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THE BRIDE
Stripped Bare By Her Bachelors, Even

is a painting on glass begun by Marcel Duchamp in
1912, shortly after completing his notorious Nude
Descending a Staircase, and left definitively incomplete
in 1923. The painting is complemented by an exten-
sive series of notes, jottings and sketches Duchamp
produced over the same ten years—speculations on
color, transparency, language, geometry, and art—
written on scraps of paper which were published in
facsimile in several installments: The Box of 1914, the
Green Box of 1934, the “"White Box™" of 1967.

These notes reveal the Large Glass (as the painting
is known) to be the depiction of a static moment in
the life of a frustrated eros-machine, Bride above
(sometimes as bride-motor, sometimes as “sex wasp”),
Bachelors below. The latter are the nine “malic”
molds, hollow uniforms who secrete a gas which is
channeled, filtered, splashed and focussed by a series
of mechanical and optical procedures toward the
Bride, readying her for the stripping which never, of
course, takes place.

I began making this opera in 1964, after sceing a
full-scale replica of the Large Glass in the Pasadena
Museum’s Duchamp retrospective. My original idea
was to leave the opera unstructured, as the Notes
were originally published without an imposed se-
quence. Practical necessity has precluded that idea,
and the result is an opera whose performance should
be considered as only one of a number of possible
solutions.

This is not a conventional opera, though it as-
sumes the resources conventionally available to opera
—soloists, chorus, orchestra, dance, the proscenium
stage. There is no story plot and very little conven-
tional characterization. I was greatly influenced by
the example of Virgil Thomson's Four Saints in Three
Acts, but saw the opera as a possibility not only for
entertainment but as a sort of workshop in which to
attempt an expansive experiment in combined mu-
sical textures and procedures. The result is an amal-



gam of conventional and unconventional notation,
rhythmic and arhythmic phrases, tonal and non-tonal
melody and sonority,and vocally- and instrumentally-
dominated sections.

No doubt the opera represents a critic-composer’s
response to the painting. I wanted to parallel Du-
champ’s work, though, not exclusively to elucidate
it. I have set Duchamp’s words, often in my own
translation, and have alluded to the events of his
painting, but the musical result is not intended to be
an analogue, and the stage director is free to follow
her own ideas. The repertory of Duchamp images,
gestures and attitudes is large and subtle enough to
absorb almost any element, random or planned, as
relevant to itself.

The opera is very nearly complete, but is performed
tonight as a fragment—appropriately, given the na-
ture of its subject, but for practical reasons concern-
ing financing. Opera is enormously expensive, and
this opera is unconventional enough to need an ex-
perimental shakedown. You will see the whole of the
first act, fully staged, and nearly all of the second, in
concert form. The program will end with music for
the ballet of the Handler of Gravity, from Act III.
A full staging of the completed three acts is scheduled
for production next July in Herbst Theatre, San Fran-
cisco.



SCENARIO

Act ONE: Toward the Large Glass
Scene 1: The Box of 1914. Fifteen short specula-
tions: costumes; passages; electricity; mirrors; vision;
chance; the bicycle; perspective; skill; chance again;
frequency; the pissotiere; the art-ness of painting;
separation; and suffering: Duchamp gathering ran-
dom concepts toward what will be the Large Glass.

Scene 1: The Jura-Paris Road. Headlights on the
road, 1912: an automobile trip with Apollinaire and
Francis Picabia inspires much of the imagery and
mechanical metaphor of the Large Glass. (Headlight
Child = enfant-phare = en-fanfare = fanfares.)

Scene 11: Toward the Title. The axioms of the Large
Glass: the waterfall which powers the mill and the
illuminating gas secreted by the Molds; rapid and
eccentric causality; chance and possibility. And the
formative concepts: a hinge picture; a bridge between
worlds; relating of similar objects. Finale: the title.

Act Two: The Large Glass
Scene 1: Introduction. Two string quartets and a harp
on stage are associated with the Bride; two wind
quartets and a piano with the Bachelors. “Litanies of
the Chariot” express the tedious bachelor existence.

Scene 11: Bachelors. Tenor, compére and men's chorus
discuss the color and substance of the bachelors;
women's voices hold out a teasing Rhinemaiden prom-
ise of energy from outside the Bachelor’s limited
world.

Scene 11: Bride. Sopranos, commére and women'’s
chorus discuss the properties of the Bride as carbu-
retor: the reservoir of love-gasoline, the pulse-needle,
the filament substance.

(from Act IIT) Ballet: Handler of Gravity
The Handler juggles shots from the Bachelors against
the laws of gravity. His spasmodic twitchings—like
the jerk of the hands on an electric clock—animate
the Bride’s undressing. There are five slow dances,
distantly related to the Sarabande, and one quick.
The first is repeated to end tonight's performance.
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