DIGITAL ACCESS o0 HARVARD
SCHOLARSHIP sr HARVARD LIBRARY

DASH.HARVARD.EDU

A life in the stacks: My musical
education in the Loeb Music Library

Citation
Mealy, Robert. 2008. A life in the stacks: My musical education in the Loeb Music Library.
Harvard Library Bulletin 18 (1-2), Spring/Summer 2007: 5-8.

Link
https://nrs.harvard.edu/URN-3:HUL.INSTREPOS:37363385

Terms of use

This article was downloaded from Harvard University’s DASH repository, and is made

available under the terms and conditions applicable to Other Posted Material (LAA), as set

forth at
https://harvardwiki.atlassian.net/wiki/external/NGY5NDE4ZjgzNTc5NDQzMGIzZWZhMGFIOWI2M2EwYTg

Accessibility
https://accessibility.huit.harvard.edu/digital-accessibility-policy

Share Your Story

The Harvard community has made this article openly available.
Please share how this access benefits you.l Submit a story |



https://dash.harvard.edu/submit-story?publicationId=cf2fb53d-fb19-4641-9974-717ca56f6595

A Life in the Stacks: My Musical Education
in the Loeb Music Library

Robert Mealy

66 H, HERE IT 18" I'd clambered up three narrow flights of stairs in search of the
actual music of the Music Library, my parents trailing behind me. The only
memory I have of this pre-frosh visit to the Eda Kuhn Loeb Music Library

is the vision of disconcertingly orange stacks, and the spectacle of more music than I

could ever hope to take in. Nearly twenty-eight years later, I'm still learning how much

is there. My musical life, first as an undergraduate, then as a young professional in

Boston, and now as a performer and teacher of early music, owes most of its inspiration

to my near-daily wanderings among those orange shelves.

One of the great small triumphs of modern intellectual life is the idea of the open
stacks. The casual juxtaposition of material, the sudden glimpse of something one had
never thought of investigating before, made library visits much like beachcombing:
sometimes priceless treasure, other times the dull wrack of bad mid-century German
editions like so much kelp. The chance neighborhood of volumes often prompted me
in some entirely new and rewarding musical direction.

In fact, the geography of those orange shelves has traced my own musical career. I
still regularly come back in my practising to meditate upon the Berio Violin Sequenza,
that masterpiece of the last century (and why can'’t that be early music now too?) which
[ first met in the oversized bins (Mus 628.747.483 PF) right at the top of the stairs. And
then immediately to the left, as one turned off the stairs, I've spent many years culling the
riches of the various Denkmiiler: first the Denkmaler der Tonkunst in Osterreich (Mus
405.4) and the Denkmiler Deutscher Tonkunst (Mus 405.4.6 F), followed by the more
mysterious monuments, for yet smaller provinces of Germany. There I discovered the
mysteries of Biber, the sumptuous melancholy of mid-seventeenth German repertoire
like Rosenmiiller, and the memorable arias of Erlebach—all that survive of his many
operas, otherwise burnt in an eighteenth-century library fire. I can’t begin to count the
number of concerts and recordings that have come out of those volumes. Or Johann
Caspar Kerll, whose Missa “in fletu solatium” was written during the agonizing plague
of Vienna in the 1680s, and served as a powerful AIDS benefit between my chamber
ensemble and Boston’s Schola Cantorum three hundred years later.

Near them, the stately volumes of Musica Britannica (Mus 405.105) provided me
with many concerts of extraordinary gems like the consorts of Jenkins, Locke, and
above all William Lawes, that Elliott Carter of the early Stuarts. Further down the aisles,
the green ranks of Polyphonic Music of the Fourteenth Century (Mus 482.35) offered yet
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another career’s worth of music: not only the genius of Landini, Machaut, and Ciconia,
but the many lesser masters of the Italian fourteenth century—not to mention the
overwhelming subtleties of the southern French ars nova. Several CDs and perhaps
a dozen different concert programs have been my own personal pressings from those
rich vineyards. And then, of course, to the right stretch the alphabetical ranks of the
composers themselves.

Downstairs, in the perpetual slight rattle of the Spalding Rooms light-grids (which
always somehow put me in mind of ice-cube trays), my musical quests were eased
by composer catalogues like the immensely useful little green Table de concordances
of Vivaldi’s works (ML134.V7 R96), where you can actually figure out where in the
endless Vivaldi complete works a particular concerto is lurking. As an undergraduate,
[ spent probably too much time poring over the mysteries of Cotgrave’s intriguing 1611
Dictionarie of the French and English Tongues (PC2640.A2 C7), and discovering in the
Dictionary of Middle English Musical Terms (ML108.C3) that it’s appropriate “upon
a fithele for to play / stauntipes, notes, garibles gay”—although to this day I'm still
wondering about those garibles.

As with any wilderness, one discovers one’s personal paths through each library
that you work in. My lexicographical upbringing was formed by Loeb’s particular
cataloguing style, the triumph of alphabetism over category. To this day I feel ill-at-ease
when faced with the vagaries of LC music cataloguing: will a library put a trio sonata
under trios, quartets, keyboard and strings, or something yet else? Why must I trudge
back and forth among the numerological mysteries of genre to compare composers’s
works, when they could (as with Harvard) all live together in one immediately graspable
oeuvre?

Of course the system has its own vagaries, which I must say I treasure. The
occasional hiccups in the system (Cavalli-Caldara-Campion-Cabézon is a favorite,
though Bruckner-Britten-Brassart has its charms as well) to me are important traces
of the developments in our music, as new composers appear and older ones are
rediscovered. The result for me is less confusion than intrigue: it’s like peering around
the more monumental bits of statuary in a museum for the smaller (but no less precious)
works of art hidden behind them.

Over the years, I've watched this collection grow and change. In my first years as
an undergraduate, a facsimile of early music was a jealously guarded treasure, and I
learned to navigate the quiet mysteries of Isham to find rare items like the joint editions
between West and East Germany of Bach’s concerti in autograph (Mus 627.1 in Isham),
or the wonderfully-marbled SPESS editions (Mus 405.315) of early seventeenth-century
Italian chamber music, where I fell in love with the outrageous musical rhetoric of
Dario Castello—and learned, from the nearby Grove’s, that no one actually knows a
thing about this shadowy figure.
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Third floor stacks, Loeb Music Library.

Later, as prices fell and early-music publishing became more common, I've rejoiced
to find the beautifully-printed Broude Bros. facsimiles of concerti grossi by Handel and
Corelli appear in the general stacks, where I could quickly find them for a read-through
with new members of the Harvard Baroque Chamber Orchestra. A few years ago, I
prepared a new edition of Charpentier’s Les Plaisirs de Versailles and his Actéon for
the Harvard Early Music Society using the new Charpentier (Euvres complétes (Mus
637.20.1)—simply and effectively, a copy of Charpentier’s own meticulously-copied
cahiers in which he collected all his works.

Without all of these resources—the critical editions, the facsimiles, the musico-
logical texts—my work with students at Harvard would have been impossible. One of
the most important lessons for students discovering these earlier repertoires is to meet
this music on its own terms, not as transmitted by bad modern editions, where all the
interpretation they think you might want (phrasing, dynamics, accents, fingerings) are
provided for you, like those packets of dinners where you just need to add water.

And even the visual experience of playing music from facsimile is more than
a mere quaintness. The information given is radically different, and I believe the
experience of performing it is transformed as well. (This may seem a purely aesthetic
choice—but I do believe that people play, say, early seventeenth-century Italian music
differently when they’ve had to gather up the rhythms themselves; and certainly the
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effect on Renaissance and ars nova performance in working without barlines is, well,
immeasurable.)

I'vealso watched the collection change in other ways, as the university acknowledges
the many musics of our globe. The music of the past may well turn out to be but one
of these, and even perhaps not the most important one: a wrenching idea for those of
us committed to bringing “ancient music” back to life, but not at all an unhealthy one.
Perhaps, in the end, it is better to regard early music as yet another ethnomusicology.
The past, in the memorable words of L. P. Hartley, is indeed a foreign country—they
do things differently there. It's thanks to places like the Loeb Music Library that we can
still learn to speak the moving and inspiring musical languages of those increasingly
foreign lands.
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