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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation will consist of two parts, an essay and a portfolio. The three full scores 

of Cry Out, Shades of Words, and Bells die out make up the portfolio part.  

 

Glissando as a Metaphor in Beat Furrer’s FAMA 

 

The use of similar musical material from one work to another in Beat Furrer’s works is 

what unites them in an unmistakable identity. What makes each work unique, however, is 

the way new networks of meaning for the material become established as the composer 

reworks his material for a given work. I argue that in Furrer’s Hörtheater FAMA, 

composed in 2004-2005, the reworking of the glissando as a compositional resource is 

strongly influenced by the textual subject matter, Arthur Schnitzler’s monodrama 

Fräulein Else. Furrer’s presentation of the musical material acts as a musical staging of 

the title character. And like Schnitzler’s novel, FAMA can be viewed as a comment on 

political and cultural issues. 
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Glissando as a Metaphor in Beat Furrer’s FAMA 

 

Myth is already enlightenment, and enlightenment reverts to mythology. 

—T. W. Adorno 

 

1.  Introduction 

 

 Presenting mythology to a modern audience is no simple task.  A work of art which uses 

a myth as its foundation risks being misunderstood by its audience, or indeed, not understood at 

all.  So the question is, why do artists still use myth as a basis for their art? 

 During the medieval period, myths were used to support a belief in God, to remind 

people how they ought to live, and what they should expect if they did not follow the word of 

God. The myth of Orpheus and Eurydice is well represented in the literature and art of the time; 

it was viewed not only as a reflection of the society, but also as the “truth” by which all humans 

should live (Armstrong 2005, 3 - 4). 

 For a seventeenth-century composer, it would have been unthinkable to write an opera 

without using a myth as its foundation.  The use of myth had an important role in society.  The 

shift away from the church saw monarchy gain supremacy; the doctrine of the divine right of 

kings still held sway, asserting that kings were literally gods on Earth, so the use of myths or 

stories based on gods were easily seen as their symbolic representation.  

 Much has changed since then; for example, the relationship between God and society has 

become more complex.  It is now common for people to not believe in God whatsoever—not to 

say that those who do believe in God would easily understand the world of myth.  The change 
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from a God-driven society to one driven by the world of science, which took place during the 

18th century, changed forever the role played by myth.  For many people today, myths are 

associated with children’s stories, and thus involve a distant fantasy world that has little to do 

with reality. 

 According to British author Karen Armstrong, however, it is through myth that we have 

developed as a society.  The imagination that myths provided us made it possible for scientists to 

achieve things that we would otherwise have thought of as impossible—such as flying, reaching 

other planets, etc.  Fantasy or imagination is important in scientific pursuits, as well as in 

understanding myth.  This also means that for a modern society to understand a myth, the myth 

needs to be re-imagined in a way that is relevant to the modern world. Artists need to bridge the 

gap between the mythical and modern worlds for their art to be understood by a modern 

audience. 

The artist has many options at his disposal in finding a way to bridge such a gap.  One 

method, which has worked very well for the Swiss-born composer Beat Furrer (b. 1954), is to 

superimpose a modern story as a source of reference onto the myth.  Some of the successful 

examples from Furrer’s works which use a myth as their foundation and with a modern story as a 

reference include Narcissus (1992/1994) with text from Ovid’s Metamorphoses; Begehren 

(“Desire”), written in 2001 and inspired by the Orpheus myth (as presented by Ovid and Virgil 

with additional text from Günter Eich); Invocation composed in 2002/2003 with text from Ovid 

and Marguerite Duras; and the subject of the present essay, FAMA (2004-2005) with texts from 

Ovid’s Metamorphoses, Arthur Schnitzler’s novel Fräulein Else, Roman poet and philosopher 

Lucretius’s poem “De rerum natura” (On the nature of things), Carlo Emilio Gadda’s 1928 

novel “La meccanica” (Mechanics), and an unknown source. 
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A work of art makes a statement to contemporary society, just as myths made a statement 

to a previous society.  If that is the case, and if myths are still relevant for us, then what 

statement to our contemporary society is Furrer making with FAMA?  

 

2.  Furrer’s FAMA 

 

FAMA is written for a large ensemble, eight voices, an actress and a Klanggebäude 

(sound-box or sound-chamber).  The work has eight scenes, which I shall discuss later. Furrer 

considers FAMA a Hörtheater (listening theatre) rather than an opera.  Even so, the impression 

that one gets from experiencing the work live is not that different from many other 20th century 

operas. 

In 2005, I was able to attend the premiere of this work in Donaueschingen.  I remember 

that after the event ended and I was outside the hall, yet I felt as though the music were still 

going on inside my head.  I felt as though I was still seated in the sound box that had been built 

within the hall, and that gave me a sensation of being inside the head of the protagonist, Fräulein 

Else.  It was a strange feeling: experiencing something so unreal as if it were real.  The illusion 

of being inside the head of Fräulein Else or inside the house of FAMA was very strong. 

The sound box (Figure 1) is designed in such a way that all sides, as well as the top, can 

be completely opened and closed.  The sound box has two surfaces, the inner surface and outer 

surface.  One surface is covered with a metallic material, which is reflective and acts as a natural 

amplifier.  The other side uses substances that absorb or filter the sound. 
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Figure 1: The Sound Box 

 

 

 (Photo: LIMIT architects) 

The sound box, which acts as a metaphor for the house of FAMA as well as FrŠulein 

ElseÕs head, provides different possibilities for filtering sound, and musicians grouped in various 

combinations surround it.  The musicians change their positions and groupings with each scene.  

The variation of the surface makes it possible for the audience to perceive alterations in the 

projection of the sound source.  In other words, the use of the sound box provides a changing 

listening experience to the audience.  Furrer’s description of FAMA as a listening theater relates 

to the fact that we are involved in music, which demands the audience to listen.  The use of the 

sound box in itself demands a focused listening from the audience, and yet I would like to 

propose that Furrer’s description of his work as an Hörtheater has a deeper meaning, one which 

can be traced back to his use of the FAMA myth and the story of Fräulein Else. 

 

 

 






























































































































































































































































































































































































