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cess by unorthodox means, Chase is often de-
scribed as an “arts entrepreneur.” The label 
reflects a broader state of affairs in classical 
music: a dismal job market, anxieties about 
cultural irrelevance, and a general sense of 
precariousness have transformed once-reli-
able goals (like landing a tenured orchestra 
position) into near-impossibilities. But Chase 
says she has doesn’t identify too closely with 
“entrepreneurial” thinking. She is less inter-
ested in expediting individual success than 
in what she calls “the politics of organizing 
a group of people to make music.”

When she was 15, and had just won “some 
silly flute competition,” a friend said, “You 
know, Claire, it doesn’t matter what you do. 
It matters where you’re needed.” The advice 
was revelatory: articulating a clear connec-
tion between her musical and her social-
activist endeavors. (As a teenager, Chase 
was involved in numerous causes, including 
LGBT advocacy and immigrant rights.) It 
also showed her how much she could learn 
from her peers. This “life-changing, heart-

expanding moment,” she recalls, catalyzed 
an enduring commitment to a musical prac-
tice that rejects hierarchy for its own sake, 
fosters self-direction, and emphasizes the 
social significance of artistic work.

At Harvard, Chase cultivates an environ-
ment where peer-to-peer learning thrives. 
In “The 21st-Century Ensemble Workshop,” 
for instance, each class meeting begins and 
ends with collective music-making. All of 
her classes culminate in concerts, and stu-
dents are responsible for each element, from 
concept to publicity to the performance it-
self. Prior musical training is not required. “I 
actually find it incredibly liberating to work 
with people who are coming at the practice 
of music from so many different angles,” she 
remarks. “What I’m able to do is to open 
more pathways for people to think of them-
selves as artists, whether that translates into 
a professional manifestation or…just a more 
fulfilling life.”

Historically, the University’s institutional 

 
Can high-level  literary criticism be, 
you know, relevant? Count on Cogan 
University Professor Stephen Green-
blatt, the formidable Shakespeare 
scholar, to enter the fray. Close on the 
heels of his volume about the Adam 
and Eve myth (see “Always Leaning 

into Wrongdoing,” September-October 2017, page 60) comes a study of how the 
Bard portrayed the powerful. From chapter one of his new book, Tyrant (W.W. Nor-
ton, $21.95):

From the  early 1590s, toward the 
beginning of his career, all the way 
through to its end, Shakespeare 
grappled again and again with a deep-
ly unsettling question: how is it pos-
sible for a whole country to fall into 
the hands of a tyrant?

“A king rules over willing subjects,” 
wrote the influential sixteenth-cen-
tury Scottish scholar George Bu-
chanan, “a tyrant over unwilling.” The 
institutions of a free society are de-
signed to ward off those who would 
govern, as Buchanan put it, “not for 
their country but for themselves, 
who take account not of the public 
interest but of their own pleasure.” 
Under what circumstances, Shake-
speare asked himself, do such cher-
ished institutions, seemingly deep-
rooted and impregnable, suddenly 
prove fragile? Why do large numbers 
of people knowingly accept being lied to? 
How does a figure like Richard III or Mac-
beth ascend to the throne?

Such a disaster, Shakespeare suggested, 
could not happen without widespread 
complicity. His plays probe the psycho-
logical mechanisms that lead a nation to 
abandon its ideals and even its self-inter-
est. Why would anyone, he asked himself, 
be drawn to a leader manifestly unsuited 
to govern, someone dangerously impul-
sive or viciously conniving or indifferent 
to the truth? Why, in some circumstances, 
does evidence of mendacity, crudeness, 
or cruelty serve not as a fatal disadvantage 
but as an allure, attracting ardent follow-

ers? Why do otherwise proud and self-
respecting people submit to the sheer 
effrontery of the tyrant, his sense that he 
can get away with saying and doing any-
thng he likes, his spectacular indecency?

Shakespeare repeatedly depicted the 
tragic cost of this submission—the moral 
corruption, the massive waste of trea-
sure, the loss of life—and the desperate, 
painful, heroic measures required to re-
turn a damaged nation to some modicum 
of health. Is there, the plays ask, any way 
to stop the slide toward lawless and arbi-
trary rule before it is too late, any effec-
tive means to prevent the civil catastro-
phe that tyranny invariably provokes?
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environment has had little in common with 
that of an artist-led collective, which has 
sparked what Chase calls a “productive and 
wonderful” tension with her ideas. At the 
same time, her appointment contributes to 
a major shift within the music department 

itself, which in recent years has fundamen-
tally rethought its mission and last year 
overhauled its undergraduate curriculum. 
The former system effectively privileged stu-
dents with prior training in the classical tra-
dition, but the new curriculum is designed 

Chase delights in works 
that require her to act, 
vocalize, and otherwise 
heighten the drama  
of  a performance. Richard III
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