as Dante admired the self-sufficiency of Farinata, who maintains his 

dignity and expresses contempt for all this hell.
47

 

 

It can be inferred that Winnie is a character enduring unrelenting punishment from God. 

Her existence is one of torture: she is confined to a single space in a harsh climate and is 

slowly sinking into the earth. Winnieôs tiring existence is made even more excruciating 

by the fact that as she falls asleep, a loud bell sounds and wakes her. The audience never 

sees her completely buried, so her tortured existence presumably goes on forever, much 

like Sisyphusô eternal taskða feature of Absurdist Theatre thought. The passing of time 

becomes increasingly important as she sinks, for each passing second must feel longer 

than the last as Winnie approaches a burial that may never fully come. Associations with 

timelessness can be made to Zeno, a Greek philosopher of the 6
th
 century B.C. who told 

the parable of an ñimpossible heap of millet,ò that involves continually dividing the millet 

in half for eternity. This ñimpossible heapò can be related to the circumstance in 

Beckettôs plays. Scholar Eva Navratilova suggests the following in her essay ñThe 

Absurdity of Samuel Beckett:ò  

The remote past of the characters has been filled up quickly, but the nearer time 

comes to the present, the slower and slower it passes. It shatters into smaller and 
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smaller periods, in fact, it is stopping all the time, and the closer it is to the end, to 

death, the more unattainable it is. Since time is stopping, all the characters are 

sentenced to never-ending waiting.
48

  

 

This ñnever ending waitingò is true for the characters in Beckettôs Endgame and Waiting 

for Godot, and is especially true for Winnie in Happy Days, for she continually waits for 

a death that is unattainable. To make matters more torturous, Winnie keeps herself 

entertained with her last earthly objects. Unlike herself, her medicine or her lipstick 

eventually run out, ceasing to exist. These objects taunt her with their finiteness, and as 

they gradually disappear, her days become more mundane and torturous. 

 Even though Winnie lives a tortured life, she is blindly optimistic, always 

proclaiming, ñAnother heavenly day!ò Her husband Willieôs presence seems to offer 

comfort and inspiration, but his depiction is limited to crawling on all fours behind 

Winnieôs mound, grunting one-word responses to her, and looking at pornographic 

postcards. An incessant talker, Winnie finds comfort in knowing that someoneðWillieð

at least, hears her as she speaks. Winnie passes her days by talking, singing, and reading 

again and again the text printed on her few earthly possessions. These possessions are 

kept nearby in a shopping bag, and include a parasol, a toothbrush, an almost-empty tube 

of toothpaste, a small mirror, a nearly used up lipstick, medicine, a revolver, a 

handkerchief, and her spectacles. As Winnie performs her morning ablutions, she reads 

aloud the ingredients on her medicine bottle, recites half-remembered quotations from 

classical literature or prayers, and tells stories from her past. As Winnie performs her 

rituals and keeps herself busy with chatter, she sinks further into the ground. 
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Osborneôs Adaptation of Happy Days into Winnie 

 Osborneôs adaptation of Happy Days into Winnie retains Beckettôs original 

themes. His addition of piano accompaniment, sung passages, and the inclusion of 

trombone performance augment the dramatic portrayal of Beckettôs Winnie. Since 

Osborne developed Winnie in the genre of mono-dramatic chamber music theater, he 

chose to exclude most of Winnieôs exchanges with Willie, making Osborneôs production 

significantly shorter than Beckettôs Happy Days. While Osborne essentially eliminates 

the need for an actor to portray Willie, this character is still present in Osborneôs 

adaptation as an idea. Even in the original, when Winnie posed questions to Willie, he 

rarely answered, and if he did, it was usually short, one-word responses or mere grunts. 

Beckettôs manuscript draft for Happy Days was scored for ñFemale Solo.ò
49

  In 

Osborneôs initial concept for Winnie, he intended a soprano to portray Winnie and Conant 

to portray Willie as a trombonist.
50

 Osborne took a different artistic direction where 

Winnie would be both a trombonist and soprano, essentially eliminating the need for 

someone to play Willie. Osborneôs Winnie still talks to Willie, but the portions he 

adapted do not require Willieôs response. Despite modifications, Osborneôs Winnie 

honors Beckettôs production in the retention of text and stage directions he adapted to 

form Winnie.  

Anticipation, Event, Reflection Structure 

 As described earlier in Chapter 1, there is a specific formal structure that informs 

Osborneôs chamber music theater worksðthe A.E.R. structure. Osborne was not initially 

                                                             
 

49
 James Knowlson, ed. By Beja Morris Samuel Beckett: Humanistic Perspectives, ñBits of Pipe.ò 

(University of Ohio Press, 1983) 20. 

 

 
50

 William Osborne and Abbie Conant, Interview with Jessica Ducharme (August 12, 2012, Taos, 

New Mexico). 



30 
 

 

aware of this structure when he began composing his Beckett productions. It was not 

until after Osborne and Conant began collaborating on the production of Winnie that 

Osborne realized there was a distinct formal structure within the work. Osborne 

composed Winnie in a way that would later serve as a model for his other chamber music 

theater works. During the time the author spent with Osborne and Conant, Osborne 

scribbled structural signposts in the authorôs score for Winnie. From these informal 

markings, the structure of Osborneôs A.E.R. concept will illuminate compositional 

devices that he uses to demarcate sections of the work. An understanding of formal 

structure will provide insight into themes within the work as well as offer an 

understanding of Osborneôs later compositions. (Refer back to Figure 1 in Chapter One to 

see a basic outline of Osborneôs A.E.R. structure.) The author will initiate this analysis 

with a detailed graph of each formal section (Figure 3) followed by a synopsis of each 

section and a description of compositional devices employed. 

 

Figure 3: A.E.R. Graph: WinnieðAnticipation  

  

 

             

 

 

 

 

 

 

A B A
1 
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Synopsis of the Anticipation 

 Before Winnie appears, the audience hears a haunting melody from the trombone 

in complete darkness. As the light rises, Winnieôs situation is revealed; she is buried 

waist-deep in a mound of scorched earth. Inimically, Winnie greets the day with bubbling 

optimism singing (m. 24), ñAnother heavenly day.ò Winnie begins each day by saying 

her prayers. She then rummages through her shopping bag, pulling out items for her 

morning ablutions. Winnie brushes her teeth, then calls out to her husband Willie, who 

lives in a hole behind her. Willie rarely answers, but Winnie still talks to him. Though 

Winnie is not alone, her loneliness is apparent. An incessant talker, Winnie reads the 

finely printed words on her toothbrush when she receives no response. Winnie is getting 

older, and her eyesight is worsening; she rummages in her bag for her spectacles. She 

continues with half-memorized passages from literature as if conversing with the authors 

themselves: another attempt to ward off loneliness. Winnie alternates between different 

activities and decides to poke Willie with a parasol. Craning to reach him, she drops the 

parasol behind the mound. An invisible hand returns the parasol to her, bringing her great 

joy. Winnie rummages for more objects in her bag. She brings out a revolver, kisses it, 

and puts it back in the bag. Winnie then brings out a bottle of medicine and reads the 

label. As she reads, Winnie reflects on what it means to be getting old and ñthe old style.ò 

She drinks the remaining medicine and throws the bottle behind her. As Winnie finishes 

getting ready, she alternates between reciting quotations and trying to read the fine print 

on her toothbrush. Eventually, Winnie determines that the fine print on her toothbrush 

says: ñgenuine, pure, fully guaranteed hogôs setae.ò
51

 This realization is delivered as a 
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punch line, and Winnie trails off into a monologue of longing for ñthe happy day to come 

when flesh melts at so many hundred degrees and the night of the moon has so many 

hundred hoursò (p. 18). 

Compositional Devices Utilized in the Anticipation 

 The first section of Osborneôs A.E.R. structure, the Anticipation, is tripartite: A, 

B, A
1
. Osborne differentiates between the sections by employing varying textures in the 

music. The use of texture as a means of differentiating formal sections works at both a 

macro and micro formal level. For example, the A sections of the Anticipation uses 

various textures to illustrate Winnie as she rummages through her shopping bag. The B 

section is more reflective, with a static texture, as Winnie ponders what it means to get 

old. A micro level of varying texture occurs when Osborne applies alternating vocal 

treatments to a single line of Winnieôs text. Osborne changes textures with motifs related 

to character, moods, themes, and gestures; gestural flourishes that are related to specific 

stage directions; varying use of silence and space; and differing vocal and instrumental 

treatments that produce multiple ñvoices.ò 

Musical Motifs 

 In the Anticipation, Osborne introduces four motifs for use throughout the entire 

work. The author refers to the first motif as ñWinnieôs Melodyò because it is the 

trombone line that Winnie plays as the piece begins (Figure 4).  

 

 

Figure 4: "Winnie's Melody"  
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ñWinnieôs Melodyò is derived from Osborneôs concept of combinatorial hexachords
52

 

and is composed of three note cells. The first cell begins in measure 15 (B-flat, F#, B), 

followed by a second cell (A, C#, G#). In Figure 5, ñWinnieôs Melodyò reflects the same 

notes as the first two triangular cells in number 2 respectively. 

 

 

Figure 5: Osborneôs Cell Theory for Combinatorial Hexachords 

 

 

The entire melody can be mapped by combinatorial hexachords with exception of the last 

note (an E). (According to Osborneôs diagram in Appendix 1, the last note of ñWinnieôs 

Melodyò should technically be an E-flat.) The author discussed this cell abnormality with 

Osborne, in which he responded, ñIn the measures you question, the B-flat and F# are the 

first two notes of the cell, but the E breaks the rule. I used it to create a sense of 

resolution. I sometimes do that. Very little music, of course, is absolutely bound to the 
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theories upon which it is based.ò
53

 Though not bound by his own theory, Osborne uses 

interlocking cells of combinatorial hexachords to represent the inner life, the true voice, 

of the characters. Osborne describes his method: ñI think of these cells/hexachords as 

ócrystalsô because of the way they interlocké For each work, I select a single type of cell 

to use, which I think of as the DNA of the character.ò
54

  

ñWinnieôs Melodyò appears in both full and fragmented forms. For example, 

Winnie often sings out to Willie using a fragmented form of ñWinnieôs Melodyò (Figure 

6). 

 

Figure 6: ñWinnieôs Melodyò in Fragmented Form 

 
 

 

 

Osborne also uses a fragmented form of ñWinnieôs Melodyò in the piano accompaniment 

at the beginning of the Anticipation (Figure 7). 
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Figure 7: ñWinnieôs Melodyò and ñMorning Musicò 

  
 

 

 The next motif that Osborne introduces is ñMorning Music,ò a piano motif that 

alternates between two-note chords (Figure 7, in the right hand of the piano). Osborne 

uses ñMorning Musicò at the beginning of theatrical beats (small theatrical events within 

the dramatic whole) and as transitional music. The static nature of ñMorning Musicò 

reflects Winnieôs unchanging situation, and it also creates a calm, serene mood.  

 Another motif that Osborne introduces in the Anticipation is a motif that the 

author identifies as ñRummaging Music.ò This motif relates to the actions of Winnie and 

the original stage directions of Beckett (Figure 8). 
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Figure 8: ñRummaging Musicò mm. 59-60 

 
 

 

 

ñRummaging Musicò references each time Winnie rummages through her bag. The 

frantic nature of this busy motif  illustrates Winnieôs desperation to find something in her 

bag. An important concept in the Anticipation is the fact that Winnie is always searching 

for something to say. This searching is manifested in Winnieôs constant rummaging for 

various objects. The final motif that Osborne introduces in the Anticipation is what the 

author refers to as ñContemplative Music.ò This motif is similar to ñMorning Music:ò a 

calm, transitional music. Osborne also uses it when Winnie examines her various objects. 

For example, as Winnie examines the fine print on her toothbrush for the first time, the 

piano plays ñContemplative Music.ò This motif is only played by the piano (Figure 9).  
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Figure 9: ñContemplative Musicò 

 
 

Gestural Flourishes and Stage Directions 

 In composing Winnie, Osborne remained true to Beckettôs original Happy Days 

stage directions. These stage directions indicate precise movements and gestures from the 

performer, and Osborne has composed similar musical flourishes in the piano part to 

accompany such gestures. There are many instances of this technique within the 

Anticipation, but an explicit example occurs when Winnie pulls out a hat from her bag, 

adjusts the hat on her head, smoothes the feather, and looks at herself in the mirror 

(Figure 10). 

 

Figure 10: Coordinated Gestures with Piano Flourishes 
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Varied Uses of Silence and Space 

 Beckettôs original work Happy Days made great use of silence. Beckett prescribed 

moments of silence by calling for varying ñpauses.ò True to Beckettôs wishes for Happy 

Days, Osborne transcribed Beckettôs pauses into the musical score. Osborne indicates 

these pauses with rests, caesuras, and fermatas. Osborne uses different lengths of rest to 

parallel Beckettôs original indications. For example, Osborne might use an eighth or 

quarter rest for a single ñpause,ò and he might use a full measure of rest or a fermata to 

indicate a ñlong pause.ò Another compositional use of silence and space relates to the 

piano accompaniment. Osborne occasionally fills Beckettôs extended pauses with piano 

motifs. But, Osborne notates silence in the piano accompaniment, and the lack of 

underscoring can highlight the text that Winnie speaks, creating a monologue. 

Varied Vocal Treatments 

 Winnie is a complex being who confronts terror with optimism and lonelinesds 

with incessant chatter. Since Willie rarely interacts with Winnie, she must essentially 

converse with herself. Winnie sometimes answers her own questions and creates 

imaginary worlds with her memories, stories, or half-remembered quotations from her 

favorite books. Her different voices serve as subtle secondary characters. James 

Knowlson comments on Winnieôs banter with herself in Samuel Beckett: Humanistic 

Perspectives: ñWinnieôs quotations come, however in many different forms and occur 

even in several different voices, as she indulges in a highly sophisticated form of 

ventriloquism.ò
55

  In order to reflect these various voices that Winnie uses, Osborne has 

applied different vocal treatments to Winnieôs lines of textðanother use of varied 
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texture. The differing vocal treatments that Osborne employs include rhythmically 

notated text, normal speech, and melodically notated text. 

Rhythmically Notated Text 

 Osborne uses rhythmically notated text without pitches as a means of achieving 

inflection in the voice and coordination with the piano accompaniment. Osborne 

describes the purpose behind his rhythmically notated texts: 

In opera, the music is always superior to the text. And so I told him [Beckett] that 

I was trying to create a music theater where the music didnôt win. And thatôs 

pretty much true with Winnie and my other settings of his works. They all use 

very thin, simple accompaniments that bring out the musicality of his words. And 

thatôs why he was so interested in my workðyou know, he would always  think 

so carefully about the rhythms of the words. And when he would direct people, he 

would insist that they say the words with a certain rhythm, and it was a very 

tedious process because he couldnôt notate the rhythms of those words, and I kind 

of invented a way of doing that and built these pieces around the rhythmic nature 

of his words.
56

 

 

An example of rhythmically notated texts occurs when Winnie says, ñOh this is going to 

be another happy day! Ensign crimson. Pale flag.ò (Figure 11) 

 

Figure 11: Rhythmically Notated Text 
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Freely Spoken Text 

 In certain instances, Osborne abandons the idea of rhythmically notated lines of 

text and indicates that the passage should be spoken freely. This option relies on the 

dramatic capabilities of the performer, typical for most theatrical works. Osborne uses 

this method when the piano is silent when there is no need for rhythmic coordination 

between performer and accompaniment.  Osborneôs first use of this vocal treatment 

occurs after measure 137, when Winnie drops her parasol and someone [Willie] hands it 

back to her. She happily exclaims, ñThank you dearéDamp.ò  A more extensive use of 

this technique occurs after the punch line of the Anticipation section and before Winnieôs 

Prattle section (p. 18). In this short monologue, Winnie expresses her longing for ñéthe 

happy day to come when flesh melts at so many degrees and the night of the moon has so 

many hundred hours.ò Since this short monologue happens at the end of a major section 

of the work and does not have piano accompaniment, the dramatic effect is that much 

greater.  

Melodically Notated Text 

 Sung text is the most widely used vocal treatment in the entire work. Osborne 

varies Winnieôs melodically notated text by using motifs, employing melodic text 

painting, or re-imagining Winnieôs melodies in a coloratura style. In the Anticipation, all 

three styles are used. The use of ñWinnieôs Melodyò has been discussed, but occurs again 

in a fragmented form as Winnie calls out to Willie beginning on a B-flat in measure 53 

(Figure 12). 
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Figure 12: Melodically Notated Text Using Motif s 

 

 

 

 

Osborneôs use of text painting is illustrated by Winnieôs first sung line: ñAnother 

heavenly day.ò The descending melodic contour of this line portrays Winnieôs descent 

into the ground. Her optimism contradicts her situation, and her melodic statement further 

dramatizes it (Figure 13). There are no other instances of text painting in the 

Anticipation, but other examples occur in subsequent formal sections. 

 
 

Figure 13: Melodic Text Painting 
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 Another way that Osborne treats Winnieôs sung text is to employ coloratura, an 

operatic singing style that was popular during the 18
th
 and 19

th
 centuries. It is virtuosic by 

nature and is constructed with wide intervallic leaps in rhythmic syncopation. Osborne 

uses this singing style sparingly, eschewing it in later works due to the extreme difficulty 

for singers. Osborne explains his initial inexperience in writing for the female voice, ñSo 

we [Osborne and Conant] started working on it [Winnie], and it was just hopeless. First, I 

didnôt really have a good concept of the human voice. I wrote it in a sort of coloratura 

style. That was before I had taken Alexander Technique lessons. I had really bad posture, 

and it actually affected my voice.ò
57

 Osborne often reserves the coloratura style for 

phrases that Winnie says often (Figure 14). 

 

Figure 14: Coloratura Singing Style 

 

 

 

 

The coloratura style is sung in unison with the piano, making it easier for the singer to 

execute.  
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 The alternation between the vocal treatments creates Winnieôs multiple voices, 

resulting in a one-way dialogue. For example, in measure 92 Winnie poses the question, 

ñWhat are those wonderful lines?ò She sings her answer in measures 93-94, ñWoe, woe is 

me to see what I see.ò She then seems to forget the rest of the line, switching back to her 

coloratura style in measures 95-96, ñAh yes, wouldnôt miss it.ò Pondering what she just 

said, Winnie responds in a rhythmically notated text (m. 97), ñOr would I?ò Osborneôs 

varying vocal treatment highlights the subtext present in Winnieôs words. Winnie wards 

off loneliness by quoting lines from classic literature, but the lines that she chooses to 

recite are depressing. Flitting back to a whimsical, coloratura style of singing, it is as if 

Winnie is trying to delude herself into being cheerful, only to question herself again. The 

depth of Winnieôs character is revealed by her different voices. One version of Winnie is 

blindly optimistic. Another version spouts off quotations only to be saddened by the 

content of her words. Yet, another version of Winnie openly doubts her situation, 

realizing its severity.  

Summary of the Anticipation  

 In the Anticipation, Osborne introduces themes that include ñWinnieôs Melody,ò 

ñMorning Music,ò ñRummaging Music,ò and ñContemplative Music.ò His compositional 

techniques will be used throughout the remainder of the work including gestural 

flourishes that coordinate with stage directions, varying uses of silence and space, and 

alternating vocal treatments. Af ter Winnie delivers the punch line of the Anticipation and 

recites a revelatory monologue revealing her true feelings about death and ñthe happy 

day,ò the piano plays a brief interlude and a new section begins. The next major section 
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of Winnie is the Event, which contains three subsections: the Prattle, the Interlude, and 

the Trombone and Voice sections (Figure 15). 

  

Figure 15: A.E.R. Graph: WinnieðEvent 

  
 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Synopsis of the Event: Prattle 

 The first subsection of the Event is the Prattle, which is appropriately titled, for 

Winnieôs first line of text (mm. 232-233) is, ñAh yes, if only I could bear to be alone, I 

mean prattle away without a soul to hear.ò Winnieôs prattling attempts to answer 

questions raised in the Anticipation. She wants to be heard and to have companionship. 

Winnie asks Willie (mm. 257-261), ñWhereas if you were to die, to speak in the old style, 

or go away and leave me, then what would I do, what could I do, all day long, I mean 

between the bell for waking and the bell for sleep? Simply gaze before me with 

compressed lips?ò Winnie fears dying a little each day more than death itself: death 

would be a relief compared to the experience of dying. Winnie sarcastically sings, ñHow 

Prattle Interlude 
Trombone 

&  

Voice 

mm. 225-293 mm. 294-318 mm. 319-403 
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can one better magnify the almighty than by sniggering with him at his jokes, particularly 

the poorer ones?ò Perhaps Winnieôs situation is the result of God playing a practical joke. 

As Winnie prattles on, she gets distracted and trails off trying to remember another 

literary reference (mm. 289-293); ñWhat is that wonderful lineélaughing 

wildésomething, something, laughing wild amidst severest woeéò The quotations 

Winnie remembers astutely describe her situation. 

Compositional Devices Utilized in the Prattle 

 Osborneôs compositional treatment of the Prattle section differs from the 

Anticipation. This section of does not alternate between different vocal treatments, and 

no previous motifs are used. The Prattle section features unison lines between the piano 

and voice with a constant, flowing rhythm in a legato style that contrasts the coloratura 

style featured in the Anticipation (Figure 16).  

 

Figure 16: Prattle 

 
 

 

 

During the Prattle section, there are fewer stage directions and much less physical 

movement since Winnie is not rummaging through her bag. Osborne still coordinates 

gestures between the piano and the voice. For example, (mm. 267-269) Winnie sings 

about laughter: ñOr a briefðha, ha, haðgale of laughterðha, ha, haðshould I happen to 

see the old joke again. Ha, ha, ha.ò Beckettôs original text does not include the ñha, ha, 
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haôs,ò but Osborne has added them and accompanies the laughing with three short piano 

flourishes for each ñha.ò  

Synopsis of the Event: Interlude 

 During the short Interlude, Winnie ponders the concept of gravity, expressing that 

she would float up into the sky if she were not held down by the ground. It is Winnieôs 

unfailing optimism that fuels her floating feelings. She asks Willie if he feels the same 

way, but he does not respond. 

Compositional Devices Utilized in the Interlude 

 Osborne uses compositional techniques that he has employed earlier, including 

motifs and varying vocal treatments. Osborne establishes the mood for the Interlude by 

composing what the author refers to as ñSwirling Musicò (Figure 17) This motif mirrors 

Winnieôs feelings about floating up into the sky with its steadily rising groups of 

quintuplets. 

 

Figure 17: ñSwirling Musicò 

 

 
 

 

 

A new motif that Osborne uses is what the author refers to as the ñGravity Motif.ò This 

motif is about defying gravity and floating up into the sky (Figure 18). Osborne uses text 

painting with large upward leaps and subtle descent.  
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Figure 18: ñGravity Motif ò 

 
 

 

 

Osborne continues to create multiple voices for Winnie since Willie ignores her 

questions. Osborne alternates rhythmically notated texts with sung melodies (Figure 19). 

 

Figure 19: Varied Vocal Treatments 

 
 

Synopsis of the Event: Trombone and Voice 

 The Trombone and Voice section begins with Winnie singing in measure 319, ñI 

suppose I might. Yes, I suppose I mightéhoist this thing now.ò The ñthingò that Winnie 
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speaks of is her trombone, which she has not played since the beginning of the work. 

Winnie states her fear of passing the hours and running out of things to say or do (mm. 

327-331), ñéthe fear so great, certain days, of finding oneself left with hours still to run, 

before the bell for sleep, and nothing more to say, nothing more to do, that the days go 

by, certain days go by, quite by, the bell goes, and little or nothing said, little or nothing 

done. That is the danger to be guarded against.ò Winnieôs fear is apparent. She suddenly 

plays aggressively on her trombone, as if to express frustration when words fail her. The 

alternation between text and trombone continues, each time gaining intensity, which the 

author refers to as ñRunning Interjectionò based on the constant fleeting thirty-second 

notes (Figure 20). 

 

 

Figure 20: ñRunning Interjectionò 

 

 

Winnie alternates aggressive rhythmic passages with short spurts of spoken interjections 

supported by piano flourishes. Winnie comments that she used to sweat, but now does 

notðeven though the heat of the sun grows stronger. Winnieôs body is adapting to her 

condition because she is becoming acclimated to a torturous situation. Winnie feels tired 

holding her trombone, but she cannot put it down. She keeps playing and her trombone 

interjections get longer and more exuberant. Winnie proclaims (mm. 361-368), ñReason 

says, put it down, Winnie, itôs not helping you, put the thing down and get on with 
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something elseðtrombone interjectionðI cannot. I cannot move.ò Winnie begs Willie to 

help her, but he ignores her. Her trombone playing gets wilder in response with quick, 

ascending glissandi. As Winnieôs trombone interjections become prolonged, with less 

text in between, she lets out a wild laugh (m. 397) and attacks with her trombone until it 

begins to smoke (m. 401). Conant dramatically performs this stunt by rigging a tube on 

the side of her trombone to blow ñsmokeò (actually powder) into the air for the 

ñpyrotechnicsò (Figure 21). 

  



50 
 

 

Figure 21: Conantôs Stunt as Winnie
58

 

  

 

Compositional Devices Utilized in Trombone and Voice 

Varied Motifs and Textures 

 By alternating between voice and trombone interjections, Osborne varies the 

texture of the music. The plethora of notes in the trombone interjections is answered by 

the voice with rhythmically notated text (Figure 22). 

                                                             
 

58
 Abbie Conant, from http://osborne-conant.org/press-photos/winnie%20smoke.jpg (accessed 

May 2013). 

http://osborne-conant.org/press-photos/winnie%20smoke.jpg
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Figure 22: Trombone and Voice Interjections 

 
 

 

 

Osborne alternates between different trombone interjections. The author will refer to one 

trombone interjection (Figure 20 and 22) as a ñRunning Interjectionò and another 

trombone interjection as the ñDouble Leap Motifò (Figure 23). 

 

Figure 23: ñDouble Leap Motif ò 

 
 

 

Another trombone interjection that Osborne uses in the trombone interjections is referred 

to as ñClimbing Falls.ò This motif gains intensity as each descending group of twelve 

notes begins at a higher point and is doubled by an octave in the piano (Figure 24). 
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Figure 24: ñClimbing Fallsò 

 
 

 

The last trombone interjection that Osborne uses is referred to as ñClimbing Glissandi.ò 

These rising and falling glissandi create an out-of-control feeling as Winnie struggles, 

wanting to let go of her trombone (Figure 25). 

 

 

Figure 25: ñClimbing Glissandiò 

 
 

 

Osborne makes particular idiomatic use of the trombone in the ñClimbing Glissandiò 

interjection. All of the glissandi are between first and seventh positions and create an 
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overtly dramatic gesture as Winnie extends the trombone to its full length again and 

again. Such an understanding of the tromboneôs harmonic series for the glissandi is most 

likely a result of Osborneôs collaboration with Conant.  The piano often mirrors the 

trombone interjections and plays light, swirling flourishes when Winnie speaks.  

Building Intensity 

 Osborne is able to build the intensity of this section by gradually extending each 

motif and combining the different motifs. As the trombone plays for longer periods, the 

vocal interjections get shorter in length (Figure 26). 

 

Figure 26: Combined Trombone Interjections for Greater In tensity 
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This section comes to a dramatic climax when Winnieôs trombone catches fire. Osborne 

is able to reach this cathartic climax by steadily building intensity and exuberance to a 

point of peril. When Winnie places her smoking trombone to the ground, the piano gently 

demurs and melds into ñMorning Musicò underscored by ñWinnieôs Melody,ò the first 

instance Osborne utilizes these motifs since the Anticipation. The return of these motifs 

creates a transition to Reflection section (Figure 27). 

 

Figure 27: A.E.R. Graph: Winnie--Reflection 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Synopsis of the Reflection 

 According to Osborne, the Reflection is essentially a series of theatrical beats 

where one beat grows to a climax, and the rest gradually dwindle to nothingness.
59

 

Stunned by the sudden combustion of her trombone, Winnie enters a more reflective 

                                                             
 

59
 William Osborne and Abbie Conant, Interview with Jessica Ducharme (August 12, 2012, Taos, 

New Mexico). 

mm. 404-690 Secondary 

Climax 
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mood. Winnie speaks to Willie, asking him if he remembers anything like that ever 

happening before. She receives no response but figures that one day (mm. 420-421), she 

too will ñlittle by little be charred to a black cinder.ò Winnie makes several stark 

realizations. She realizes that her tortuous situation is all she knowsðwords like 

ñtemperateò and ñtorrid,ò which used to mean something to her, now mean nothing 

because she is constantly under the hot sun. Words have lost their meaning, memories are 

nearly forgotten, and what sinks into the earth essentially never existed. Sadly, Winnie 

says (mm. 428-430), ñAnd should one day the earth cover my breasts, then I shall never 

have seen my breasts, no one have ever seen my breasts.ò  

 Winnie again rummages through her bag and pulls out a music box. She winds it 

up and listens to the tune that it producesðthe waltz duet ñI Love You Soò from Franz 

Leh§rôs The Merry Widow. Listening to the familiar song brings Winnie happiness, and 

as the tune runs out, Willie sings the last five notes on the syllable ñla.ò The fact that 

Willie sang makes Winnie ecstatic: 

Increase of happy expression. She lays down [music] box. 

Oh this will have been a happy day! 

She claps her hands. 

Again, Willie, again! 

Claps. 

Encore, Willie, please! 

Pause. Happy expression off. 

No? You wonôt do that for me?
60

 

 

Winnieôs extreme happiness is immediately met with disappointment and sadness. She 

counters her sadness by creating a contrafact of her own words to the pre-existing tune 

from The Merry Widow (Figure 28). 
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 William Osborne, Winnie, p. 42. 
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Figure 28: Merry Widow Quotation 

 

 
 

 

 

The musical quotation from The Merry Widow creates a parallel between her own 

situation and that of the characters in Leh§rôs operetta. Just as Leh§rôs character Hanna 

tries to get the reluctant Danilo to tell her that he loves her, Winnie longs for Willie to 

participate in her love duet. Willieôs maddening silence inspires Winnieôs musical 

quotation, which reflects on the difficulty of singing when oneôs heart is not in it. 

 The next theatrical beat occurs after the piano plays four measures of 

ñContemplative Music,ò (mm. 490-494) and Winnie asks, ñAnd now?ò As if to answer 

her own question, Winnie sinks further into the ground, this time up to her neck. The left 

hand of the piano accompanies Winnieôs descent with a recurring three-note ostinato as 

the right hand interjects with ñContemplative Musicò (Figure 29). 
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Figure 29: Winnie Sinks Further Into the Ground 

 
 

 

 

Winnie comments that she has a strange feeling someone is watching her.  

 The next beat occurs when Winnie tells a disturbing story of a little girl named 

Mildred who gets up during the night to undress her doll (mm. 530-534), 

ñMildredéentered the nursery and began to undress dolly. Crept under the table and 

began to undress dolly. Scolding her the while. Suddenly a mouse!ò For the most part, the 

right hand of the piano is in unison with Winnieôs melody, but when she refers to the 

mouse, the piano drops out and punctuates her statement with a sforzando chord (Figure 

30). The piano follows with a dizzying passage that distracts Winnie, for she abandons 

her story. 

 

Figure 30: Winnieôs StoryðñSuddenly a Mouseò 

 
 

 

 By this point, Winnie realizes that the day is nearly over and that she must sing 

another song before going to sleep. She picks up her trombone and plays brief fragments 
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of ñWinnieôs Melodyò as she rambles. Winnie talks to Willie, but does not expect an 

answer. She compares her sadness to the sadness she feels after having sexual 

intercourse: each event one step closer to death. Ironically, Winnie proclaims (m. 573), 

ñThat is what I find so wonderful.ò Death is both tragic and wonderful. As Winnie tries to 

remember other classic lines, she becomes distracted and goes back to her story about 

Mildred. It is not clear who ñMildredò is. She could be a character in a story that Winnie 

made up or a disturbing memory from her childhood. As Winnie tells her story, the piano 

plays frantic music as if to represent the scurrying mouse, and her piercing screams create 

a horrifyingly dramatic climax (Figures 31 and 32). 

 

Figure 31: Winnie Finishes Her Story About Mildred 
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Figure 32: Conant Screams as Winnie
61

 

 

 

 There is a sense of uneasiness as Winnie ends her story and goes into the next 

theatrical beat. Both Winnie and the piano suddenly shift to soft dynamics in measures 

598-599 when Winnie says, ñtoo late.ò The sudden shift in dynamics from Winnie creates 

an abrupt end to her story. The ending to her story is unclear, but the fact that it was ñtoo 

lateò for Mildred suggests something ominous. Winnie knows that the day is getting 

closer to ending, for she says softly in measures 603-604, ñAh well, not long now, 

Winnie, canôt be long now, until the bell for sleepò (Figure 33). 

  

                                                             
 

61
 Abbie Conant, from http://osborne-conant.org/press-photos2/winnie%20scream.jpg (Accessed 

May 2013). 

http://osborne-conant.org/press-photos2/winnie%20scream.jpg
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Figure 33: Almost Time For the Bell for Sleep 

 
 

 

 

Winnie longs for sleep that melds into death. Sung to ñWinnieôs Melody,ò she sings, 

ñThen you may close your eyes, then you must close your eyes. And keep them closedò 

(Figure 34). 

 

Figure 34: ñClose Your Eyesò 

 
 

 

 

Winnie plays a mournful melody on her trombone: a slowly climbing sequence (Figure 

35). The melody gradually gains intensity as it ascends into the high register and grows 

louder. Winnie ends the melody on a high C#, which she actually vocalizes through her 

trombone and gradually decrescendos to niente. This new technique creates a dramatic 

secondary climax because the fact that Winnie is singing through the trombone is not 

truly apparent until she lowers her trombone, only to have the sound continue.  
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Figure 35: Reflective Trombone Melody 

 

 

 

 By this point in the piece, Winnieôs emotional and physical exhaustion is visually 

and audibly apparent. She is out of words but still longs to keep going (mm. 626-628), ñI 

can do no more. Say no more. But I must say more. Problem here.ò As the work 

gradually comes to a close, Winnie recalls the fading memory of her wedding day (Figure 

36). 
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Figure 36: Winnieôs Wedding Day

 

 

This memory brings Winnie joy, for she then says in measures 652-653, ñOh this is a 

happy day, this will have been another happy day! After all. So far.ò The confusing tense 

of Winnieôs statement places her in the past and the futureðan ambiguous place that is 

nearly removed from any sense of time or place. Her sense of timelessness also affects 

her expression. The piano plays a long nine measure (mm. 654-662) interlude of 

ñMorning Musicò underscored with ñWinnieôs Melody.ò Winnieôs last words are from 

the text of Leh§rôs waltz duet ñI Love You Soò from The Merry Widow, set to ñWinnieôs 

Melodyò (Figure 37). Osborneôs compositional choice to adapt Leh§rôs original operatic 

text to ñWinnieôs Melodyò is especially perceptive, for at this point, Winnie has begun to 

meld her own experiences and memories with those of fiction. Her grave situation has 

caused her to blur reality and her imagination as well as the past and the present. Singing 

this last song, Winnie has conjured up the happy ending that she desires: an ending in 

which she is loved. 
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Figure 37: ñI Love You Soò Sung to ñWinnieôs Melodyò 

 
 

 

 

 The piano plays softly as Winnie begins to fall asleep with a smile on her face. 

She suddenly looks up with a happy expression, and the piano plays a loud, high cluster 

chord representing the bell for sleep. Winnieôs happy expression immediately vanishes. 

The piano quietly dwindles to nothingness (Figure 38). 
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Figure 38: Bell for Sleep 

 
 

 

This last punch line lets the audience know that Winnie has not achieved the peaceful 

state of rest or death that she desired. Her day will soon begin again. Little hope is 

offered, except for the fact that the audience is aware of Winnieôs optimistic personality. 

Winnie will continue as alwaysðperforming her morning ablutions, saying her prayers, 

quoting the classics, chattering to herself and to Willie, telling stories, and reliving fond 

memoriesðwhile confronting loneliness, timelessness, and thoughts of death. 

Compositional Devices Utilized in the Reflection 

Varied Motifs and Textures 

 In order to present a textural change from the intensity brought by the climax of 

Winnieôs trombone combusting, Osborne brings back motifs that have not been heard 

since the Anticipation: ñMorning Music,ò ñWinnieôs Melody,ò ñContemplative Music,ò 

and ñRummaging Music.ò Osborne uses these familiar motifs and melodies as transition 

music, to bring out themes and moods, and to establish changes in texture. Osborne also 

introduces a new motif: both the piano and Winnie quote ñI Love You So,ò the waltz duet 

from Franz Leh§rôs The Merry Widow. Beckettôs Happy Days also references The Merry 

Widow, but Osborneôs musical integration of the actual melody in both the voice and the 


















































































































































































