"A grain of sand in heaven's eye": Alice Goodman's History is Our Mother Alexandre FERRERE When in 1990When in -1991 Alice Goodman wrote The Death of Klinghoffer, basing her libretto on the hijacking of the Achille Lauro by the Palestine Liberation Front in 1985, which led to the murder of a disabled Jewish-American, she felt like she had written one of her most interesting works. 1 But her work was soon condemned for antisemitism, for "romanticizing terrorism" and for being too naïve according to the victim's daughters (Jeffries). As a consequence, when they were not cancelled, 2 these representations attracted public demonstrations, broadcasts were cancelled (Sean and Tilden), and a scene was cut from the original version (Woolfe). Alice Goodman never wrote another libretto after these events. But a few years earlier, in 1987, she had written the libretto of another opera entitled Nixon in China 3 which was to be counted among the most admired operas. 4 Both libretti are in fact a collaboration between Alice Goodman and John Adams, and were part of a trilogy project. 5 In 2017, these two libretti, with a translation of The Magic Flute, were put together in a book entitled History is Our Mother, a line taken from Nixon in China. This paper will look at her libretti, which could be called poems, and will try to underline their importance as a complex work of art.

In writing Nixon in China and The Death of Klinghoffer, Alice Goodman crystallized tensions in texts always to be rediscovered. As is always the case with pieces dealing with 1 "When Alice Goodman was writing the libretto for The Death of Klinghoffer, she sensed she was creating something extraordinary. 'I was thinking, 'I have never done anything as good as this! By God, I can write! It's great! I'm going to be famous! I'll write another opera! And another! And another!' That's what it felt like'" (Jeffries). 2 "After that New York premiere, two of the five opera companies (the Los Angeles Festival and Glyndebourne) that had commissioned the work withdrew their planned productions. After 9/11, Boston Symphony Orchestra cancelled a performance of extracts" (Jeffries). 3 Trici Nixon Cox, Nixon's daughter, enjoyed the opera: "And practically the first person on her feet during the standing ovation at the end, nearly four hours later, was Tricia Nixon Cox (who during the first intermission had posed for a photo backstage with her operatic 'parents')" (Tommasini). 4 "Like it or loathe it, 'Nixon in China' is-at last-a genuinely contemporary opera" (Kenyon). 5 "She envisaged Nixon and Klinghoffer being followed by a third opera to make up a trilogy, tentatively entitled Waco and dealing with the 1993 gun battle between the Branch Davidian sect and US agents in which 76 people died" (Jeffries). Alice Goodman also began to work on another libretto with John Adams, entitled Doctor Atomic, but stopped her collaboration a year later: "But after a year of trying to write on the Doctor Atomic project, she decided she couldn't do it" (Service).

contemporary History, the difficulty of such a task is to avoid the creation of ephemeral pieces, too focused on History and not enough on its gist. But Alice Goodman truly succeeds in balancing raw elements with timeless implications. The Death of Klinghoffer is indeed centered on a tragic moment, but the poem seems to underline that facts are less important than ideas.

For example, Alma seems to directly address the reader/listener in double meaning declarations, like "Are you / familiar with these people? No" (Goodman 80). This could be the motto in Goodman's libretti: the characters are not as important as the idea they embody. As a matter of fact, the same character declares later: "I'm sick to death / Of reading about tragedy. / It's never ending" (Goodman 86). Once decontextualized, these lines announce a new way of conveying a story, especially when it is trapped within the flow of History (34). The same kind of miseen-abyme occurs in Nixon in China, as in the beginning of Act II scene I, when the reader learns that there will be an opera within the opera, acknowledged later by Nixon, who declares "It's just a play" (45). This line can also refer to his awareness of being on a stage but also to his real meeting with Mao, since as James Williams writes, "Nixon saw this event as a show for his public back home" (195). In the same manner, Nixon declares: "It's prime time in the U.S.A." (9), or "The eyes and ears of history / Caught every gesture" (8), showing he is conscious of the notion of performance behind his meeting. This consciousness is also underlined in John Adams's composition, with for example the emphasis on the word "listening" in the line "the world was listening," rhythmed by a confident brass section. Consequently, a strange feeling arises, tangling the threads of reality and its representation.

The other pitfall to be avoided when it comes to politics in art, is the inclination to write an easy satire just for the sake of it. On this topic, Alice Goodman herself declared about Nixon in China that "this is not a satire" (Monson 30). Alice Goodman wrote a balanced text, which never fails to play with humour to, nevertheless, subtly criticize. Under her pen, for example, Mao says "In the dark / All diplomats are gray" (Goodman 14) and his wife declares about the American presidential couple "We'll teach / These motherfuckers how to dance" (58). In the same libretto, and this has to do with the distortion of conventions, Alice Goodman specifies in the stage directions: "The role of Lao Szu is sung by the same singer as Kissinger" (43). The listener, the reader and the spectator can all enjoy this process, but they are not the only ones; the other characters are also surprised by the resemblance between Kissinger and Lao Szu, like Pat Nixon: "Doesn't he look like you-know-who!" (45). 6A particular aspect is at the heart of controversies and demonstrations around Alice Goodman's The Death of Klinghoffer: she gave voice to attackers and attacked alike, underlying that points of view are of huge importance in these tragic events. In that sense, the captain says to the terrorists: "You awakened their consciences" (124), and one of the terrorists declares:

We are not criminals And we are not vandals But men of ideals (95) Furthermore, as paradoxical as it may appear, what is seen as hostage-taking is in the mouth of Molqi an "Action for liberation" (95). Passages like these do not diminish the horror of such an attack; on the contrary, they uncoil its intellectual mechanisms (and this explains why the execution of Klinghoffer is deliberately hidden from the spectators' view). In other words, this is not a way to give false excuses but an attempt to reach a reasonable truth; as the captain says, "the sea is rich / In paradoxes" (101). In an article on the making of The Death of Klinghoffer, John Adams also insists on the visual aspect of this point:

Among the three hundred or so individuals who were on the boat at the time of the event, we chose a small, representative group [...]. The fact that several singers took more than one role further amplified this visual nonspecificity. (Adams 42) In a way, the same idea is at work in Nixon in China when Nixon asks "We live in an unsettled time. / Who are our enemies? Who are / Our friends?" (Goodman 9). Moreover, Alice Goodman sometimes erases religious barriers to seek a more global vision. For example, Leon Klinghoffer, the victim, declares: "We're human. We are / The kind of people / You like to kill" (111), meaning that it is first of all the murder of a human being. The captain of the ship also reinforces this idea of a crime against humanity ("You speak of failure? I would say / You did not fail until you killed," 124), and the Swiss grandmother's lines also concur in that sense, talking about the beast hidden under human flesh:

[...] How thin

The coat is: unlined velveteen, And underneath, the monkey's back (93) Ironically, she declares a few lines below "At least we are not Jews" (93), thereby proving her point. This bestiality of hatred is soon reversed, with the symbol of the birds which have "no desire / Or need of war" (105) and to which the "earth belong[s]" (104).

Another striking feature of those two libretti is the omnipresence of a distorted time, framing historical events in a wider landscape. The most obvious example is Alice Goodman's interest in uncoiling the making of History and the consciousness of it, with lines like Nixon's "They watch us now" (9) or "Our shaking hands / were shaping time" (8), his personification of History: "History holds her breath" (20), "The world watches and listens" (30) and Chou's "Future and past lie far below / half visible" (28). This quest for the present time leads to almost cubist compositions, seeking a pure representation of History through multiple points of view, as in The Death of Klinghoffer, where we learn that some characters "are all recollecting the events of the hijacking at some time in the future" while others "are all in the moment" (89). It echoes the stage directions of Act III in Nixon in China ("The memories of the two couples intertwine," 57) or Nixon's use of two different moments in the same line: "It's prime time in the U.S.A. / Yesterday night. They watch us now" (9). This sequence of moments allows the reader to feel the pulse of time; as Nixon declares, "each moment stands / Out sharp and clear" (8). The importance of present time (and media time) is also studied in its shared aspects, as evoked through Nixon's incredible awareness: "The nation's heartland skips a beat / As our hands shield the spinning globe / From the flamethrowers of the mob" [START_REF] Adams | said that the structure of The Death of Klinghoffer is inherited from Bach's Passions (Jeffries). 11 She said that she "was interested in a heroic opera[END_REF]. As implied here, it is the notion of forwardness that is at work in those two libretti. In The Death of Klinghoffer, Harry speaks thus of an "old world" (83) while the night chorus sings "the world consume / and be renewed" (106). In Nixon in China the allusions are even more striking, with Nixon's rhymes: "But let us, in these next five days / Start a long march on new highways" (30). Alice Goodman's libretti are also original in that they can be read as long poems, shaped in funneling structures,7 slowly capturing the reader's attention. At first sight, the texts appear to be built in a mirroring structure. For example, choruses face each other in The Death of Klinghoffer: exiled Palestinians and exiled Jews, desert and ocean, night and day. Another example is to be found when the captain shakes one of the terrorists' hands to welcome him aboard ("He was the last in line to shake / My hand," 90) and do the same at the end ("The Palestinians shake hands with the Captain and disembark," 127). Some lines even echo each other, like "Is not the ocean itself their past?" (96), sung by the Ocean chorus, and "Is not the night restless for them?" (106), sung by the Night chorus. On a deeper level, the mirroring effect becomes tighter, with characters playing on words: This passage, by playing with the multiple meanings of a word, but also by linking the characters together, works in fact like a chain (this is also present in John Adams's compositions with his work on polyphonic variations).8 This chain is also cultural, with a reversal of references, as when Nixon speaks of Confucius and of the Ming tombs (20-21) while Mao talks about De Gaulle (16) and "platonic men" (21). But this play on words can also underline the political rivalry between the two worlds: The joined hands become hands "raised to strike" and "seize the hour" becomes "seize their kill"; no doubt this confrontation recalls the tradition of verbal jousting. This battle also takes place in the rhyming schemes used by Alice Goodman since, contrary to a more traditional use of rhythm and rhymes in her translation of The Magic Flute, she often uses almost dissonant rhymes like catch/rich (18), begs/pigs (36), book/meek (64), masks/husks (65), punk/think (129), among the most striking ones. These original rhyming schemes are sometimes at the heart of long passages, like the one sung by the chorus in Act II, scene 2 dis-playing short rhythmic triadic variations on the same sounds (like "Flesh rebels / The body pulls / Those inflamed souls," 47). A silent reading of Alice Goodman's libretti can also enhance the link between meaning and rhythm, as in this passage from The Death of Klinghoffer: Besides the echoing "warm the heart" and "gnawed at my heart," the enjambment enhances the idea of a rupture between terrorists and victims. John Adams also plays with rhythm and meaning, as when Nixon sings "News has a kind of mystery" (7): the singing mimics the "mystery" slowly uncoiling. This accurate expansion of meaning into sound, her play on structures and rhyming schemes are key features displaying the poetic talent of Alice Goodman, always devoted to illustrative purposes, underlining on the page the forces at work in the world.

In fact, one could say that Alice Goodman mixes a traditional art 10 with contemporary troubles. This combination suffuses in her libretti, with a heroic aspect 11 blended with contemporary elements. In fact, besides allusions to religions, 12 Alice Goodman plays with the tension between mythic tragedy and modern attitude, giving therefore an original atmosphere to her texts, as in the very first lines of Nixon in China: CHORUS Soldiers of heaven hold the sky The morning breaks and shadows fly (5) Both rhythm and rhymes evoke mythological tales or tragedies depicting events happening under the supervision of powerful gods. There are also choruses sung by personified elements (night, 106; desert, 119; ocean, 96; day, 127), and by a biblical character, Hagar (108); some lines are even pronounced by Leon Klinghoffer's body (125). Each of these choruses sings lines wavering between evocations of higher forces ("Landscape of night for Him / Who is called All-Seeing, untouched / by storms," 96) and lines evoking directly destiny ("the dead, the wicked and the good / will be distinguished," 106). In a way, to what James Williams calls in the introduction "the meeting of lyric and violence" (xxiv), must then be added the meeting of natural and supernatural elements. John Adams's compositions also underline this idea, in the aerial variations of the chorus of exiled Palestinians on words like "cool" and "moon." The intrusion of myth thus builds the necessary basis upon which the contemporary world can be understood. Alice Goodman's libretti are complex poetic works, always echoing our modern world:

The Death of Klinghoffer seems to crystallize the tensions of our era, without directly emphasizing the political debate, but rather focusing on the human consequences. Nixon in China also resonates with our actual fears of seeing two worlds collapsing on each other: the

CHOU

  The current trend Suggests that China's future might-NIXON Might break the futures market. MAO That Would be a break. [...] (18, my emphasis)

  NIXON [...] Let us join hands, make peace for once. History is our mother, we Best do honor in this way. [...] That's true, sure, And yet we still must seize the hour And seize the day. CHOU You overlook The fact that hands are raised to strike, Hands are stretched out to seize their kill. (22) 9

This adds to the humour of lines like Kissinger's (playing Lao Szu) "Whip her to death!"

She acknowledged in the New York Times: "You notice a different set of structures that were there from the beginning, but that you don't get unless you read the text as it is written" (May).

There are also longer chains, like the one built around the theme of dream in Nixon inChina (33, 34, 37, 63, 67).

This passage also echoes Nixon's "We / Must seize the hour and seize the day" (30).