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Chicago Opera Theater presents

Stories Psychoanalyzed: A Flowering of Opera and the Mind
with John Adams, Dr. Sue Rosenthal, and Dr. Prakash Desai

Composer John Adams is joined by C.G. Jung Institute analyst Dr. Sue Rosenthal, Professor of Clinical Psychiatry at UIC, Dr. Prakash Desai, and moderator Kara Kane, Director of Education, to delve into the inner layers of the opera A Flowering Tree. Modeled after Mozart’s The Magic Flute, it shares these same archetypal motifs of magic, transformation, envy, loss and love.  (In collaboration with the University of Chicago Graham School of General Studies, South Asia Language & Area Center and C. G. Jung Institute of Chicago)

 Kane: Good afternoon, my name is Kara Kane. I’m the Director of Education and Outreach at Chicago Opera Theater. Welcome to India Blooms in Chicago. This is our fifth of eight events we are doing as part of a celebration of John Adams’ latest opera, A Flowering Tree. In 2006, COT had a fantastic presentation of his opera, Nixon in China, and one thing we garnered from this production was the fact that our audience, in part, was so invested in this opera because of their own personal experiences - obviously with Nixon and that time era - but also through several events we were able to host surrounding the production to supplement the understanding of that opera. So we took that into consideration when planning for A Flowering Tree.  Also with John Adams’ “warning” that “wherever serious art loses its roots in the vernacular it begins to atrophy”, we wanted to put this opera in context. So we reached out to some of our fantastic partners in the city of Chicago as you see today - University of Chicago, the Graham School with Kineret Jaffe and Sarah Pesin, also the South Asian Language and Area Center at the University of Chicago, and the CG Jung Institute along with today’s fantastic panelists. And what we were able to do, is assemble, based upon the nature of the story, which is based upon an ancient folk tale from southern India, as translated by A.K. Ramanujan, who was a scholar, a brilliant folklorist and poet, who was on the faculty at the University of Chicago for over thirty years before his passing in 1993. So, what we’ve done is we took the art of storytelling and have wanted to explore that across genres so we could highlight the vibrant and mixed cultures of India. We’ve done that through hip-hop, through dance, through oral tradition – last night, a heartwarming film and then today, here – look at the inner layer of this story through a psychological standpoint. I just wanted to mention tomorrow we’ll be hosting Stories Alive, a tour at the Indo-American Center up in the Devon Avenue neighborhood. We’ll also be looking at musical narratives in India, with the musicologist Kaley Mason, looking at both Indian classical music all the way through Bollywood film. And lastly, the source of some of the Tamil poetry that John and Peter Sellars infused in this opera will be discussed, as one of our pre-opera lectures at the Harris Theater. 
So today though, what we want to do is delve into the inner layers of this story. I have a very esteemed panel here with me. The first is Dr. Prakash Desai. He’s a clinical psychologist at the University of Illinois Chicago campus, where he has been noted for his leadership, scholarly work and interest in Indian psychological anthropology. Some of his publications include Selfhood in Indian Context: A Psychoanalytic Perspective, and Triumph and Tragedy: Psycho-historical Decisions of Mahatma Gandhi. Prakash is also an associate member of the Committee on South Asian Studies at the University of Chicago. Also with us we have Dr. Sue Rosenthal. She is an analyst with the CG Jung Institute of Chicago. She also has held leadership positions there as a faculty member, dean of training of analyst and clinical programs, and has both been a leader in the organization as well as representing the organization. As a frequent presenter on myths, dreams, and fairy tales, Sue has analyzed this adaptation of A Flowering Tree. And lastly I have, to my right, John Adams. We are so lucky to have him collaborating on this project. His creative genius and vision has created a musical aesthetic that is entirely new, expansive, expressive, and truly American. Of all of today’s classical composers John is actually the most performed. Major retrospectives looking at his music have been mounted at the Lincoln Center. When American needed to heal after 9/11 it looked to John Adams. He put together a phenomenal piece On the Transmigration of Souls that not only won a trifecta of Grammys, it also won a Pulitzer prize in music. John Adams wears many hats. As a composer and conductor he has stood on the podium in front of the world’s greatest orchestras, and we are privileged at Chicago Opera Theater to have him conducting our first two performances, on the 14th and 17th of May. He’s also led, as musical director, some fantastic programs programming pieces from Zappa to Sibelius.  Lastly, he – not lastly as he’s done many other things – but he’s also an author. A book of his memoirs will be coming out at the end of September, called Hallelujah Junction. It is a great honor for Chicago Opera Theater, and the City of Chicago, to have you not only here today, but also as invested as you are in this production. So please welcome the panel. 

So today we’re going to go ahead and explore these inner layers. And I thought it would be appropriate to start with John, to have him talk a little bit about the origins of this piece, and how the story, as translated by A.K. Ramanujan, really helped him fulfill the goals and objectives of the New Crowned Hope festival. 

Adams: well, thank you very much for your golden introductions. The genesis of this piece came about because my long-time collaborator Peter Sellars, with whom I created other stage-works, had been named a curator of a very unique festival in Vienna, which was to take place in November of 2006 to celebrate the 250th anniversary of the birth of Mozart. And there were several conventional Mozart festivals planned for that year, but also the people in Vienna wanted something that would be a little off the beaten path and would focus on creativity. When I was conducting the BBC symphony orchestra Peter Sellars came backstage to my dressing room and told me full of excitement about this project he had in mind. He wanted to focus on Mozart’s last year of life, when he kind of went out like a supernova, composing two operas, La clemenza di Tito and The Magic Flute, plus most of the Requiem, the clarinet concerto, the quintet in E flat for strings, and several other works; enough for many other composers’ lifetimes. And I said without even thinking, why don’t we do The Magic Flute. I wanted to do a piece that would tie into that particular opera. Also in the dressing room that night was Sir Simon Rattle, conductor of the Berlin Philharmonic. And he said, well, I want to perform that. So we had three very irresponsible people – none of us had our calendars, and none of us said “wait a minute, this might not be possible” – but we went ahead anyway, and as it turned out the Berlin Philharmonic wasn’t available so we ended up with a marvelous orchestra from Venezuela. The story we had not decided on. Peter and I met over a period of six months to try to find something that tied into the ideals and the theme of The Magic Flute. And this is Mozart’s, in a way, his valedictory statement, along with the Requiem. And where the Requiem is spiritual, and dark, and mournful, The Magic Flute is I like to think what Mozart’s final words to the human race are. It’s a work full of hope, it’s about [mean] people, and it’s specifically about their initiation into moral consciousness, into a beautiful [obituated] personality. And of course this wonderful opera is a fairy tale, and it’s full of transformations. So we were looking for a story that had those elements, that was about youth, and it was about transformation. And after several misfires, Peter called my attention to the poetry of A.K. Ramanujan. I didn’t know anything about him and least of all did I know that he was a great contemporary poet, as well as one of the supreme authorities on southern Indian historical literature. Nor did I know that he’d spent the last decades of his life right here at the University of Chicago. He had translated a series of folktales from the Tamil and Kannada languages which is from the southernmost part of India. And one in particular caught my attention which was called A Flowering Tree. Now this is a story that provided the most wonderful possibilities. Because it’s about a young girl, a very poor peasant girl, who in order to help her old and infirm mother, secretly transforms herself over and over with the help of her sister into a beautiful flowering tree. Her sister plucks these flowers, and sells them in the marketplace, and without telling their mother they bring the money home. So it’s a gesture somewhat of self-immolation, because there’s always a hint of pain in this intensely felt transformation. And the prince, a completely unconscious, selfish, spoiled young man sees her. He’s enchanted by her special powers. He demands that she be brought to the palace where he can marry her, things go bad, she eventually is caught in this netherworld where she’s neither a full human nor a beautiful tree, but rather a hideous malformed being. And he suffers great remorse when he discovers she’s disappeared. He doesn’t know what’s happened, and finally after trial, not so much by fire, but a trial by distance and loneliness and grieving, the two are reunited. So it’s a story that very much appealed to me because of the different transformations. And of course composers love to compose transformations because it allows us to let our most intense musical imagination really thrive. 

Kane: this wasn’t about putting John on the couch and trying to delve into his psyche, in fact the whole idea for this came out of a conversation when he came to Chicago Opera Theater in December, when he threw this out. You’ve actually studied Jung yourself, wrote music to a documentary on Jung, and your wife is also on the board of the CG Jung Institute of San Francisco. And he talked about a great conversation that occurred with the semi-staged version in San Francisco. So what we wanted to do was have a crack at it here in Chicago. And who we have is Dr. Sue Rosenthal here who’s really started to take apart this piece, and put it in the Jungian framework.

Rosenthal: “Children, I want to tell you a story.” With this simple incantation and shimmering music, a flowering tree begins to weave its magical spell drawing us into the enchantment of the opera, summoning that eternal child in each of us to the realm of the creative imagination. In Jungian terms, a storyteller’s song activates the unconscious, inviting us into a new world. Jungians are fascinated by the unconscious - personal, cultural, collective, all of it, however it manifests - in dreams, our own dreams, or in the dreams of our clients, in artists’ work, in the puns, slips of the tongue, or symptoms that punctuate our lives. Jung believed that psychic health required that we stay in dialogue with the unconscious throughout our lives. This deeper source in the psyche and in the culture balances one-sided consciousness at all levels. It challenges and surprises us, keeps us open to life’s possibilities and its potential. A Flowering Tree is for me a visionary work, drawn from those collective, formative patterns that Jung called ‘archetypes’. This word has found its way into the vernacular without a lot of people really understanding what an archetype is. Not just because its subject is an ancient folk tale, but because we’re moved by powerful truths, emotions that seem to emanate from the work itself. I haven’t seen the opera, but I’ve heard the music and read the libretto. Yet these are our feelings, our responses to the artist’s creation. Where do these intuitions of meaning come from in us? The concept of the archetype speaks of a blueprint, a dormant possibility within the psyche set in hard-wiring of the human brain. We are born with the archetypal potentials to be filled out by life experience. Archetypes of the collective psyche link to our instincts and cannot be named directly. They can be recognized only through the images, symbols and behavior patterns they generate anew, in every culture and every era. Mother, father, hero, heroine, initiation, tree – how different these archetypes exhibit themselves as we travel around the world. So, how might we view a flowering tree through a Jungian archetypal framework? I see this particular opera in the light of two of John Adams’ earlier works, Nixon in China and Dr. Atomic. What a different world these operas conjure and explore. An atmosphere of politics, power-seeking and heroics. 20th century personalities clash, and cataclysmic events play out on the world’s stage. Here, in these operas, we find mythic resonances in the everyday cultural realm and realities of the known world. What a shift it must have been for this composer to find his creative energies stirred by an unknown and unfamiliar realm. The story of a young village girl coming of age in remote southern India two centuries ago. In A Flowering Tree, he carries us from our patriarchy to a matriarchy – or more matriarchal culture. From a father realm to a mother world. A Jungian perspective suggests that the energies of the masculine, so strong in those earlier operas, required a swing in John to the compensatory and balancing feminine. These archetypal energies of masculine and feminine, Jungian concepts not necessarily based on gender, are at work in us all the time, like ying and yang. Masculine energies are linear, rational, goal-oriented, seeking dominion over. While the feminine at its best, is relational, meandering, renewing, and nurturing. Although the dark side of the feminine can betray or bind. Told from a woman’s perspective, A Flowering Tree evokes the realm of the feminine in so many of its aspects. The opera begins with the heroine Kumudha caught in the dilemma of lower cast and poverty. She’s entered puberty, and is experiencing her menses – her initiation into womanhood. In Sanskrit language, flowering and menstruation are the same word. In fact, a menstruating woman is a woman in flower, signaling Kumudha’s biological capacity to create new life. Jung called puberty a period of illusion, writing that a women’s sexuality could slow her down through puberty until the passion of love awoke her. Perhaps this heroine wants to keep her flowering pure, unspoiled. She focuses her energies on helping her spent and aging mother. In a meditative trance, which is often an aspect by the way of the creative process itself, she prays to Lord Shiva, the god of both creative and destructive energies, to grant her uncanny powers. So, Kumudha begins her own initiation. What follows for her is a [xxx] otherworldly, powerful experience. These powerful emotions transport her to another realm of being. As a tree, she’s a symbol of the primordial feminine. Reaching up to the heavens, yet deeply rooted in the ground, and nourished by mother earth. This is symbolic language for a young woman calling upon the unconscious to serve her conscious needs. She has flowered into her own beauty, sexual and sensual allure, and creativity. Her blossoms are also commodities to be sold for money in the marketplace, and as such, captured the attention as John said of a spoiled and arrogant young prince of the realm. Smittened, his sexual longing bursts on him like a tempest. She is his [xxx] a Jungian term, a Jungian term for his ideal woman, the essence of his undiscovered feminine side. He will have her at all costs. His initiation into manhood begins. Separation and loss are essential to the initiatory process, experienced in this tale as betrayal and abandonment. Caught between childhood and adulthood, Kumudha still longs for mother-love and protection. Her longings make her vulnerable. She does not yet have a strong sense of self, and marriage to the prince is a merger of two young and incomplete adolescents. The two must eventually part and undertake a journey and suffer for each need to become more individuated separate human beings before they can come together in a more satisfying union. If they can endure and survive the initiatory ordeal, they may both be transformed by the journey. Betrayed by her immature envious sister-in-law, our heroine has been left to languish alone in a terrible state. Neither tree nor human, but something else all together - an ‘it’, a stunted thing, without arms or legs, lacking agency, with barely a voice. For an analyst, what a powerful envisioning of depression or trauma this is.  Kumudha in her in-between state is an image of a muted individual, flooded by the unconscious, lacking the humanizing mediation of words. How does she heal? Our heroine’s female consciousness is attuned to nature and its cyclic renewing rhythms. First she must find her voice, tell of her suffering, and instruct another in this case the Prince how to mend her brokenness. The ritual ceremony enacted, she is restored, first to her tree being and then to her human self. The two, hero and heroine, emerge deepened and transformed by their ordeal. It may well be that contemporary artists like John Adams are divining the need for renewal in psychological life and social values world-wide. Drawing from the deep well of the collective psyche, these individuals can bring up fresh, even disturbing symbols and images that can resonate with our unconscious and generate new paradigms. Is this then our initiation too? Are we in empathy of Kumudha as to feel the pain of the mutilated tree, our own disconnection from the earth? The feminine, a different archetypal field from the masculine, calls for a paradigm shift from an emphasis on conquest to that of relatedness and connection. Are we ready to listen?

Kane: Thank you Sue. I’d like to bounce back to John, because we talked about how this is about transformation, but Sue brought up some wonderful points about this idea of the feminine. And I know you were coming out of the world of Dr. Atomic which wasn’t particularly feminine by some standards I think, and I thought you could comment on your process of moving from Dr. Atomic into this, and how you reconnected to the feminine and this sense of balance. 

Adams: well first of all I just want to say how profound Susan’s words are. For me it was a writing on this story but it’s just absolutely uncanny how she’s just penetrated my inner feelings about this as I worked on it, and just as an aside I couldn’t help thinking of what Hilary Clinton has had to pose herself as in this election, talking about chugging beers and how tough she is and having to take on a kind of masculine animus – looking around the room I see I’m not alone – it’s a very sad thing actually. I was coming to this story mainly because of the transformative capacity for a composer. But I also thought it was really a story about ecology. I thought it was a story about the ecology of the soul, if I can be a little flowery in my language there, but the health of the soul. A little of what Sue is mentioning. The integration of the masculine and the feminine, and the balance, the awareness of who we are and how these forces operate within ourselves, and learning to not to be pressured or forced or intimidated into assuming personal traits that are not a part of us. I also felt that it spoke to real ecology to the ecology of the planet in a sense because I’d just come out of three years which I’d referred to as [hero plutonium 27:25]. I’d written this opera which took me three years, Dr. Atomic, which is about I’m sorry to say, a basically male activity - creating weapons, and particularly the character of J. Robert Openheimer who is such an appealing figure from the dramatic point of view because he represented immense intellectual power. I guess we could summarize it by saying he was the master of lagos. He had just super-human intellectual abilities on a conceptual level, which is one of the reasons why he was able to shepherd this project to create the atomic bomb in the course of two years from simply having a vague idea about [afearity] that the nucleus can be spread to this actual engineering feat which allowed this bomb not only to be exploded but to be delivered as a military weapon. At the same time, Openheimer was seriously sensitive, cultured and aestheticized person. I suspect he was the most artistically sensitive scientist who ever lived. More so than Aristotle. So I was dealing with a character who I’m sure was immensely conflicted that he took this incredible challenge to create this weapon that in the end I believe brought about a lot of watershed moments in human history. Because before that moment in July of 1945, nature basically ran the show. And then starting at that moment the human species had the ability to essentially end life on this planet. If we were to explode all the nuclear warheads that are ready and waiting to be used, we would render this planet a cinder. And if you don’t believe that you should read Jonathan Schell’s book written in the 80’s that’s still available called The Fate of the Earth. So I was deeply involved in this, and I felt this tremendous need to come into the sunlight, and look at a story that had darkness and had deformity and had violence but a different violence, an unconscious violence of youth. And one that ends in a burst of sunlight and a ray of hope. And originally this is what was so wonderful, because Dr. Atomic is about electron accelerators, and delivery vehicles, and initiators, and plutonium spheres, and going to Washington to ask for more money for more technology, and then you turn to the Ramanujan story and the most sophisticated piece of technology in it was an elephant. So I had this wonderful opportunity to tell a story that was absolutely simple and in which life was no longer about technology whether it’s your daily fix of email or your cell phones, or your automobiles or the airplane you’re late getting onto, but rather a world of history, a world of flowers and animals and rivers and weather. And using this world to tell this story of human forces and conflicts that is every bit as intense and every bit as meaningful as anything that could have to do with atomic bombs. 

Kane: So maybe we can think of this as the first green opera? What you did so wonderfully in your trilogy of geopolitical operas, Death of Klinghofer, Nixon in China and Dr. Atomic, is you take everyday events and politics and turn it into legend. And what we have here is taking a legend and really making it universal. But there are elements that are not necessarily of America. And that’s why we wanted Prakash to comment on some of the elements in his area of expertise delve into the Indian consciousness. As a cultural anthropologist could share some insight as to what you saw in A Flowering Tree that would help bring it into that universal realm for all of the A Flowering Tree audience members.

Desai: Thank you, thank you Kara. I approached the task with some mixed feelings - excitement for being a part of the plans, [maybe offered my father at the altar] as an artist, but also some trepidation. Because unlike those who were influenced by Jung, some of us were influenced by Freud came to look at the baser part of human nature. Not the sublime, the soul, the high, but the low, and that’s why it’s like dissecting something you wouldn’t eat, it’s something to be enjoyed. Instead, I’m going to look at the underbelly of the story. Speaking about the Indian civilization first, [xxx] whose discovery of India, used a metaphor of a [balincest], an ancient parchment, upon which generation after generation writes its message without completely erasing the previous one. Wendy Doniger, who you heard in the same context speaks about this also with the metaphor of [balincest], multiple layers are involved. And so also for folk tales. And I think that no folk tale, no myth, no dream is simply any one thing. It is at once [malevolent] and polyphonic. It speaks in many different voices, and has many different meanings. And in terms of a folk tale like this, I think of the various universes – real universes, the biological universe, the [xx]universe, the social universe, and finally the cultural universe. So I would like to look at all of these one by one. At the very base level and as the mother of our protagonist suspects in this folktale, the young girl who transforms herself into a flowering tree sells her flowers, sells her goods, and brings money from it. And one obviously suspects like the mother did, that something bad is going on in this particular transaction. We also speak about deflowering when we talk about loss of virginity and the flowers are being plucked from this tree and sold, and one thinks of that the particular image of the loss of virginity of this young person. And as Ramanujan in his essay reminds us, that often in the south Asian folk tales, women folk tales, the father is absent, and here also the father is absent, and I wonder if that is supposed to mean she’s unprotected, unguarded, and perhaps unrestrained, exhibits this lack of restraint herself in this particular manner. You might also think about the girls’ sibling relations hips with three different sets of sibling relationships here. Where the sibling of the protagonist is one set, more or less silent and compliant in selling the flowers, the sister of the prince is rivalrous. She’s competitive; she wants what the prince has. Whereas the older sister who is supposedly married, and therefore sated and satisfied, is actually working as somebody who heals the couple. We might also think about this theme in terms of narcissistic themes. The theme’s obviously already there. He comes and takes a secret and he looks at this woman who is transforming, and when he comes to her bed chamber also wants to see her transform herself rather than perform. He and she become extensions of each other – also as Sue mentioned they both got thrown into deep depression. He becomes a wandering aesthetic and she becomes all deformed. And that’s the kind of punishment, in terms of Freudian terms, that is that they invite on themselves, that is visited on themselves through this lack of social connection, lack of selfhood, and this mutilated self. 

At the cultural level there’s very rich symbolism involved here as Sue mentioned both masculine and feminine. These are also very important aspects of Indian mythologies in the [sankia], the school of philosophy, we speak of [pehrusha] and [percolti]. [pehrusha] means sentient, consciousness, but without energy , and [percolti], which has no consciousness. And the two have to combine with each other to bring about this creation. And in a way this speaks about the sense in which the rather passive, conscious man and a very active female come together finally after the upheaval that occurs in their Indian [xx]. I think the tale talks a lot about sexuality, and danger with which Indians regard it. Unprotected and unrestrained, it can go awry. It can also visit upon the male a certain danger like haunting that relationship. In one of the famous novels from [xx 39:45], a young man is married to an older woman, the author wants to tell us that he’s only mentioning it because he’s been sexually used up by this older woman who’s a lot more needy and greedy. Similarly, the Indian notion about a woman’s sexuality is without the internal controls that we think in the west with the super-ego. My mother used to tell my sister, for example, when she was reluctant to accept the offers that change, that your mind may not want it but your body will. Another good [lati] proverb says when you dip butter on a hot plate it melts. Therefore don’t allow young people alone by themselves because they’re going to for sure give in to their basic instincts. Another aspect of this is the issue of privacy. Actually in this story there is no privacy! The girl who transforms herself can’t really do it privately. The prince cannot deal with his wife in any privacy - somebody’s looking on. So this is also a concern Indians have and in a lot of household stories about how actually sexual acts are committed – there’s always a danger of being found out. When I was in medical school, the story went there are three reasons why people don’t have sex indiscriminately. One of them of course is a fear of pregnancy and the second is infection – conception, infection, and the third and most important is detection. Being found out. And this detection is an important element in the story. And another historical context I would venture to say that the Indian culture before the arrival of the Europeans was almost certainly more matriarchal. And the Europeans who came in were certainly patriarchal. And unlike what happened elsewhere with the arrival of the Europeans, where the Europeans were able to emerge as victorious completely and dominate with their patriarchy, that never quite happened in India. So this tension between matriarchy and patriarchy has continued in India, with Hindu gods and goddesses, equally powerful, equally able to move the earth with almost atomic energy. So in the Indian context perhaps it’s the woman has the power to change and shape things, much more than men. I was going to read you a poem from [natagor] but my unconscious - I don’t know I misplaced the book and couldn’t find it this morning. But it goes surprisingly that way where the prince discovers a fairy by the riverside and brings her home and the parents of the prince want her to be adorned and want to see her. She says okay after finally being persuaded, and they look on and there is nothing. And the king wonders and asks the son - he wanted to see her. So she has disappeared. Because she has disappeared now she will be here forever. Thank you very much.
Kane: Thank you. John, I thought I’d go back to you just a little bit about Prakash mentioning there is an underbelly and a sort of baser side to this. Now, you and Peter decided instead of the original ending where the younger covetous sister of the prince gets thrown into a pit of burning lime - John and Peter decided to end it at the re-transformation of Kumudha. So I thought we’d talk a little bit about the underbelly that you bring out in other parts but ultimately you decided to keep it hopeful at the end.

Adams: Yeah. These fairy tales, they so often have such rueful beauty and then these nasty little codas. And Grimm fairy tales as well. And it’s interesting, it shines a light on the social utility of a lot of fairy tales as well. I wasn’t interested in punishing this poor sister, I didn’t think she deserved a ‘zero-tolerance’ ending. I – I felt that the young girl was quite seriously abused in this story. By the way, in the folk tale as it’s presented to us and written down by Ramanujan none of these characters had names. But I felt I had to give them names and I found these beautiful names – the two sisters Kumdha and Kavinilla on a website, the hundred most popular Tamil names. So that’s how the creative imagination works. Kumudha also means flower, I did choose it also for that. Dramatically, I had a real challenge. I’d never written a libretto before. I’d collaborated, with Alice Goodman on Nixon in China and Klinghoffer and I’d worked with Peter Sellars to create this very unusual libretto for Dr. Atomic. But I actually wrote this libretto basing it on the Ramanujan story and I had to shape it because I had a very small cast and there were a lot of characters in the story – I had to weed out certain characters for example the mother. And I had to create an omniscient narrator called the storyteller, so he’s actually telling a story and I got that idea from Bach from the passions of Bach where an evangelist sort of helps you along on the story. And so we have this omniscient, wise, presumably old man who you can tell immediately is an archetype. He tells the story and he also kind of gets involved in it from time to time. And then we have these two characters – we have the young girl, who I didn’t make quite as potentially wayward and potentially headstrong as Prakash points out that she could be. I felt her more a victim. I saw themes of tremendous oppression in the story. Oppression – sexual, politics or sexual oppression, male demanding and female - coupled as very much is the case in two of Mozart’s operas, The Marriage of Figaro and Don Giovanni – coupled with huge class oppression. In The Marriage of Figaro you have the count using his power to attempt sexual domination of this young girl Susanna. And here we have the prince who seems in his the fact that he’s royalty to get whatever he wants from this young girl. And there’s darkness particularly in act 2, when the transformations go wrong. Musically, I made four transformations. There are two in Act 1, the first is Kumudha’s first transformation. And the second happens in the bedroom after the wedding when the prince demands it of her. She’s humiliated. She doesn’t want to have to do this ever again which is why I said I sensed there was a sense of pain involved with the transformation, otherwise why would she withhold when the prince says, I want you to do it for me. And he withholds sexual contact and he won’t even speak to her. They have this wedding night that’s a disaster because nothing happens. And she’s lying in bed thinking, ‘what’s going on’, and he’s thinking, ‘I want her to do it for me’, and until she does I’m not going to touch her. And finally after the third night she relents. And so there’s a very, very strange theme of voyeurism in it. And so there are those two transformations both of which are beautiful, and the third transformation is the one that goes awry. The jealous sister has been spying on them, and she waits until the prince is away and grabs Kumudha, and brings her out into the orchard where she has all her young spoiled aristocratic playmates. And they taunt her and they force her to do the transformation for their own amusement. Then a rain storm comes up and like a bunch of bored rich Beverly Hills teenagers they just take off and leave her in this hideous inter-state – this is an ugly transformation. And finally the fourth transformation after the two of them have suffered, they wander through the wilderness and they come onto another town faraway and are joined unbeknownst to each other in a bed. She’s still in this hideous kind of [thermidide] baby physical condition and he absolutely a beggar – by the way we haven’t mentioned when he discovers his young wife’s disappeared he becomes like Siddhartha. He removes the powers, he takes off his royal robes and becomes a [Mendican] beggar and he takes a vow of silence. I thought maybe I’d play you just a segment of the first transformation. What’s wonderfully inexplicable in this story is the fact that the young girl knows she has this capacity. She doesn’t do anything to get it. She just says ‘what if I become a flowering tree’. That’s the way fairytales often are, they aren’t quite logical. But she – the way I view it is she senses she has a special magical ability. But she doesn’t know quite how powerful it is. So the first transformation is kind of like an acid trip. It’s like you’re taking this psychadellic drug and you’ve been told it’s potentially going to be quite an experience, but you have no idea how powerful it is. So I think at first, thinking well I’ll do this and I’ll become a tree. She tells her sister take this pitcher of water and pour it over me and I’ll meditate and I’ll become a tree. But instead what happens is this upheaval of emotions simply overcome her and I ask the orchestra to just do these swells. They’re almost like the final dilation of labor before the baby comes out into the sunlight. And then suddenly after these orchestral swells which I asked the violins to do that moment arrives, and we feel we see Kumudha having transformed and suddenly at that moment for the first time in the opera we hear the chorus. And the chorus is just making these little ‘peep peep’ noises, they sound like birds on a tree, which is my portrayal of this first transformation. I’ll play you just the last words of the storyteller describing how Kumudha does this transformation and we’ll hear the music of the first transformation.

***

Song interlude

***

Kane: Before I give it up for questions, I thought I would just have you comment briefly on the orchestration, and how that creates the color of the piece, and what you were thinking about besides the 60 instruments that you use, right?

Adams: Well, I was thinking about Mozart, and there’s nothing with any direct lineage between The Magic Flute and A Flowering Tree. It’s more a spiritual connection. One thing about The Magic Flute, and Mozart is that after writing very dark and chromatic music like the G Minor Symphony and Don Giovanni … that at the very, very end of his life - of course he didn’t know it was the very end of his life – but in The Magic Flute Mozart returned to really the folk song. And so many of The Magic Flute arias are really so simple, they’re so direct they’re almost like children’s songs. And there’s a wonderful Ingmar Bergman film of The Magic Flute from the 1970s that really caught that spirit, not only because he focused on the young adolescent girl who’s sitting in an audience watching a performance of this, but also when the arias come up there’s corny little moral [russians? 58:20] there he puts them underneath sort of engraved like little mementos. So I wanted to build a piece that had that kind of directness, that emotional directness. And simplicity. And that’s hard to do in the world of contemporary art where irony is really the coin of the realm. And it was particularly dangerous to do this because we gave the world premiere in Vienna. And Vienna has on the one hand the Mozart industry, where the GDP of Austria is really measured by how many performances of Mozart are put on every year, and how many Mozartkugels are sold, and little statues of little men with a wig are sold. (laughter) And then on the other hand, an approach towards contemporary music which is truly [xxx]. You know the feeling that the days of beauty and tenderness and simplicity are simply long-gone, and contemporary music really has to be something which is dense and incomprehensible and inaccessible and preferably painful. So we came within this piece, which is based on a fairy-tale, and I wrote music that as you can hear, sort of beautiful, I guess it’s hard for me to say as the composer, but the idea was really that it was music with directness, emotional directness, and had the kind of simple beauty that the story has. And not only that but we brought these musicians from Venezuela, so they came from a cultural climate that was so different from the sort of hard-bitten, world-weary, cynical, you know, environment of contemporary European and American art. It turned out this was a great thing to do and we had a wonderful time. Peter Sellars as stage director had a very small budget, so he sent his costume designer with a checkbook to Delhi and she just bought yards and yards and yards of inexpensive colorful fabric. And she brought it back to Vienna, took everybody’s measurements, and of course for two weeks of preparation, everyone got a handmade costume made out of colorful Indian fabric. I myself as director wore a jacket that made me look like a cross between a Bollywood actor and Liberace. And so there was this sense of joy and simplicity and directness in this work, with an orchestration that focused on color and atmosphere and you maybe even heard there are two little peeping piping recorders in the orchestra, that never do anything more than sound like a couple of wooden whistles, very simple. But in my mind they represent the absolute virginal innocence of Kumudha.

Kane: Well, before we bring it up for questions I want to make sure none of our other panelists have any other reactions or comments… well, we have time probably for about four or five questions from the audience…

[inaudible question]

Adams: yes, well of course Daphne, she turns into a tree to escape a rape. So it’s really a protective return to the vegetative world. I’m sure Susan would probably have something to say about that.

Rosenthal: Thank you. Exactly. That’s a very different kind of transformation, and I guess she remains a tree but however her transformation takes her into another form of the feminine. And a more protected self for sure.

Questioner: Having lived in Vienna, I’m interested in what the reception of your piece was at that festival, and have you made any revisions based on your initial experience performing the work.

Adams: the question was about first the response in Vienna. The response in Vienna – I couldn’t judge it. There are some mitigating circumstances. The festival was very creative and very unusual and it was just not marketed properly, so the audiences were very small. The press was absolutely savage. (laughter) I was beaten with a stick that had the word ‘adorno’ engraved on it many times. Even The New York Times referred to the production as ‘a big wet kiss to multiculturalism’ which I thought was particularly cruel. But you know I’ve learned over the years that as you’ve noticed in your recent primary campaigns that the press is usually wrong so it doesn’t matter. I did not revise the piece. I was very satisfied with the way – part of it may be the extremely short time I wrote the piece in. I didn’t want to have to go through that again. I basically, if I can use the term ‘delivered the piece’, in nine months. So sometimes there is an advantage to working that quickly because you kind of do keep the Gestallt in your head and don’t sort of wander off into unfruitful tributaries. 

[inaudible question]
Prakash: I am letting my imagination run wild here. In the folk tale the transformations occur from the girl to the tree with the pouring of water. And from that comes the flowering tree, energy, sexuality that we talked about, and then a second pouring of water that in a sense calms her down and brings the tree back to the human form. And my imagination one – said with the first emotion you created Dr. Atomic and all that energy burning in you needs the immersion in this folk tale to bring you back to earth.

Questioner: you all pointed out in one way or another that each of Kumudha’s transformations in the result of inter-personal pressures from other individuals that she interacts with. And the story itself as a commodity in some ways has inspired you to create this new piece of art. So in both cases in some ways one could say there’s a noumenal explanation, that’s being instigated by something phenomenal. Something conceptual is happening as the result of something very practical and real, and empirical. Can you comment in your own experiences and in light of the piece how some of that influence happens from the phenomenal to the noumenal. I’m interested to hear your perspectives on that issue.

Adams: Sue, it does seem like your words. 

Rosenthal: first of all, I’m impressed, about the use of the word noumenal. Funnily I was listening to it as a question for John, not for me, but you’re asking if there’s a net of swing just – if the pressure on her is topical, local, personal, relational.

Questioner: and more broadly, about how the inter-personal relationships can stimulate noumenal, conceptual, artistic explanation. Social, leading to the philosophical if you will.

Rosenthal: we know they can. Noumenalness is otherworldly. Comes from the words meaning divine, divinity, divine will. I think they can, I think it’s usually a pragmatic practical solution or out of the kernel of a particular situation. In John’s case, it was a response to something he got excited about. I think if it’s really coming from the person’s soul, so to speak, there would be an aura of excitement about it. If it’s forced on you, it’s tragic – it’s a terrible performance. 

Questioner: I was going to ask Mr. Adams about his collaboration with Mr. Sellars. How much did Mr. Sellars collaborate with you on this opera, if he did or did not, and whether you are both working on something else together. His energy level and imagination always intrigues me.

Adams: well you know it’s been an extraordinary relationship  - it’s gone back to 1985. And I have on occasion said that artistic collaboration after double murder suicide is probably the most painful thing two people can do to each other. It’s very difficult because we are artists and negotiation’s out of the question you know we’re not talking about a legal issue here, or custody. So we’ve had to find ways in which we can feed each other. And the good thing about Peter – he’s really a hermaphroditic artist. He does not sit and produce works of art the way I’ll sit down and write an orchestra piece or a poet will write a poem. He really needs to have an ultra-creative person and he kind of injects his ideas. I think at a symposium I gave here last December about collaboration I said sometimes I felt like our collaboration was that he was the sperm and I was the egg. And very often he would just come to where I live in Berkeley California and we’d have an afternoon and then he’d go away for two or three months. And we’d sometimes talk on the phone, but it’s just that kernel of idea. And of course his immense reading and awareness, particularly derived from other cultures. He knew about Ramanujan when I didn’t. He knew about Rukeyser, one of the poets we used in Dr. Atomic – I knew the name but I didn’t know the poetry. And he also suggested incorporating these vary very ancient love poems that are also from in the Tamil culture. And I didn’t even mention that these poems are sort of inserted into the libretto, and they’re often the arias. They’re very, very highly symbolic poetry and we were just talking a little bit before we started today about how in today’s artistic world, everything [in art] and the sort of maverick approach is not only desired, but it’s required of an artist. You’re supposed to break the rules. Your art’s supposed to have nothing to do with what came before. And there’s almost a sense of exhaustion about that demand. And I also think it’s producing a lot of avant-garde that’s either self-referential or kind of stillborn. And here, where this Kannada culture in southern India sort of flourished, this was roughly 600 A.D., and there’s a great tradition of poetry. And the poetry- all the symbols had extremely specific meaning. If you mentioned a certain kind of flower, or a certain animal, or a certain gesture, this had immense and very precise significance so that the artist, the poet, operated so integrally in this world of symbols and practice, how the verse was organized, the rhythm, the number of symbols, that the artist actually lost his or her autonomy. And so you’ve got a situation where in our era you have an artist like [Richard Sela] for example who’s this enormous ego. And you know, he puts his work of art – bang – in the center of a city street, and it’s a great work of art. No doubt about it. But his [auteur-ship], if I can coin a term, his ego is so much a part of the artistic experience. On the absolute other end of this spectrum, you have the poets of this collection, the [Koran taki], or I could even say the creators of the Chartres cathedral – completely anonymous artists who worked within this acceptance system. And the art form itself moved at a glacial pace over a period of centuries, now in demand of an artist he or she revolutionized the art form in the course of a generation. So we usually think of the slow food movement, I would like to have Prakash’s concept of a bucket of cold water poured over this overheated necessity for artistic evolution, and maybe a calming down and an acceptance of a uniform – not uniform but a more generally accepted sense of symbols and signs.

[inaudible question]

Adams: well, I’m not an expert on Adorno. I’ve read some of his articles about music, I think it very much relates to what I just said about this idea of progress. Adorno believed that Schoenberg was the root to the future and he also was deeply suspicious of an artist that created a work of art to please an audience. He felt that pleasing an audience was like hardly different from advertising. And what art needed to do was difficult issues of consciousness and unconsciousness, and it needed in its language to be every bit as complex as the feelings it was dealing with. He would have, I’m sure, considered a work like A Flowering Tree to be retrograde, reactionary, and probably several adjectives even less flattering. You know, I grew up during what I call the bad old days of contemporary music. When composers were expected to write everything in a very complex, atonal, dissonant language. And you know that mindset still exists, all you need to do is go to the Chicago Symphony when they do a new piece of music. More often than not they perform these works, and many of them are of very high value artistically, but I think there’s a sort of accepted received knowledge about modernity that it must always be on the forefront of complexity. And then I look and I see what many people are listening to and I see how pop music has become the language of our culture for better or worse, but part of the reason is it speaks to a very corporeal and psychological needs. And I made a composition of a lifetime a career of trying to find a way to deal with very complex psychological issues but trying to deal with them in the way that Mozart did by creating music that is on the one hand accessible to an audience of intelligent people like you, not necessarily people who know the entire canon of contemporary music. But people who read the same novels that I read, and go to the same films I go to and basically kindred spirits. And, you know, can enjoy the music. I think that’s really the problem with Adorno. Is enjoyment.

Kane: fantastic. Well, thank you to all our panelists, I hope this has provided fodder for all of you, to put this in perspective. We will be performing A Flowering Tree for five performances. It opens on May 14th, so please give a warm welcome to our wonderful panel. Thank you.

[applause]

(83:14)
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