
Spring 2004 Å page 1

Center for Contemporary Opera Å P. O. Box 258, Island Station, New York, NY 10044-0205
(212) 758-2757 Å e-mail: conopera@mindspring.com Å website: www.conopera.org Å Spring 2004 

Opera Today
A MORE PERFECT UNION

Isaiah Sheffer
librettist

Victoria Bond
composer

A MODERN-DAY SATIRE ABOUT THE MAKING OF THE CONSTITUTION

Ruth Priscilla Kirstein, co-producer, 
designer, and choreographer

THE WORDS

This year, 2004, is turning out to be 
The Year of The Constitution all over the 
world.  Recent headlines tell us about the 
effort to create a constitution for a new 
post-Saddam Iraq, about the struggle 
to write and approve a constitution in 
Afghanistan, and about the European 
Unionõs draft constitution, which is 
waiting to be ratiþed.

As different as these nationsõ 
attempts are from each other, in terms 
of cultures and politics and personalities, 
or from the struggle to create an Ameri-
can Constitution in 1787, there are some 
very striking parallels.

A period of war is followed by a 
shorter or longer period of acute unrest 
and uncertainty, giving rise to a slow 
but determined effort to create order and 

THE CONCEPT

For quite a while I have been fascinated 
with the Baroque art form of the op®ra-
ballet, which existed well before there 
were opera and ballet as separate art 
forms: Among others, the Baroque op®ra-
ballet employed performance principles 
such as the dramatic equality between 
singing and dancing actors; moreover, it 
strove to excel in dance, music, poetry 
and design as equally important means 
of philosophical, political, cultural, or 
historical expression; extensive and often 
humorous use was made of allegory.

From this came the idea to re-
create the op®ra-ballet, however as 
contemporary art form and as a vehicle 
to say something about the world we 
live in today: A contemporary dance 
opera, which would take a satirical and 

THE MUSIC

Why this project now, at this very 
time? Because the subject of this opera 
is so pertinent to our current political 
situation. On the eve of our presiden-
tial election, when the entire world is 
looking to see how we uphold the ideals 
of our great Constitution, it is þtting to 
review the principles upon which our 
nation was founded. 

Isaiah has crafted a witty, irreverent, 
and profound dramatization of some 
of the central issues facing the authors 
of the Constitution in 1787 and still 
challenging us today. 

The inspiration for this drama is 
the Baroque opera-ballet, and I have 
incorporated elements of Baroque 
performance into my score, speciþcally 
in the use of the harpsichord, viola da 
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A MORE PERFECT UNION (continued)

ZENON KRUSZELNICKI 
TO DIRECT

Zenon Kruszelnicki is a member of The 
Actors Studio, International Federation of 
Actors and Polish Actors Assn. He holds 
an M.F.A in Theater Directing from the 
New School University in New York, 
and received his MFA in Acting from 
the National Academy of Drama in 
Poland. Mr. Kruszelnicki performed in 
the Yiddish Theater in Warsaw, and later 
worked with actress Rena Mirecka at 
Jerzy Grotowskiõs Laboratory Theater. 
In 1998, he was awarded an artistic 
grant by The Liberace Foundation for 
the Performing and Creative Arts. This 
spring he collaborated with the Wooster 
Groupõs production of Poor Theatre at 
The Performing Garage.

stability. The search is for agreement and 
compromise among opposing factions, 
different ethnic and religious groups, 
larger and smaller population groups. 
The struggle aims at formulating a 
basic document that all can live with 
and that can be the fundamental basis 
for a system of government, federal or 
centralized, and a process of justice that 
will put an end to strife and promise the 
beneþts of tranquility.

Overseas constitution-makers 
have been giving great study to what 
happened in that badly-ventilated room 
in that hot Philadelphia summer between 
late May and mid-September of 1787, 
when þfty-þve delegates from twelve 
States (Rhode Island never showed 
up!) debated and sweated to give us the 
charter we continue to live by now in 
the Twenty-First Century. As European 
statesmen, for example, try to deal with 
sharing power between large states like 
Germany and France, and smaller states 
like Poland and Spain, they look with 
interest on how our own little Delaware 
and Connecticut vied for equality with 
their bigger brothers Virginia and 
Pennsylvania. But how much do we 
Americans really know about the Con-
stitutional Convention of 1787, and how, 
in many signiþcant ways, it gave us the 
America we have today? 

Our dance A More Perfect Union is an 
attempt to convey through music, poetry, 
humor, dance, and visual spectacle, based 
on some of the principles of baroque-
era performance (but seen through an 
adventurous, modern theatrical lens), 
not only the historical facts of what 
happened in 1787, but a provocative 
and stirring vision of how that wondrous 
U.S. Constitution which has stood us in 
good stead for more than two centuries 
is now being seriously endangered by 
some latter-day super-patriots. A More 
Perfect Union is not only a challenging 
experiment in creating a new hybrid 
form of contemporary opera-ballet or 
satirical political singspiel, it is an ironic 
musical wake-up call to Americans 
in this Presidential election year and 
beyond.

ñIsaiah Sheffer

allegorical look at the 1787 Philadelphia 
Constitutional Convention and its impact 
on todayõs politics! While standing 
(singing, speaking, dancing, designing!) 
with one foot in the present, and one in 
the past, we seek to create highly imagi-
native and colorful Popular Theater, 
which will speak to and entertain many, 
transcending well-circumscribed groups 
such as the dance lovers, the literary 
crowd, the museum goers, the opera fans, 
the academics and the politically active.

When Liberty and Security appear 
as allegorical adversaries, we are 
as reminded of Renaissance and 
Baroque European visual and theatrical 
representations of the mysterious, 
untamable, seductive and culturally 
progressive new phenomenon America, 
as of current threats to the integrity and 
balance of this very phenomenon.

ñRuth Priscilla Kirstein
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gamba and the counter tenor voice. The 
musical style, however, is my own voice, 
as a contemporary musician looking 
at and borrowing from  a venerable 
classical operatic tradition.

A More Perfect Union allowed me 
the opportunity to explore in music 
the  passionate arguments and heated 
debates that formed our Constitution. 
To represent the þre of the delegatesõ 
convictions using the instruments of 
the Baroque era  presented a challenge. 
I needed to rethink each instrumentõs  
potential and move beyond the familiar 
langauage. 

I discovered that  the harpsichord 
could express very bold musical 
gestures as well as  dissonant harmonies 
without violating its intrinsic nature. 
The viola  da gamba, in contrast, had a 
quiet assuredness with a voice that was  
quite different than that of the cello. 

The other instruments of the  
ensemble, the ÿute, violin and 
percussion, all have become part of  the 
contemporary composerõs palette of 
colors and moved quite naturally  into 
the dramatic world in which I found 
myself. 

Vocally, Western Wind, with 
their six superb singers provides the 
ideal cast, particularly as they are 
accustomed to singing both Baroque 
as well as  contemporary music. They 
play the part of abstract regions, such 
as  The North and The South, as well as 
individuals, white and black,  narrators, 
participants and historical þgures. In 
addition, because dance is an equal 
partner in this operatic equation, the 
lively, exciting, subtle and energetic 
movements of Ruthõs contemporary 
vision, have shaped the rhythmic pulse 
of this  work. I think that giving the 
drama to dancers as well as to  singers 
enlivens the stage and brings opera 
back to its ritualistic  origins.

ñVictoria Bond
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Victoria Bond, composer and 
conductor, had scenes from her second 
opera Mrs. Satan performed by The New 
York City Opera as part of their Show-
casing American Composers in 2000.




