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Victorian Spiritualism and Sexuality in Samuel Coleridge-Taylor’s “Life and Death”
Isabel Madden, University of North Carolina Wilmington

Between the years of 1893 and 1912, Samuel Coleridge-Taylor composed over one hundred and
thirty art songs, many of which set the poetry of Victorian writers such as Christina Rosetti, Henry
Wadsworth Longfellow, and Elizabeth Barrett Browning. Alison Gilbert (2023) has analyzed
Coleridge-Taylor’s engagement with Rosetti’s poetry in Szx Sorrow Songs, but much of this repertoire
remains unexamined. In this paper, I offer a close reading of Coleridge-Taylor’s “Life and Death,” a
setting of the poem “Absence” from Jessie Adelaide Middleton’s collection Love Songs and Little
Lyries (1905). At first glance, this poem appears to be a straightforward expression of romantic
longing; however, Middleton is best known for her work on supernatural themes, including multiple
collections of ghost stories. Thus, her authorship invites an interpretation of “Life and Death”
through the lens of Victorian spiritualism. As Marlene Tromp (2003) has argued, Victorian
spiritualism was bound up with sexuality, often affording women the rare opportunity to express
sexual desire and autonomy. Indeed, Middleton’s poem defies Victorian social conventions by
invoking sexual desire and passion in a way not typically permitted to women in turn-of-the-century
England. Coleridge-Taylor’s music responds to this imagery through extremes of register and
dramatic angular leaps in the voice, driving piano rhythms, chromaticism and dense harmonies, and
intense dynamic contrasts. While most scholars have tended to emphasize Coleridge-Taylor’s
Africanist works, this analysis illustrates his engagement with other significant cultural movements,
revealing the breadth of his artistic influences and legacy.

Signs of Improvement: Musico-Therapy and Shell Shock
Briana Nave, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill

Shell shock, the neurasthenia (nervous exhaustion) diagnosis of World War I, was the first great test
for musico-therapy, as the early field was then called. For scientific medicine, shell shock was a
dubious condition, and musico-therapy a dubious treatment. Doctors initially believed that shell
shock resulted from brain injuries incurred from exploding shells. That organic basis became
increasingly doubtful when medical examination did not reveal brain or nerve lesions. Medical
humanists have argued that medicine expects symptoms—bodily signs—to signify identifiable
medical conditions (Zilcosky 2021, Belling 2012). Neurasthenic patients frustrated that expectation
by presenting with medical symptoms—tremors, palpitations, insomnia, memory loss—for which
no organic source could be found. This frustration of bodily semiotics made physicians uncertain
whether the symptoms they observed were fundamentally physical or psychological. They faced a
similar uncertainty regarding musico-therapy. While the therapists insisted their treatment physically
soothed shellshocked nerves, physicians wondered if the effects were mental. I draw on William
Davis’s (1987, 1993) and Annegret Fauser’s (2013) work on early twentieth century musico-therapy,



the published work of musico-therapists such as Eva Augusta Vescelius, and WWI-era news reports
of musical treatment to reveal musico-therapy’s neurological strategies of self-validation. I argue that
shell shock and musico-therapy legitimized one another within a scientific-medical establishment
that doubted whether the condition or its treatment warranted medical attention. My work
contributes to medical humanities by offering WWI musico-therapy as a case of musical negotiation
between patients and scientific medicine in the mind-body borderlands where traumatic conditions
reside.

Teaching Rock History as Action Research in North Carolina Prisons
Eden Jones, University of North Carolina Chapel Hill

This paper explores teaching as research methodology through my experience leading rock music
history courses at two North Carolina prisons. While teaching is often seen as knowledge
transmission, I argue that it also serves as a site of knowledge production, especially within carceral
spaces where access, dialogue, and cultural exchange are uniquely constrained. Drawing on action
research, a participatory and iterative process that empowers educators to investigate and improve
their own teaching practices through cycles of planning, action, observation, and reflection; the
scholarship of teaching and learning; and critical pedagogy; I treat the prison classroom as both a
pedagogical and methodological space. My work follows precedents of scholars facilitating choir
programs, instrumental ensembles, and songwriting classes (Cohen and Duncan 2022, McGraw
2015); and theater workshops (Lucas 2020).

Through reflective documentation of classroom interactions and curricular adaptations, I examine
how incarcerated learners approach music differently from traditional academic audiences. Their
insights highlight questions of cultural value, identity, and power that emerge when standard rock
histories are confronted in contexts of confinement. The teaching process generated knowledge not
only about music but also about the broader role of education in prisons—how it negotiates access,
agency, and critical dialogue. By positioning teaching as methodology, this paper argues that teaching
music in prison produces research that is simultaneously pedagogical, ethical, and epistemological. It
contributes to conversations in prison education, music studies, and critical pedagogy by
demonstrating how the classroom itself can function as a research laboratory, generating knowledge
that could not emerge elsewhere.

“Til’ The War Is Won”: The Cultural Revolution and Legacy of Conscious Rap
Aaron D'Zurilla, Independent Scholar

Rap music is a fundamentally conscious artform, with the label of “consciousness” being a colloquial
reference to the genre’s radical political tradition. The assumed pre-existence of an underlying
cultural consciousness within rap then makes the “conscious” subgenre a seemingly unnecessary
distinction. However, this subgenre persists as a form of resistance against the commercial dilution
of hip-hop culture by record labels beginning in the late 1970’s. When this dilution became apparent
throughout the 1980’s, alongside the proceeding gentrification by white audiences throughout the
1990’s, conscious rappers adapted to commercialization, popular music trends, and societal shifts.
In this analysis, I draw historical and contemporary connections between the conscious rap genre
and the development of hip-hop culture. I conclude that the label of “consciousness” is of relative
cultural status determined by audience perception, with its label designating cultural authority and
inevitable artistic contradictions. I outline this through proposing four eras of conscious rap:
Diffusion (1979-1990), “Boom-Bap” (1990-2004), Commercial Immersion (2004-2017), and



Amelioration (2017-present). To illustrate the respective eras, I offer a comparative analysis between
four case studies: “Run-DMC” (1983) by Run-DMC, “Illmatic” (1994) by Nas, “Good Kid m.A.A.d.
City” (2012) by Kendrick Lamar, and “Sundial” (2023) by Noname. In each study, the differences
between rhetoric, sonic palate and cultural positioning will be considered. These proposed eras run
parallel with the development of hip-hop culture which are, in turn, inseparable from the Black
Diaspora in America. This analysis provides introspection on the revolutionary art within this
Diaspora and the future of conscious art.

Sound, Skin, and Solidarity: The Cultural Work of InkCarceration
Jeremy Polley, University of South Carolina

This paper explores the InkCarceration Music and Tattoo Festival in Mansfield, Ohio, as a site
where heavy metal music articulates community, identity, and cultural meaning in a rural Midwestern
setting. While metal and its affiliated subcultures are often stereotyped in popular discourse as
dangerous or deviant—associated with violence, drug use, or social marginality—InkCarceration
demonstrates how musical practice reshapes such narratives. Founded in 2105, the festival has
brought together thousands of attendees spanning generations from preteens to septuagenarians, in
a small town in Northeast Ohio to engage with music as a shared language of belonging. Tattoos,
live performance, and ritualized festival behaviors intertwine to produce a dense network of
symbolic exchange, in which individual identity is inscribed and collective solidarity enacted.
Prominently featured festival sponsors foreground themes of healing and resilience: initiatives such
as Demons Behind Me (dedicated to addiction recovery) and The Taylor Foundation (supporting
suicide awareness) signal how the community confronts and redefines stigmas. The festival’s
placement between an Amish enclave and a small town marked by industrial decline underscores the
juxtaposition of tradition and transgression, isolation and connection. By analyzing InkCarceration
through the lens of musicological inquiry, this paper argues that heavy music festivals function not
only as entertainment but as cultural laboratories, where sound, body, and place converge to
reimagine what it means to dwell on the outskirts of American society.

It Ain't Over Till the Fab Lady Sings: Drag Artists in the Contemporary American Opera
Scene
Justin Wilson, University of North Carolina Chapel Hill

In 2022, the American bass Kevin Akeem Bertin (a/k/a Monét X Change) sang “Vi ravviso, o
luoghi ameni” from Vincenzo Bellini’s Ia sonnambula in tull drag on RuPaul’s Drag Race All-Stars.
High-profile drag artists from Klaus Nomi to Tomotaka Okamoto have long used opera arias as
vehicles to showcase their countertenor and sopranist abilities, but Bertin may have broken new
ground by performing a traditionally male aria in its original key and octave while in full drag.
Bertin’s merging of this hyperfeminized visual spectacle with the aural qualities of the adult male
voice puts an exciting twist on opera’s longstanding practice of gender subversion. Bertin’s
performance also appears to have presaged the contemporaneous emergence of Jordan Weatherston
Pitts (a/k/a Creatine Price), an American tenor who petforms in full drag at least as often as not.
Pitts, too, sings traditionally male arias in the original key and octave, but he also performs soprano
arias in the tenor range using octave displacement, offering audiences an entirely new sonic
experience of these works. While Bertin and Pitts are not the first artists to bring together the
fabulosity of drag and the high drama of opera, their recent performances may nevertheless point
toward the emergence of a new phenomenon of “drag opera” on the international stage. I
investigate the potential for this “drag opera” to constitute a queer utopian futurity within the



meaning of José Esteban Munoz’s Cruising Utgpia (2009), suggesting several exciting new confluences
between queer culture and opera.

Women, Nationalism, and the Piano: Romantic-Era Composers in 19th-Century Brazil
Isis Cardoso, University of South Carolina

The historiography of Brazilian music has long marginalized the contributions of women
composers, particularly those active during the nineteenth century. Brazilian history textbooks by
Vaco Mariz (1981) and Bruno Kiefer (1976) shaped national narratives yet largely excluded female
composers. Recent feminist and cultural musicology has begun to challenge this erasure. Amorim de
Paula (2021) identified over 122 women composers in Rio de Janeiro whose works were published
and performed. Despite their active participation in Brazil’s musical life, many were dismissed as
“hobbyists” or relegated to roles as “piano teachers.” This proposal focuses on the piano music of
Chiquinha Gonzaga, Branca Bilhar, and Luiza Leonardo—composers who contributed meaningfully
to Romantic aesthetics while expressing Brazilian identity through style and form. Gonzaga’s
works—such as Corta-jaca, Atraente, and lyrical [Valsas—combine salon structures with syncopated
rhythms, Afro-Brazilian dance forms, and chromaticism. Her music bridges elite and popular
spheres, incorporating lundu, polka, and choro. Bilhat’s Estudo de Concerto, Improviso, and Bailado
Indigena display virtuosic writing, nationalistic gestures, and poetic character. She balanced expressive
lyricism with technical command, drawing influence from Romantic and indigenous idioms.
Leonardo’s salon works, including the waltz “Lydia,” reveal lyrical elegance, poetic titles, and
harmonic refinement rooted in European and Brazilian idioms. This research brings attention to
voices that have long been overlooked through stylistic analysis and historical contextualization.
These composers influenced Brazil’s musical history and provided valuable pedagogical and artistic
insights for today. Revisiting their work encourages a deeper, more inclusive understanding of
Romanticism and national identity in the history of music.

Resonances of Halévy's Grandes Trompettes in the Nineteenth-Century Parisian Soundscape
Helena Kopchick Spencer, University of North Carolina Wilmington

When Fromental Halévy’s grand opéra La Reine de Chypre premiered at the Académie Royale de
Musique in December 1841, the work’s exotic settings of Venice and Cyprus generated much
enthusiasm, and critics praised the “southern” sensuality of Halévy’s music. For many listeners,
though, Halévy’s sonic geographies of Cyprus also recalled a distinctly French soundscape of recent
memory. In the Act IV coronation march celebrating the marriage of Venetian noblewoman
Catarina Cornaro to the Cypriot king Jacques Lusignan, Halévy deployed fanfares of newly invented
grandes trompettes or trompettes romaines_—the same ceremonial trumpets that had been heard the
previous winter in Napoleon’s funeral procession through the streets of Paris. In her recent work on
La Reine de Chypre, Diana R. Hallman (2022) argues that Halévy and his librettist Jules-Henri Vernoy
de Saint-Georges used the sound of the grandes trompettes, along with numerous other Napoleonic
references, to evoke an “imperial nostalgia” that reinforced the July Monarchy’s “assertive
reclamations of national memory.” This paper complicates the history of the grandes trompettes by
examining conflicted responses to their powerful sound and surveying their other memorable
contributions to the nineteenth-century Parisian soundscape, including a boisterous Carnival ball in
which trumpeters costumed as demons heralded the Last Judgment. Jacek Blaszkiewicz (2024)
reminds us of “multiple, often competing acoustic realities [...] shaped by different urban spaces,”
and the grandes trompettes’ varied symbolic meanings inside and outside the opera house reveal the



essential instability of nineteenth-century sound culture as a site of negotiation among politics,
technology, and audience reception.

Irlande: A Homeland Elsewhere
Annegret Fauser, University of North Carolina Chapel Hill

Augusta Holmes—TFrench composer of Irish origin and ardent Wagnerian—was a successful creator
of symphonic poems, not least I7/ande (1882), which merged a sense of personal heritage with the
renaissance of French Celticism after 1870. Whether Prix de Rome cantatas (Finga/in 1880; Alyssa in
1903) or operas such as Massenet’s Werther (1887; with “Le Lied d’Ossian’), musical evocations of
Irish, Ossianic, and other Celtic worlds formed part of French Third-Republic culture, also within
the larger nexus of nineteenth-century Celticism in Europe. But Holmes’s Irlande—too often simply
labeled “nationalist”—also uses tropes of a homeland elsewhere that can be brought sonically alive.
The contribution of this paper is twofold: I contextualize Ir/ande within French musical Celticism,
and I develop the concept of a homeland elsewhere (more familiar when scholars discuss the
nostalgic ranzg des vaches) as an alternative approach to the trope of nationalism.

Keynote: How to Make Music in an Epidemic: Musical Responses to the AIDS Crisis
Matthew Jones, Oklahoma City University

Biography

Matthew Jones is a musicologist whose work explores the intersections of LGBTQ+ culture,
politics, and music, especially in popular music and music video, music and disability, and music and
HIV/AIDS. He received his PhD in musicology from the University of Virginia in 2014, and he also
holds a mastet’s degree in musicology/ethnomusicology and graduate certificate in Women’s
Gender, and Sexuality Studies from the University of Georgia.

His first book, Love Don’t Need a Reason: The Life and Music of Michael Callen (Punctum Books, 2020)
chronicles the life, music, and activist work of Michael Callen (1955-1993). One of the first gay men
to be diagnosed with immune deficiency (before the term “AIDS” had been invented, or HIV
discovered), Callen was a trailblazing author, activist, and musician whose accomplishments include
co-authorship of one of the first safe-sex guides and the AIDS Self-Empowerment manifesto The
Denver Principles; founding several important early AIDS activist organizations; and a remarkable
body of music he wrote and recorded as a solo performer and as an original member of queer a
cappella group The Flirtations. Based on ten years of archival and oral history research, the book
examines Callen’s life, from childhood in rural Ohio to the national stage of LGBTQ+ politics, and
reclaims his place in LGBTQ+ history. Jones’s second book, How fo Make Music in an Epidenric:
Popular Music-Matking During the AIDS Crisis, 1981-1996 (forthcoming, Routledge) interrogates the
way Anglophone artists responded to HIV/AIDS through their art as part of fundraising efforts for
AIDS service organizations, as a form of public health pedagogy, and as what Ann Cvetkovich calls
“an archive of feelings,” that is, a repository for the grief, anger, love, and joy that was part of the
vibrant arts-based activist response to HIV/AIDS.

He is also an active musical director and vocal coach, having worked with regional and community
theaters in Virginia, Georgia, and Texas, and he served as artistic director of Pride Chorus Houston,
the city’s LGBTQ+ choir.



