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The Lawyer Librettist
Creating otherworldly operas 
by sophia nguyen

“L
ucifer’s car  was towed,” 
someone announced to the 
room—they’d have to start 
without him. The three Fates 

reviewed some new choreography; by the 
piano, Persephone, a tall soprano, nervously 
rolled a pencil between her fingers as she ap-
proached a tricky high note. “My blood ru-
bies, centuries old,” she sang, her eyes dart-
ing to the composer for his reaction. He gave 

a thumbs-up. When the 
devil finally arrived with 
breathless apology, the 
workshop cast of Rev. 23—
all graduate students in the 
New England Conservato-
ry’s opera program—pre-
pared to take act one from 
the top. The curtain rises: the apocalypse 
is over. Heaven reigns on Earth. “Don’t get 
bogged down by plot issues,” the director 

reassured them. Ges-
turing toward the 
colleagues seated be-
hind him, he added, 
“That’s their problem.”

Mainly, plot fell under the jurisdiction of 
librettist Cerise Lim Jacobs, J.D. ’81. Rev. 23, 
an imagined sequel to the Book of Revela-

Characters in the 
Ouroboros trilogy 
include (clockwise) 
Madame White 
Snake and her 
companion; half-
woman, half-snake 
Xiao Qing, dragging a 
wheeled tail; and an 
abbot, here advising a 
conflicted mortal in 
Gilgamesh.
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In the wake  of a contentious 
U.S. election, faculty mem-
bers of two Harvard profes-
sional schools have published 
on the nation’s democratic 
origins and traditions (see also 
“A Conservative Counter-
revolution,” page 69). Cher-
ington professor of business 

administration David A. Moss developed a course on American goverance and poli-
tics using the Business School’s case method—in which students are presented with 
facts and issues, and then discuss potential outcomes. He has now pulled that mate-
rial together in Democracy: A Case Study (Harvard, $35), a unique textbook. Moss 
(whose Tobin Project was featured in “Rebooting Social Science,” July-August 2014, 
page 54) describes American governance as “an organism, not a machine” in the in-
troduction, where he also has 
this to say:

[D]emocracy in America  
has always been a contact sport. 
Words like “cooperation” and 
“consensus” may sound appeal-
ing and even comforting, but 
American democracy has sur-
vived and thrived from one gen-
eration to the next on the basis 
not principally of harmony but 
of conflict—sometimes intense 
conflict—mediated, generally, 
by shared ideals.

Indeed, democratic decision-
making in the United States has 
nearly always been rooted in disagree-
ment and tension, including plenty of 
bare-knuckle politics. The nation wit-
nessed intense partisan, ideological, and 
often sectional conflict in everything from 
the battle over ratification of the Consti-
tution in 1787-1788 to the repeated fights 
over a national bank (in the 1790s, 1830s, 
and 1910s) to the bitter struggles over 
health care and gun laws today. Intense 
political conflict has always been with us 
and is, in fact, profoundly American.

The critical question is what makes this 
conflict either constructive or destruc-
tive. Indeed, this is the central question 
of this book. Political conflict is not a dis-
ease, as some pundits contend, but in-
stead an essential feature of American 
democracy. In most periods across the 
nation’s history, it has served as a power-
ful source of strength. But not always. 
And this, in a nutshell, is what we need 
to figure out. Why has fierce political 
conflict proved highly constructive at 

many historical moments and severely 
destructive at others, and which type of 
conflict…characterizes the nation’s de-
mocracy today?

…[T]he logic of what I call productive 
political tension…runs…beyond policy-
making to the very foundation of demo-
cratic governance itself. Produtive ten-
sion between competing factions serves 
not only as a vital source of diverse poli-
cy ideas, but also as a critical check on 
democratic excess, as Madison observed 
on the eve of the Constitutional Conven-
tion.…The words “productive tension” 
appear nowhere in the Constitution, of 
course, nor is there any certain recipe or 
formula for creating and sustaining it. 
But…[i]t is, in short, one of the intangi-
bles of American democracy, which 
breathes life into the republic in the most 
mysterious of ways, animating an other-
wise static set of structures and rules as 
powerfully—and subtly—as the oxygen 
carried in our bloodstreams.

o p e n  b o o k

B a r e - K n u c k l e 
Po l i t i c s

tion, begins when Lucifer conspires with 
Hades to destroy the power plants that en-
force endless, paradisiacal summer. Later, 
they enlist Persephone and Sun Tzu in their 
rebellion; sometime in act two, Adam and 
Eve show up, as does the archangel Michael. 
Jacobs, along with composer Julian Wach-
ner and dramaturg Cori Ellison, watched 
as the singers waded through this madcap, 
overstuffed plot. In workshop, “We find out 
whether something sounds stupid when it’s 
sung,” says Jacobs, “or if something stinks. 
Everything looks good on paper, sounds 
good on paper—but there’s nothing like 
putting it on its feet.”

A freewheeling approach to different 
cultures is typical of Jacobs’s work, which 
is fantastical and afterlife-obsessed. Her 
libretti star characters from Chinese leg-
end, with dream sequences set in Sume-
rian myths and lines borrowed from King 
Lear and The Song of Songs. This hodgepodge 
reflects her upbringing in Singapore, with 
its stew of faiths and languages. Jacobs’s 
Cantonese-speaking parents initially sent 
her to a Chinese school, where she learned 
Mandarin; then they had second thoughts 
(“They were afraid I would be converted 
to this horrid little Communist in their 
midst”), and switched her to a Method-
ist missionary school, where she learned 
hymn singing and Bible study. The family 
regularly celebrated Hindu festivals and the 
end of Ramadan with their Tamil and Malay 
friends, Jacobs recalls. And: “We watched 
Chinese opera religiously, every Sunday, at 
my grandmother’s house.” The genre differs 
from Western opera not just in musical scale 
but in overall duration, she points out: a sin-
gle work can go on for days, with attendees 
eating throughout. Jacobs attempted to rec-
reate a version of that experience with her 
Ouroboros Trilogy, which audiences could 
watch in all-day musical marathons at Bos-
ton’s Cutler Majestic Theater this past Sep-
tember. “They do not allow you to bring in 
food,” she laments. “Munching on French 
fries as you’re watching—it wasn’t possible. 
But if it were, I would want that!”

Ouroboros follows a snake demon and 
her besotted companion as they’re rein-
carnated at three different points in time. 
In each of the operas—Madame White Snake, 
Naga, and Gilgamesh—a dogmatic man of re-
ligion becomes their adversary, and other 
humans get tragically caught up in the con-
flict. Spanning fictional eons, the complete 
cycle runs a little over five hours, and began 
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The Art of Protest
Poetry in the age of Black Lives Matter 
by lyDialyle gibson

B
efore you get  to any of the poems 
in Clint Smith’s new book, Counting 
Descent—some with titles like “How 
to Fight,” and “No More Elegies To-

day,” and “Ode to the Only Black Kid in the 
Class”—you’ll find an epigraph from Ralph 
Ellison’s interview with the Paris Review in 
1954. It reads: “I recognize no dichotomy be-
tween art and protest.” 

Smith, a third-year Ph.D. candidate in ed-
ucation, thinks about that quote a lot. For 
him, Ellison’s words are deeply felt. And 
deeply lived. “It doesn’t even make sense to 
me that art and protest would be separate,” 
he says. “Part of what it means to be an artist 
is to imagine the world as it could be, and to 
not be confined by what seem like the po-
litical possibilities of the day. To reject false 
caricatures of humanity. And to complicate 
our understanding of history.” 

People often ask if Counting Descent is a 
book about “the black experience.” Not 
exactly, he tells them; it is his black experi-
ence. Everything is in there: the childhood 
in New Orleans, full of gumbo and books 

and family affection. His parents dancing in 
the kitchen to Frankie Beverly & Maze. One 
grandfather (“a quarter century / older than 
his right to vote”) who cleaned floors for 
white people; and the other, Smith’s name-

sake, a zoologist who as a teenager had to 
move to a different Mississippi county be-
cause his own didn’t have a high school for 
blacks. Smith himself, a runner and stand-
out soccer player (with, the poems attest, no 
basketball jump shot), turned 17 on August 
25, 2005. Four days later, Hurricane Katrina 
destroyed his family’s home. “I come from a 
city that is drowning,” he would later write 
in a poem called “what is left,” “while being 
told it is rinsing itself clean.” 

One night during a summer internship in 

as a lark. Having practiced law for more than 
two decades, Jacobs was three years into re-
tirement when, in 2005, she began to write 
a song cycle as a birthday present for her 
music-loving husband. Pushed by his ques-

tions about the characters and plot, she ex-
panded it into a full-length work. Potential 
composers balked at the prospect of writing 
something that would be performed only 
in the family’s Brookline living room, so 
Jacobs cold-called Opera Boston. Madame 
White Snake premiered there in 2010, directed 
by Robert Woodruff (former artistic direc-
tor of the American Repertory Theater); its 
score, by Zhou Long, won the Pulitzer Prize 
for music in 2011.

Now, Jacobs is intent on building an 
oeuvre for herself. “I have this master plan 
to commission and produce one new work 
a year for the next five years,” she says, 
matter-of-factly. Ouroboros is her grand 
epic; Rev. 23, premiering in September 2017, 
will be her comic opera, with a cast small 
enough to travel. (She has also finished 
drafting the next work, Permadeath, which 
will involve an augmented reality, video-
game component.) Jacobs, who often ac-
cessorizes with a purple, gargoyle-shaped 

backpack, has an elfin appearance and 
whimsical imagination. But her undeni-
able, entrepreneurial energy brought com-
posers like Long, Paola Prestini, and Scott 
Wheeler aboard her flights of fancy: her 
can-do spirit is matched by will-do drive.

Collaboration does require compro-
mise. Days in, the NEC rehearsals for Rev. 
23 foundered amid the cast’s confusion 
about character motivations and narra-
tive twists. The production team had an 
all-day meeting to brainstorm. “I needed 
a breakthrough,” says Jacobs. They lost a 
subplot involving angelic wings, but kept 
another about the Book of Life; they added 
more comedy. “As a lawyer, you’re used to 
being edited, people arguing against you,” 
she says, with a sigh. “Trying to make you 
better, you know.” Occasionally, she adds, 
“I have to step back and say, I’m at the end. 
I’m at the final phase of my life. I need to 
remember why I’m doing this. I’m doing it 
for the love of it. For the fun of it.”

Cerise Lim Jacobs

Clint Smith
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