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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION

Hoods

by

Carolyn Chen
Doctor of Philosophy in Music
University of California, San Diego, 2014

Professor Katharina Rosenberger, Chair

Hoods is a concert-length chamber opera based on Euripides’ Hekabe
and Little Red Riding Hood, parallel stories of women in extremis. Setting myth
and fairytale in the context perpetual war, the opera explores themes of violence,
gender, and metamorphosis. Three singers each play multiple roles from the
alternating stories. Recordings of helicopters, animals, stomachs, and voices
accompany live chamber music by an ensemble of flute/bass flute, clarinet,

French horn, percussion, cello, and contrabass.

viii



In Euripides’ Hekabe, a queen and legendary mother of fifty children, loses
all of them to war. The magnitude of her loss pushes her out of the realm of
humanity, leading her to commit a horrific act of retributive violence. She lures
her enemy’s progeny into her tent, surrounding them with the other enslaved
Trojan women. She blinds her enemy and kills all of his children. Then she is
prophesized to turn into a dog with eyes of red fire. The woman, made bare,
becomes a wolf. In Little Red Riding Hood, a wolf on the margins finds its way
into the human world through stolen voices. Acquiring human voices — learning
and recording first Red’s and then Grandmother’s — provides entrance to the
household, and means to seduce and swallow the objects of mimicry. Then, from
inside the stomach, girl and grandmother find their inner wolves and tear a way
out.

Though one tale is set in a fantastical world, and the other against a
backdrop of late empire and war-wrought havoc, both stories of loss and
retribution hinge on moments of suspension in an interior space — the Wolf trying
on identities in Grandmother’s house, Red and Grandmother plotting in the wolf’s
stomach, and Hekabe in her tent with her enemy’s family. The charge of these

moments is the seed of the opera.



LIBRETTO

Hoods

Dramatis Personae

Abbreviation Part (in score)
Hekabe, former queen of fallen Troy H J
Trojan woman/chorus C S, N
Polyxena, daughter of Hekabe Px N
Polymestor, traitor king of Thrace P N
Agamemnon, king of Greek army A S
Mother of Red Riding Hood Mom S
Red Riding Hood LR N
Wolf Wolf J
Grandmother Gma S

Scene Summary

. Gone Shore of Troy

Troy has fallen. Hekabe, former queen, and Trojan women wait on the shore to be

taken into slavery by the Greek army. Hekabe, mother of 50 children, has lost them
all in the war, save two. Polyxena, her last daughter, is demanded as a sacrifice to

the ghost of Achilles.



Il. Take this Home at the edge of the forest
Red Riding Hood’s mother sends her with a basket to her grandmother. Grandmother

and wolf are both sick and alone.

. Hand Shore of Troy

Upon washing her body, the women of Troy discover the body of Hekabe’s last son
Polydorus, who had been sent to Polymestor, the King of Thrace for safekeeping.
Hekabe implores Agamemnon, Greek king, for help with revenge. Slave to his army,

he cannot help.

IV. Stolen voices Grandmother’s house
In the forest, the wolf hears Red’s voice, learns it, and uses it find and swallow

Grandmother. In Grandmother’s voice and clothes, the wolf swallows Red.

V. Eyes Tent of Trojan women
Hekabe invites Polymestor to her tent with all of his children, blinds him, kills his
children. Polymestor asks for justice from Agamemnon, who deems that it has been

served. Polymestor tells Hekabe she will turn into a dog with eyes of red fire.

VI. Stomach is a forest Stomach of the Wolf

In the stomach of the wolf, girl and grandmother meet and cut their way out.



I. Gone

Shore of Troy

Hekabe, Trojan Women

[helicopters room-shaking, subside, bleak, low, loss — strings — ocean]

C gone - there’s nothing left — the city is razed, our families killed - they’ve
scraped out the insides of my veins - nothing to cover us — nothing to left but
sand and the sound of water, wash away the shore, wear away our ears - bury

us already

H [flat, prostrate] hold me up, women, | was once a queen, now a slave like you,
| was royal, now | fall. | dreamed blackwinged dreams - halting footsteps -
pricked by panic in darkness, blackwinged dreams, dreamed little dear pulled

to bits by wolf’s bloody claws - my child - send her away from this fate

[choking harmonies, broken wind, internal organ heartbeat crush, buzz]

C caught like an animal - the hero’s ghost has called for a gift of blood — he
won’t go ungifted [flash of LR] the winds do not move, they cannot sail home,
he will not let them go without blood

[enter Polyxena]

[woodblock — knock]

Px what shakes me from my tent

H luckless mother’s child - they’ll kill you, Greeks, for a ghost



Px

Px

Px

Px

mother, marrow of grief, see me, bitter animal, ripped from your hands, | weep
for you

O daughter, murder, my words go empty into air, wail so your life be not torn

I will go. | will die. turn away, don’t worry.

no, take me, stab me, let me die with her

mother lay your cheek on my cheek

I had fifty sons, now nothing

cover my head, melt my heart — mother, goodbye

no good, O woe, | sink

breeze of sea, where will you take me? hopeless, land fallen, ruined,

smoldering, spearcaught, | will be a slave in a foreign land

[helicopter — blade — rest]

C

Px

be still, she spoke, a hero:

[behind curtain] come drink my black blood inviolate, you who razed my city -
it is my will to die, no one touch my skin, I turn my throat to you.

[cry] my daughter, gone! no one touch her body, bring seawater, I'll give her

last bath - we are nothing



Il. Take this

Home at the edge of the forest

Mother, Red Riding Hood

[mother instructing, LR repeating, back forth - unthinking, rote]

Mom

LR

Mom

LR

Mom

LR

Mom

LR

Mom

LR

Mom

LR

Mom

LR

Mom

take this

take this

to your

to my

grandmother

grandmother

she’s sick, she needs something warm - be good,

I’ll be good

be careful

I’ll be careful

stay safe, stay warm, stay covered, stay pure, stay on the path

safe, warm, covered, sure, | will

keep safe, keep your hood on, don’t let anyone see you

| won’t be seen

don’t dally, don’t idle, don’t delay, don’t get distracted, don’t talk to strangers,
don’t let anyone touch you - don’t stop, never stop, never trust, never talk to

strangers

[LR sing/hum to self, walk off — onto tape]



Stomachs

Grandmother, Wolf

[birds, echo wail softer]
Wolf  I'm so hungry, so cold, alone my stomach is growling

Gma I'm so hungry, this fever, I'm burning, | could eat ... a child

Forest

Red Riding Hood, Wolf

LR [wandering, repeating instructions chanted under breath]
always wanted to see the forest, see what was through the trees
leaves shiver green around me

[Birds -we’ll watch you back, we’ll be watching you]

Wolf  I’'m watching too

LR birds are singing, sunlight breaking, on this path of pins and needles, stepping
on stones, slipping on leaves, tripping over shadows

Wolf what a pretty voice she has — tripping over shadows - | want that voice

LR turning over these leaves flickering - billion bright lights, lights or eyes, | could
watch them blink on and on forever

Wolf lights or eyes, let me watch you, let me hear you, let me be you, on and on

LR is there something there in the dark, moving after me — hello? hello?

Wolf hello — hello —

LR who is this following me? who are you? what kind of animal are you?



[buzzing bees, gnats — quiet echo of H wail]

Wolf hello — where are you going? what are you carrying? what have you got in
your hands? your pretty hands?

LR I’m going to see my grandmother, to take her this cake

Wolf  and where does she live?

LR at the edge of the forest

Wolf how about we make a game — | will take this way, you take that, and let us see
who will be there first? don’t take the wrong path, trip into the thickest bramble

[run, tom run swift, woodblock run wayward, rit, knock]

LR picking flowers, each breaking at the roots, a thousand small tears, | can’t
hear

[flowers break, cry, warn]

Grandmother’s home

Gma I’'m choking, burning, this fever, fury for food, twitching, sweating sheets,

soaked with fever



Ill. Hand

Shore of Troy

Trojan women, Hekabe

[ocean]

C the body of your son

[silence]

H cry - a thrown out thing!

C breaking waves carried him from the sea

H my eyes, that dream, blackwinged - my child, your body, | saw you dead in the
daylight

C who killed him, you are dream minded, can you say?

H Thracian king - unholy, unbearable, where is justice of host and guest? O
cursed man, how you did rend his flesh, how you did chop the limbs of this
child, you had no pity - scream

C two children, two corpses

[Agamemnon, Hekabe]

H Help me. | pull your knees, your chin, your hand — they killed my son, my son
sent with bitter gold [starts on knees, pressing A]

A no pity — he killed your son for gold?

H cut him down for gold, threw the body out tossed him into the sea —

a sea-thrashed thing [A retreating, H pressing forward] be my avenger — he

sat at my table, watched for murder, didn’t even bury the body, threw it in the



sea — | am a slave, but if men murder guests, there is no justice — call this
shameful!

true but —

once | was royal, now your slave — once | bloomed with children, now
childless, cityless, nothing — where are you slinking off to? shame!

| pity you, but I follow my army

shit — no one is free — slaves to money, fortune, the mob, the laws — none use
their own mind — | will plot alone.

how? sword? poison? who will help?

these tents hide women [faint slow birds]

prisoners?

with them | will take revenge

but what can women do?

there’s power in numbers and cunning. tell our friend |, former queen of Troy,
invite him. bury my children side by side.

the gods send no wind, we must watch and wait

washed up on beach, brought back by waves, unwept, unburied, cloud of
Greeks covers you, shorn your crown of towers, stain black with fire, scream

cut the air
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IV. Stolen voices

Grandmother’s house

Wolf, Grandmother

[forest birds]

Wolf

I’m so hungry

[knocks at the door]

Gma

Wolf

Gma

who is there?
I am your grandchild [ventriloquism of cassette player — LR singing/hello hello]

come in, come in, open the door, dear

[creak of door - scream of grandmother transferred to burp of wolf — taps at the door]

Wolf

Gma

LR

[in nightgown] | can barely breathe, this dress is so tight, and what is in my
stomach keeps turning and turning
[from stomach] so warm in here

Grandmother? are you there?

[taps at the door - Mom: don'’t let anyone see you]

Wolf

Gma

LR

Wolf

LR

Gma

Wolf

who is it?

[from stomach] who is there?

it’s your granddaughter — I've brought a gift for you — a cake
come in, come in then

it's so warm in here, so hot, | can’t breathe

[from stomach] so warm in here

[soften voice] put your cake down, take off your clothes



LR

Wolf

LR

Wolf

Gma

LR

Wolf

Gma

LR

Gma

LR

Wolf

Gma

LR

Wolf

Gma

11

grandmother, you look a little strange [H: a thrown out thing]
come into bed with me

what large your ears you have, grandmother

the better for hearing you, dear

| can still hear you, dear

what large hands you have, grandmother [echo: | pull your knees, your chin,
your hand]

all the better for embracing you, my dear [your hand, your hand]
it's a furnace in here, dear

are they furry?

soft fur, thick fur, stroke fur, strike fire

what large eyes you have, grandmother

the better for seeing you, dear

eyes? | can’t see, it’s so dark in here

but what a large mouth you have, grandmother

the better for eating you, dear

still hungry

[shadows converge, wolf larger — pregnant — sound of wolves, ultrasound)]

Stomach of the wolf

[birds slow]

Gma what’s in the basket, dear?

LR jam, cake, bread, butter, blade

Gma precious - a knife is for cutting, dear [slight scissors]
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V. Eyes

Tent of Trojan women

Hekabe, Polymestor, Trojan women

[helicopters, wolves, low]

H

H

C

| weep to see you, my fallen city, my dead daughter - we can trust nothing
you saw me brilliant, now fallen low — it’s hard to look you in the eye [LR what
large eyes]is my son safe? is the gold safe? [Mom: stay covered, stay safe]
of course, yes, safe in my house

| have more treasure here in my tent

is it safe?

we women are alone. come inside.

tumble into water, fall out of your own heart, lose your life

[shadow of H hand moves slowly toward P face — all lights out — wolves]

P

C

I am blinded! light of my eyes! [scream — LR: a thousand lights or eyes]

hear him scream

[single scream, sustain — all children dying]

P

C

P

H

my children! butchery!

new strange evils

you won’t escape! I'll tear down walls!

smash it all, spare nothing, pull the place down!

you won’t put sight back into your eyes, nor see your children alive.

see him stumbling out, children killed, justice
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[light]

[crawling] cry, where can | go, where can | stand, where take shelter, hopping
along on four feet like a beast of the mountains? sun, pray heal the blind hole
of my eye — change it to light — cry — leap on them, tear their bones and flesh,
make an animal meal of them, pay for what they did to me — children, my
children torn apart, cut to bits and thrown out as bloody breakfast for dogs?
unhappy man, evils you did, now you pay.

help, help me! women destroy me - shall | fly to heaven, shoot fire from my

eyes, plunge black into hell

[enter Agamemnon]
| came at your shouting, echo through the camp — who has destroyed you,
blinded your eyes, murdered your children?
Hekabe
you had the nerve for this?
what? near? tell me where — rip her to bloody pieces with my hands
if you pull out my eyes, my heart will see — if you cut off my hands, my chest is
knives and swords
stop, I'll listen, I'll judge
| killed the boy, so the Greeks wouldn’t return, destroy our land again - she
lured me into her tent, with my children - hands were around me [LR: what
small hands] all those hands, women’s hands, praising my robe, holding it to
the light, admiring my spear, stripping my weapons - all the little mothers

marveling at my children, passing them hand to hand, further out of reach,
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further [ladies’ hello’s] daggers from their robes, stabbing my sons, grabbing
my hands — | could not move against the female mass of them — gouged out
my eyes, poor eyes, red blood ran down. [LR: what kind of animal are you?] |
leapt up like an animal, bashing everything in my path

don’t blame all women, we are many, some blameless, some not

who would believe this? it was the gold — tell the truth — you killed my son for
gold, the gold, your profit. you waited until our star went black, our city was
smoke, then you killed the guest. if you had kept him safe, the treasure would
be yours — now you have no friend, no gold, no children.

you killed your guest for gold. you murdered, now endure atrocity yourself.
cry, | am beaten by a woman, a slave, lowest of the low. wail for my children,
wail for my eyes

what about my pain, my boy

you won't rejoice for long, the salt sea will swallow you, you will drop from the
mast

with wings [LR: what kind of animal?]

you will turn into a dog, with eyes of red fire [lights for eyes]

where?

your grave will be a mark for sailors

paying you back is all | care

your daughter will die too, Agamemnon, a bath of blood awaits you at home



I’ll throw you on a deserted island — Hekabe, creature of sorrow, bury your
children — women, gather to the tents of your masters, wind is blowing, sail
home safe, release from this

to the harbor, to the tents, now taste the work of slaves

15



VI. Stomach is a forest

Stomach of the Wolf

Red Riding Hood, Grandmother, Wolf

[stomach growl extended]

LR

Gma

LR

Gma

LR

Gma

LR

Gma

LR

Gma

LR

Gma

LR

Gma

LR

Gma

LR

Gma

hello, grandmother.

hello, hello

it's warm in here — | feel so close to you.
I’m so hungry, still so hungry.

where are those cakes | brought?

it’s tearing me up

O what sharp teeth you have, grandmother
teeth are for cutting,

cutting

cutting, tearing,

tearing

rending

limb to limb

rending meat from bone, dear

claw and tear a way out

my teeth are sharp

my teeth are fingers

small fingers, knives, open up an exit

16



LR open, open, open

Gma these are skills of carving

LR note for note

Gma shapes of pain, dear

LR slash to pieces

Gma red cape, red knife

Wolf red red red body, my body
LR red cape, red knife

Wolf open my body, my heart, my eyes, red eyes
[tearing]

Gma wipe the blood on the way out
LR how to make a scar

[speak] It was so dark in there.

17



SCORE

Hoods

Carolyn Chen

i. Overture: sea waves, swallowing
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