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Abstract  

This study examines the multifaceted role of music as a literary device for expressing cultural 

identity and human resilience across three significant works: Willa Cather's The Song of the Lark 

(1915), Ann Patchett's Bel Canto (2001), and Steven Galloway's The Cellist of Sarajevo (2008). 

Through comparative textual analysis, this research reveals how each author employs musical 

symbolism to explore themes of cultural preservation, transcendence during crisis, and resistance 

against oppression. Cather's protagonist Thea Kronborg discovers her Swedish-American 

identity through classical music, while Patchett's international hostages find unity through opera 

despite linguistic and cultural barriers. Galloway's cellist performs acts of musical defiance 

against the backdrop of war-torn Sarajevo, demonstrating music's power to heal collective 

trauma. The analysis demonstrates that across different historical periods and cultural contexts, 

music serves as a universal language that preserves heritage, creates temporary sanctuaries from 

chaos, and acts as a form of peaceful resistance. These works collectively illustrate how literary 

representations of music function as both individual identity markers and collective cultural 

expressions, revealing the profound connection between artistic expression and human survival. 

The findings contribute to understanding how contemporary and early twentieth-century 

literature employs musical motifs to address universal themes of belonging, resilience, and the 

preservation of human dignity in the face of adversity. 
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Introduction  

Music transcends the boundaries of spoken language, serving as what ethnomusicologist Alan 

Merriam calls "a universal mode of communication that carries cultural meaning beyond words" 

(Merriam 64). In literature, authors have long recognized music's profound ability to convey 

complex emotions, cultural heritage, and shared human experiences that resist conventional 

narrative expression. From the ancient Greek concept of the harmony of the spheres to 

contemporary discussions of world music, literary works have consistently portrayed music as a 

bridge between the individual psyche and collective cultural memory. This symbolic function 

becomes particularly significant when examining how different authors across various historical 

periods and cultural contexts employ musical elements to explore themes of identity, belonging, 

and resilience. The intersection of music and literature creates a rich tapestry where sound 

becomes meaning, rhythm transforms into narrative structure, and melody evolves into metaphor 

for the human condition. 

Three remarkable literary works demonstrate this powerful relationship between music and 

cultural identity across different eras and circumstances: Willa Cather's The Song of the Lark 
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(1915), Ann Patchett's Bel Canto (2001), and Steven Galloway's The Cellist of Sarajevo (2008). 

Cather's novel, set in the American Midwest during the early twentieth century, follows Thea 

Kronborg's journey from a small Colorado town to operatic stardom, using music as a vehicle to 

explore immigrant identity and artistic awakening in a rapidly changing America. Patchett's Bel 

Canto transforms a hostage crisis in an unnamed South American country into an exploration of 

how opera can dissolve cultural and linguistic barriers, creating temporary communities bound 

by shared aesthetic experience. Galloway's work, inspired by true events during the Siege of 

Sarajevo, presents music as an act of defiance and healing, where a cellist's performances among 

the ruins become symbols of human dignity persisting despite overwhelming destruction. 

Together, these three works span nearly a century of literary expression, offering diverse 

perspectives on how music functions as both a personal identifier and a universal language of 

hope, resistance, and cultural preservation. 

Music as Cultural Memory: Preserving Heritage Through Sound  

Willa Cather's The Song of the Lark presents music as a profound conduit for cultural memory, 

particularly through the protagonist Thea Kronborg's gradual awakening to her Swedish-

American heritage. Cather skillfully weaves musical elements throughout Thea's development, 

beginning with her early exposure to piano lessons in the small Colorado town of Moonstone and 

culminating in her discovery of Wagnerian opera that resonates with her ancestral Nordic 

sensibilities. The novel's most significant musical moment occurs when Thea encounters the 

ancient cliff dwellings of the Pueblo people, where she experiences what Cather describes as "a 

voice out of the rock" that connects her to both the indigenous past of the American Southwest 

and her own ancestral European traditions (Cather 301). This archaeological encounter becomes 

a musical epiphany, as Thea realizes that "the stream and the broken pottery: what was any art 

but an effort to make a sheath, a mould in which to imprison for a moment the shining elusive 

element which is life itself" (Cather 304). Through this realization, Cather demonstrates how 

music serves as a repository for cultural memory, preserving not only individual heritage but also 

connecting disparate cultural traditions across time and geography. 

The preservation of cultural identity through musical expression becomes particularly poignant 

in immigrant narratives, where music often serves as the last tangible connection to homeland 

traditions. Cather's portrayal of Thea's artistic journey reflects the broader American experience 

of cultural assimilation, where second-generation immigrants must navigate between preserving 

ancestral traditions and embracing new cultural identities. Scholar Susan Rosowski observes that 

"Cather's musical metaphors function as bridges between Old World sensibilities and New 

World possibilities, creating a uniquely American form of cultural synthesis" (Rosowski 189). 

This synthesis is evident when Thea's Swedish heritage merges with her American training, 

ultimately producing an artistic voice that is neither purely European nor entirely American, but 

rather a new hybrid identity forged through musical expression. The novel suggests that music 

becomes a form of cultural DNA, carrying forward essential elements of heritage while adapting 

to new environments and circumstances. Through Thea's operatic career, Cather illustrates how 

individual artistic achievement can serve as a vessel for collective cultural memory, ensuring that 

ancestral traditions survive and evolve rather than simply disappear into the melting pot of 

American society. 

Music as Sanctuary: Art's Power to Transcend Crisis  
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Ann Patchett's Bel Canto transforms a politically charged hostage situation into a profound 

meditation on music's ability to create sanctuary amidst chaos, demonstrating how opera 

transcends cultural and linguistic barriers to forge unexpected human connections. The novel's 

central figure, Roxane Coss, is a renowned American soprano whose birthday performance 

becomes the catalyst for a months-long siege that paradoxically evolves into an artistic utopia. 

Patchett writes, "It was the sound of a woman singing that made them all stop what they were 

doing and remember they were human" (Patchett 87). This moment of musical transcendence 

occurs when Roxane's voice fills the mansion, causing both hostages and terrorists to pause their 

adversarial roles and become simply listeners united by aesthetic experience. The opera becomes 

a universal language that bypasses the need for translation, as Patchett notes: "Music was 

different. Music was a country where everyone was welcome" (Patchett 142). Through this 

metaphor, Patchett illustrates how art creates temporary spaces of refuge where political, 

cultural, and social divisions dissolve, replaced by shared appreciation for beauty and human 

expression that exists beyond the reach of violence and ideology. 

The transformative power of opera in creating temporary utopias amid chaos becomes most 

evident in the novel's portrayal of how music fundamentally alters the relationship between 

captors and captives. As the siege extends, the boundaries between terrorist and hostage blur 

through shared musical experiences, with characters like the young terrorist César learning to 

read music and the diplomat Hosokawa discovering unexpected depths in operatic expression. 

Patchett demonstrates that music becomes a form of mutual salvation, as literary critic Barbara 

Kingsolver observes: "In Patchett's hands, music becomes the ultimate democracy, where artistic 

appreciation creates equality among unequals" (Kingsolver 78). The mansion transforms from a 

prison into a conservatory where daily life revolves around Roxane's practice sessions, informal 

concerts, and music lessons that humanize all participants. This musical sanctuary exists in stark 

contrast to the political violence that created the crisis, suggesting that art possesses an inherent 

power to restore human dignity and connection even in the most desperate circumstances. The 

novel's tragic conclusion, where the real world violently intrudes upon this musical paradise, 

only serves to emphasize the profound sanctuary that music had temporarily provided, making 

the loss of this artistic community all the more poignant and highlighting art's capacity to create 

meaning and hope even in the face of inevitable destruction. 

Music as Resistance: Sound Against Silence in Times of Conflict 

Steven Galloway's The Cellist of Sarajevo presents music as a profound act of defiance against 

the systematic destruction of culture and humanity during the Siege of Sarajevo, where the 

unnamed cellist's performances among the ruins become powerful symbols of resistance against 

the forces of dehumanization. Inspired by the real-life cellist Vedran Smailović, Galloway's 

protagonist responds to the massacre of twenty-two people in a breadline by performing 

Albinoni's Adagio in G minor for twenty-two consecutive days at the site of the tragedy. The 

novel establishes that "the cellist plays not because he has an audience, but because the city itself 

is listening" (Galloway 45), transforming individual musical expression into a collective act of 

remembrance and defiance. This performance becomes an assertion of cultural continuity in the 

face of systematic cultural erasure, as Galloway writes: "The music was not meant to be heard by 

the living alone, but to speak to the dead and assure them they were not forgotten" (Galloway 

127). Through this ritualistic approach to musical performance, the cellist transforms the act of 

playing into a form of peaceful resistance that refuses to allow violence to silence the human 
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spirit or erase cultural memory. The choice of Albinoni's Adagio, with its mournful yet beautiful 

melody, becomes particularly significant as it represents both mourning for the dead and an 

affirmation of life's beauty that war cannot destroy. 

The healing properties of music in post-conflict societies and collective trauma emerge as central 

themes in Galloway's exploration of how artistic expression can serve as both witness and 

remedy to human suffering. The novel demonstrates that music functions as a form of emotional 

archaeology, unearthing buried feelings and providing a language for grief that transcends the 

inadequacy of words. Through the perspectives of various characters—Kenan, Dragan, and 

Arrow—Galloway illustrates how the cellist's performances create ripple effects throughout the 

besieged city, offering moments of transcendence and hope to individuals struggling with 

survival and moral complexity. Literary scholar Melissa Fagan argues that "Galloway's cellist 

embodies the paradox of wartime art: vulnerability and strength coexisting in the same gesture, 

where the act of creation becomes the ultimate act of resistance" (Fagan 156). The music serves 

as a counter-narrative to the destruction surrounding it, asserting that human creativity and 

beauty cannot be eliminated by violence or oppression. As the cellist continues his performances 

despite sniper fire and the constant threat of death, his music becomes a testament to the 

resilience of the human spirit and the power of art to maintain dignity and humanity even in the 

most desperate circumstances. The novel suggests that in times of conflict, music does not 

merely provide comfort but actively resists the dehumanizing forces of war by insisting on the 

continued existence of beauty, memory, and cultural identity. 

Comparative Analysis: Universal Themes Across Cultures 

Examining the three works collectively reveals remarkable convergences in how music functions 

as an identity marker across vastly different cultural contexts, demonstrating a consistent 

evolution from individual to collective musical expression that transcends geographical and 

temporal boundaries. Cather's Thea Kronborg discovers her Swedish-American identity through 

classical European opera, while Patchett's international hostages find common ground through 

Italian opera despite their diverse nationalities and languages, and Galloway's cellist draws upon 

European classical tradition (Albinoni's Adagio) to address the specifically Balkan experience of 

ethnic conflict and siege warfare. This pattern suggests what ethnomusicologist Steven Feld 

describes as "acoustemology"—the idea that musical knowledge creates ways of knowing and 

being in the world that are simultaneously universal and culturally specific (Feld 97).  

Each narrative demonstrates how personal musical experiences gradually expand to encompass 

broader community meanings: Thea's initially solitary musical journey ultimately leads to public 

performances that preserve cultural traditions, Roxane's individual vocal talent becomes the 

catalyst for an entire community of hostages and captors to discover shared humanity, and the 

cellist's solitary performances evolve into a symbol of collective resistance and healing that 

affects the entire besieged city. Literary theorist Edward Said argues that "musical performance 

creates what Benedict Anderson calls 'imagined communities,' where shared aesthetic 

experiences forge bonds that transcend immediate social divisions" (Said 234). This 

transformation from individual to collective musical meaning demonstrates how personal artistic 

expression can become a form of cultural leadership, where individual musicians serve as 

conduits for larger social and spiritual transformations, suggesting that music's role in literature 

extends beyond mere aesthetic appreciation to encompass its function as a catalyst for social 

change and cultural preservation across different historical periods and geographical locations. 
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The Intersection of Gender and Musical Expression 

The three works collectively present a compelling narrative of how female protagonists and 

musical expression intersect to challenge traditional gender roles and create new forms of 

empowerment across different cultural contexts. Cather's Thea Kronborg embodies the early 

twentieth-century "New Woman" who uses her musical talent to transcend the limitations of 

small-town domesticity and achieve professional success in the male-dominated world of opera, 

with Cather writing that "the voice is the most personal thing about a woman, and when she 

learns to use it, she learns to use herself" (Cather 421). Similarly, Patchett's Roxane Coss 

commands respect and attention from both hostages and captors through her operatic 

performances, transforming from a passive victim into the central figure around whom the entire 

community revolves, demonstrating what feminist musicologist Susan McClary describes as 

"music's capacity to provide women with a public voice when other forms of expression are 

denied or constrained" (McClary 132). Even in Galloway's more male-centered narrative, the 

character of Arrow represents a complex intersection of gender and musical sensibility, as her 

sniper skills are described in musical terms—"she could hear the rhythm of the city's breathing" 

(Galloway 178)—suggesting that her deadly precision contains an artistic dimension that 

complicates traditional notions of feminine and masculine roles in warfare. Across all three 

works, music becomes a vehicle for female characters to assert agency, claim public space, and 

redefine their relationships with both individual identity and social expectations, indicating that 

musical expression offers unique opportunities for women to navigate and challenge patriarchal 

structures while maintaining their authentic voices and cultural connections. 

Conclusion 

This comparative analysis of Willa Cather's The Song of the Lark, Ann Patchett's Bel Canto, and 

Steven Galloway's The Cellist of Sarajevo reveals that music functions as a profound and 

multifaceted literary device that transcends temporal, cultural, and geographical boundaries to 

address fundamental questions of human identity, resilience, and survival. Across nearly a 

century of literary production, these three works demonstrate that music serves simultaneously as 

a repository for cultural memory, a sanctuary from crisis, and a form of resistance against forces 

of destruction and dehumanization. The progression from Cather's exploration of immigrant 

identity in early twentieth-century America, through Patchett's examination of transcendent art in 

contemporary political crisis, to Galloway's portrayal of music as defiance in war-torn Sarajevo, 

illustrates how literary representations of music have evolved to address increasingly complex 

global challenges while maintaining their essential function as expressions of human dignity and 

cultural continuity. The consistent pattern of individual musical awakening expanding into 

collective transformation across all three works suggests that music's role in literature extends far 

beyond aesthetic decoration to encompass its capacity to forge connections across cultural 

divides, preserve threatened identities, and assert the persistence of beauty and meaning in the 

face of adversity. These findings contribute to our understanding of how contemporary and 

modern literature employs musical symbolism to explore universal themes of belonging, 

resistance, and hope, demonstrating that in an increasingly fragmented and conflict-ridden world, 

music remains a vital force for maintaining human connection and cultural survival. The 

enduring power of these musical narratives lies in their ability to remind readers that even in the 

darkest circumstances, artistic expression continues to offer pathways toward healing, 

understanding, and the preservation of what makes us fundamentally human. 
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