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ABSTRACT 

 

This essay examines the reception history of the first production of The Death of Klinghoffer, an 

opera by composer John Adams and librettist Alice Goodman, and with significant input by director 

Peter Sellars. I will begin with a brief overview of the historical events on which the opera is based. 

A description of the genesis of the work will show the creative team's original conception, especially 

in terms of ideological subtext. After describing the critical reception of the first production, making 

particular note of the discussion surrounding accusations of anti-Semitism in the opera, I will 

examine how the controversy surrounding the work continued as various revivals took place around 

the world. Data have been collected mainly from newspapers and magazines as well as a few 

academic journals. Research from reception of more recent productions takes into consideration the 

proliferation of discussion in online sources, including social media. This controversy provoked an 

unprecedented amount of scrutiny in the press, as well as from musicologists; given the various 

recurrences of this topic, it is important to understand how the controversy has played out since the 

opera premiered. I will conclude that the aforementioned criticisms will likely follow the opera 

wherever it is produced, at least for the foreseeable future. 
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 John Adams' opera The Death of Klinghoffer sparked one of the fiercest debates the opera 

world has ever seen. The opera tells the story of the hijacking of a cruise ship by Palestinian 

terrorists, who then killed passenger Leon Klinghoffer, an elderly Jewish man in a wheelchair. 

Commissioned by a consortium of companies, a production was mounted and scheduled to tour 

Europe and the United States. The cast remained the same during this initial run, and the creative 

team remained on hand to supervise any changes deemed necessary. The work’s first performances 

in Europe received a mostly positive critical response, but all that changed when the piece received 

its U.S. premiere. Some critics and members of the public, including Klinghoffer’s daughters, raised 

accusations of anti-Semitism. This started a chain reaction as critics, the creative team, and 

musicologists rushed to either decry or defend it. As the work continued to be performed, the 

controversy was occasionally resurrected, but only in certain countries. In fact, whenever that 

controversy did again arise, critics seemed to spend surprisingly little time discussing the merits and 

demerits of the work itself, and instead dwelt on descriptions of the fracas surrounding the first 

production and proponents and detractors of the performance at hand.  

This paper will provide a summary of the reception of and controversy surrounding the 

work. I will begin with a brief overview of the historical events on which the opera is based. A 

description of the genesis of the work will show the creative team's original conception, especially 

regarding the ideological extremes raised. Next, the reception of the first production will be 

examined, taking into account critical reactions to the performances themselves, but focusing on the 

discussion surrounding accusations of anti-Semitism in the opera. A summary of further 

productions and performances will follow, noting where the controversy again arose and concluding 

that the aforementioned criticisms will likely follow the opera wherever it is produced, at least for 

the foreseeable future. 
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THE OPERA’S GENESIS 

 In 1985, four members of the Palestinian Liberation Front hijacked the Achille Lauro, an 

Italian cruise ship, just outside Egyptian territorial waters. Their stated goal was the release of 

comrades detained in Israeli prisons. When their demands were not met, they killed and threw 

overboard Leon Klinghoffer, a passenger on the liner. The incident gained considerable attention in 

the press. 

 Three years later, stage director Peter Sellars approached composer John Adams and 

librettist Alice Goodman and proposed that the Achille Lauro affair be turned into an opera. 

Goodman recalls that Sellars first mentioned the idea of an opera surrounding Leon Klinghoffer at a 

workshop of Nixon in China, the trio's first collaboration. "Somebody asked what we would do next. 

Peter said, 'Klinghoffers Tod.' I don't know if it was premeditated. Everyone thought he was joking, 

in rather bad taste."1 But Adams and Goodman were immediately interested, and a second 

collaboration began. In particular, the Klinghoffer scenario appealed to Goodman because of the 

compressed time frame. Rather than attempting to tell someone's entire life story, the opera could 

focus on the explosive events of a few days, delving more deeply into the motivations behind the 

actions of the story's characters. 

 From the very beginning of the project, the creative team made a point of shying away from 

simple storytelling. Nixon had been referred to, often pejoratively, as a "docu-opera"2 that simply 

traced historical events and set them to music. Such an appraisal of Nixon is unfair. Goodman's 

                                                             
1
 Rupert Christiansen, "Breaking Taboos (Portrait of Alice Goodman); in Thomas May, The John Adams Reader, 

(Pompton Plains, N.J.; Amadeus Press, 2006), 252. 
2
 "'Accidental opera composer' speaks," Harvard Gazette, May 10, 2007; Daniel J. Wakin, "Adams/Nixon: A Kitchen 

Debate on Portraying a President in Opera," Artsbeat Blog, February 2, 2011. Accessed June 6, 2015. 

http://artsbeat.blogs.nytimes.com/2011/02/02/adamsnixon-a-kitchen-debate-on-portraying-a-president-in-opera; 

John von Rhein, "It's Perfectly Clear: 'Nixon' is Great Docu-Opera," Chicago Tribune, October 25, 1987. 
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libretto includes scenes in which time stops and the characters voice their inner thoughts. Indeed, 

Nixons's entire third act consists of the individuals reminiscing about their careers and pining for a 

more simple time less fraught with current political entanglements. For the new opera, Goodman, 

Sellars, and Adams wanted to move even further from a strict, chronological re-telling. This would 

prove difficult: the opera is based on historical events, so a story that obscures any straightforward 

narrative runs the risk of becoming disjointed. 

 Peter Sellars wanted to avoid didacticism and propaganda, especially amid the politically 

charged atmosphere of the 1980s and early 90s. Israel had invaded Lebanon in 1982, and the 

newspapers were full of reports of the continuing conflict. Sellars insisted that Goodman avoid 

calling the hijackers, "terrorists."3 He felt the term carried with it a good deal of psychological 

baggage and allowed the audience to rush to judgment without first examining motives. Raising such 

firebrand issues proved no simple task, a challenge discussed by Sellars: "It was difficult to find a 

way to speak of these issues in the United States. Opera provides a way which is not just 

propaganda. It creates something that is layered, multivocal, and intricate and doesn't just produce 

flat statements. And at that point it seemed so urgent."4 To Sellars, who is often viewed in the 

theater world as an activist, the necessity of an attitude that stresses fairness to all sides may have 

been obvious.5 It would soon become apparent, however, that, to a number of critics and to 

audience members, anything that fell short of an outright condemnation of the hijackers' terrorist 

activities was morally reprehensible. For his part, Adams had hoped that Klinghoffer would take no 

                                                             
3
 Christiansen, 253. 

4
 Thomas May, "Creating Contexts: Peter Sellars on Working with Adams" in Thomas May, The John Adams Reader, 

(Pompton Plains, N.J.; Amadeus Press, 2006), 252. 
5
 Sellars has staged a number of operas in unconventional settings: Anthony and Cleopatra in a swimming pool at 

Harvard, Orlando in outer space, and Don Giovanni as a blaxploitation film set in Harlem.  
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sides, and that all characters would be fairly represented: "like any complicated political situation… 

[the Arab-Israeli conflict] is much too complex to fall into one easy answer or another."6 

 The public's perception of the in-progress opera added another degree of intrigue. After the 

attention paid to Nixon, the opera world closely followed the events leading up to the first Klinghoffer 

production. 7 By this time, the opera-going public's view of the Achille Lauro events had been shaped 

by numerous elements, including two made-for-TV movies about the hijacking and the widespread 

reporting of the event in the media. Many were expecting a high-seas adventure story8 and were 

surprised by the eventual production’s abstract meditation on death. Sellars commented on this in 

several interviews: "People come expecting machine-gun fire and bodies being thrown overboard, 

and what they get is a bunch of art."9 Adams also weighed in on audience expectations in an 

interview with Newsweek: "They were dying to go home with a film clip of a man being shot in the 

head and dumped overboard, and instead they got this highly stylized event, more like a ritual than 

anything else."10 

 From the very beginning, the creators of Klinghoffer were concerned that the opera not be 

offensive. Tom Sutcliffenotes that, prior to the premiere, copies of the libretto were sent to special 

interest groups representing both Palestinians and Jews, none of which took offense.11 As a matter 

of course, a legal team combed through the libretto to ensure that no lawsuits would happen.12 

Sellars told USA Today that even the immediate relatives of Leon Klinghoffer gave their tacit 

                                                             
6
 David Bruce Beverly, "Klinghoffer and the Art of Composing" (PhD diss., University of Kentucky, 2002), 137. 

7
 Adams says that while Nixon was being composed, all the attention made him feel as if he were "pregnant with 

the royal heir," Peter Conrad: "All the president's mien…" The Observer, June 3, 2000. 
8
 See Walsh, "Art and terror in the same boat," and Ames, "Opera as a source of healing." 

9
 Michael Walsh, "Art and terror in the same boat," Time, April 1, 1991, 79. 

10
 Katrine Ames, "Opera as a source of healing," Newsweek, March 31, 1991, 53. 

11
 Tom Sutcliffe, "Arts: A terrible righteousness - An opera about the hijacking of the Achille Lauro," The Guardian 

(London), March 21, 1991. 
12

 The names of several major characters were changed, including the ship's captain and the four hijackers. 
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approval. He noted that, although they were wary of passing judgment before the production moved 

to Brooklyn, the family was "understandably…curious.…But they haven't attempted to interfere."13 

 

THE OPERA’S STRUCTURE AND CONTENT  

The Death of Klinghoffer consists of a prologue and two acts. The first act is divided into two 

scenes, and the second act is divided into three. The principal characters are the Captain (baritone); 

the First Officer (bass-baritone); Leon Klinghoffer (baritone); his wife Marilyn (contralto); three 

passengers, sometimes sung by the same mezzo: a Swiss Grandmother, an Austrian Woman, and a 

British Dancing Girl; and four hijackers: Mamoud (baritone), Molqi (tenor), Rambo (bass-baritone, 

sometimes doubled by the singer portraying the First Officer), and Omar (mezzo). The work 

includes a substantial role for the chorus, which throughout the opera acts not only as spectators 

and supernumeraries, but also as commentators. Additionally, in the first production, director Peter 

Sellars included choreography by Mark Morris; dancers took on a variety of roles, including the 

doubling of singers (thus translating into movement the characters' emotional states) and portrayal 

of various elements, such as the ocean itself. 

Goodman's libretto meanders from 1985, the year of the Achille Lauro hijacking, back to 

Biblical times (in the "Hagar Chorus"), and back again, drawing contextual parallels between ancient 

and modern events to heighten the drama. The opera opens with a "Chorus of Exiled Palestinians" 

that recounts the historical friction between Palestinians and Jews that dates back to Biblical times 

and how, in 1948, many were ousted from Israel by Jewish settlers seeking to make a home for 

themselves in the Holy Land. The insinuation is that the conflict here is nothing new, that it dates 

back thousands of years and is exacerbated by more recent actions, such as Israeli settlement in 

                                                             
13

 David Patrick Stearns, "Opera enters uncharted territory," USA Today, March 28, 1991. 
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Palestine and religious and ideological extremism. The chorus ends with a furious proclamation: "Let 

the supplanter look upon his work. Our faith will take the stones he broke and break his teeth!"  

 Immediately after this, we hear a long, brooding choral number that compares the return of 

the "exiled" Jews to Palestine to two lovers, at long last reunited: "Let us, when our lust is exhausted 

for the day, recount to each other all we endured since we parted.…To me you are a land of 

Jerusalem stone; your scars are holy places." A later chorus recounts how, according to tradition, the 

Jewish-Arabic conflict began: with the story of Hagar, mother of Ishmael, her illegitimate son by 

Abraham. Yet another chorus, the "Desert Chorus," speaks of the larger Middle East, singling out its 

oil resources: "For a little while, perhaps a few years, the rose of Persia, yellow with a red blotch at 

the base, which the people of Iran strip from their cornfields and use as fuel, will bring its beauty 

here."14 

 In the original libretto, following the two opening choruses, the action then moves to a 

period of time just before the fateful Achille Lauro cruise, a comic scene in which the Rumors, a 

bourgeois Jewish family in New Jersey, converse in platitudes and talk about Mr. and Mrs. 

Klinghoffer, friends who are about to embark. Goodman's characterization of the family is a parody 

of middle-class vapidity set in Reagan's trickle-down Eighties, one which lampoons the throwaway 

attitude toward material possessions held by the nouveau-riche. This “Rumor Scene,” and especially 

the juxtaposition of wealthy, carefree Westerners (more specifically, Jews) with poor, idealistic 

Palestinians, would prove controversial in the first production. 

 Action aboard the Achilles Lauro follows. The captain and the Swiss Grandmother describe, 

at times in clinical detail, at other times rhapsodically, the first events of the hijacking. Here, 

Goodman blurs the lines between descriptions of the drama and the drama itself, as the characters 

                                                             
14

 Adams has endorsed performances of the choruses alone. The suite of choruses was first performed a month 

after the premiere, in April 1991, by the Cleveland Orchestra and Chorus, conducted by Adams. 
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sometimes sing to the audience of events that happened in the past, and are sometimes involved in 

the present-day action on stage. In this sense, she sets it up almost as a reenactment, a sort of 

Passion play. 

 Much of the remainder of the opera is structured as a series of arias in which the various 

characters comment on their current situation and on the broader implications of the conflict at 

hand. Molqi, one of the hijackers, lays out his demands: the ship's passengers will be held captive 

until the release of "Our fifty companions, held in Israeli prisons." The Swiss Grandmother 

expresses fear and disgust: "To see one's fellow men become like beasts, diminished by each 

scream." Molqi returns, deriding Western materialism before waxing poetic and showing 

humaneness: "We are not criminals and we are not vandals, but men of ideals….These people must 

have food. Where are the blankets stored? Everyone on board should be here. We have killed no 

one." 

 After the chorus sings about the ocean itself, drawing comparisons to aspects of God, 

Mamoud, one of the hijackers, sings a thoughtful aria, reminiscing on a quiet night in Palestine and 

giving the audience a glimpse into his past, when his family fled the Israeli settlers: 

I'm young. It was not I driven away but my mother who could not remember 
what happened to her. She only said 'There was a raid. My uncle carried me in his 
coat. He never thought we would be more than a day.' She said God would 
restore threefold all we had called ours. She was killed with the old men and 
children in camps at Sabra and Chatila where Almighty God in His mercy showed 
my decapitated brother to me and in His mercy allowed me to close my brother's 
eyes and wipe his face. 

 

The captain responds, "I think if you could talk like this sitting among your enemies, peace would 

come." Mamoud answers, "The day that I and my enemy sit peacefully, each putting his case and 

working towards peace, that day our hope dies and I shall die too. My speech is slow and rough. 
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Esau cannot argue." Following another pair of choruses, Molqi sings of the growing nervousness the 

captors feel, and Mamoud responds angrily, "Now we will kill you all."  

Klinghoffer, long a quiet, passive presence onstage, lashes out: 

I've never been a violent man; ask anyone. I'm a person who'd just as soon avoid 
trouble, but somebody's got to tell you the truth. I came here with my wife. We 
both have tried to live good lives. We give gladly, receive gratefully, love and take 
pleasure in small things, suffer, and comfort each other. We're human. We are the 
kind of people you like to kill. Was it your pal who shot that little girl in Rome? 
You would have done the same. There's so much anger in you. And hate. I know 
children in the Promised Land learn to sleep underground because of your 
shelling. Old men at the Wailing Wall get a knife in the back. You laugh. You 
pour gasoline over women passengers on the bus to Tel Aviv and burn them 
alive. You don't give a shit…about your grandfather's hut, his sheep and his goat, 
and the land he wore out. You just want to see people die.  

 

 Rambo, another hijacker, responds, conflating anti-Western sentiment with his hatred of 

Jews: 

You are always complaining of your suffering but wherever poor men are 
gathered you can find Jews getting fat. You know how to cheat the simple, exploit 
the virgin, pollute where you have exploited, defame those you cheated, and break 
your own law with idolatry. America is one big Jew….Are you English? Your 
Balfour Declaration led to the partition and the dissolution of the Palestinian 
nation. Where English is spoken you will find perversion and all kinds of filth not 
practiced by stealth late at night, but on the street during the day. You wink at 
sodomy. You laugh at blasphemy. You give no charity to the oppressed. 

 

 Goodman does not continue the argument, but instead opts to have Klinghoffer sing to his 

wife Marilyn, tenderly lamenting the loss of their "happy time together" and chuckling that "We'll 

bring home a tan anyway." Where the terrorists are presented as cruel idealists driven by hatred and 

revenge, Klinghoffer is given the final word in this particular matter. He is humanized. 

 Goodman then sets up another interesting juxtaposition: first we hear the shallow British 

Dancing Girl complaining of the situation, taking time to note that when the passengers are given 

sandwiches by the captors, the bread is buttered on the incorrect side. "In some there wasn't any 
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meat or cheese, or anything. It was just absolutely ludicrous." Immediately following her aria, 

another hijacker, Omar (a trouser role, sung by a mezzo), sings of jihad: 

O Holy Death…This perfection was made to be broken; this work must be 
undone and not by old men who have forgotten both annihilation and the joys of 
heaven. Let them wait while we fight, we who remember and have come far, none 
of us more than twenty years old. 

 

 Amid the strained boredom on deck, Marilyn sings of the cancer that hasw racked her body, 

and the pain she deals with constantly. Unbeknownst to her, as she sings, her husband is shot in the 

head and thrown overboard, an action that galvanizes the hijackers into making further demands 

and prompts the anger of the Captain. Klinghoffer's stylized death is represented by the "Aria of the 

Falling Body," in which the title character sings a gentle aria. 

 After the "Day Chorus" signals that the long night has passed, the Captain gently breaks the 

news to Marilyn, who had not yet heard of her husband's death. His reassurances ring of empty 

platitudes: "I pray that time will heal you, and the Lord assuage your sorrow, so that this mirage will 

soften into memory and phantom pain into strange joy." In the opera's closing aria, she responds in 

anger ("You embraced them! And now you come, the Captain, … the touch of Palestine on your 

uniform, and offer me your arm. I would spit on you but my mouth is dry….And Leon Klinghoffer, 

my husband, my best friend is killed by a punk."), before dissolving into sorrow: "They should have 

killed me. I wanted to die.” 

 In the end, the "Rumor Scene" would prove to be the most controversial, and would lead to 

its deletion by the creative team. Additionally, the seemingly heroic lines sung by the hijackers would 

lead some audience members to conclude that Goodman was attempting to paint the Palestinians in 

a sympathetic light. Furthermore, the arias sung by the Klinghoffers are much more down-to-earth; 

in Leon's last lines (that is, before he is killed and sings the "Aria of the Falling Body"), he laments 
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the fact that he is not wearing a hat — indeed, a pedestrian complaint when compared to the loss of 

one's homeland. 

THE FIRST PRODUCTION 

Tensions surrounding the work date back to the 1991 world premiere in Brussels and 

subsequent performances at the Opéra de Lyon and at the Vienna Festival. In light of contemporary 

events, including the First Gulf War and threats of impending terrorist attacks, the goings-on at the 

theater prior to the performances took place behind firmly closed doors. Theater management, 

concerned that the building might be bombed, arranged for police to guard all entrances. Rehearsals 

took place at secret, offsite locations, and, under pressure from the Belgian government, the theater 

took out an extra insurance policy. In the end, all concerns regarding the performances in Brussels, 

Lyon and Vienna proved unfounded; not a single protest occurred in either city. 

 The first production, directed by Sellars and featuring choreography by Mark Morris, opened 

in Brussels in 1991. The four-person creative team disagreed on the direction the production should 

take. Goodman was beginning to regret the collaboration, and she and Adams wanted a more 

realistic staging, one that Goodman referred to as a "Bermuda-shorts production."15 Sellars and 

Morris preferred a higher degree of abstraction, and in the end, the director and choreographer won 

out. 

 Sellars’ austere style was brought to life by the artistic team. The set, designed by George 

Tsypin, consisted of a large, four-story steel structure on which the chorus could ascend and 

descend. Tom Sutcliffe wrote that the "epic…contraption suggests both the cruise ship's gangways 

and steps and the rigid ideological frame in which all the characters are held, [with] free floor spaces 

                                                             
15

 Christiansen, 255. 
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for Mark Morris's dancers to parallel the action choreographically."16 Nicholas Kenyon wrote that 

the "stunning" set brought to mind a prison, and was struck by what he saw as references to Middle-

Eastern styles.17 Yet another commentator thought of an "Islamic temple."18 

 Another element of Sellars' staging was the pervasive use of large screens, onto which live 

video feeds of the singers' faces were projected. Sutcliffe approved, writing in The Guardian that 

"expression and lip movement make an extra effect,"19 then going on to note that the inclusion of 

screens and video projection were a sort of parallel to the constant news coverage which, by the 

early 1990s, was beginning to become ubiquitous.  

 According to musicologist Lawrence Kramer, the production portrayed the opera as less of a 

"docu-opera" than an allegory, an exploration of the American experience in the eyes of the world at 

large: 

It presents history as a force that creates allegories from local facts—in this case, 
from the fate of an ordinary pair of middle-class American Jews when the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict intrudes on their Mediterranean vacation. The event becomes 
a parable of American identity in which what happens to the participants is 
emblematic. This transformation is part of the story the opera tells. At the climax, 
Leon Klinghoffer is murdered in his wheelchair and his body, with the chair, is 
thrown into the sea. As the body falls, it sings; it reflects on its own fate in an 
extended aria; it undergoes a metamorphosis like a figure out of Ovid and so, like 
such a figure, it becomes mythological. In sum, The Death of Klinghoffer seeks to 
convert a historical event into the very kind of narrative that the story of [André 
Previn's A Streetcar Named Desire] sought to be and succeeded in becoming: a 
fragment of a cycle of myths about America's character and destiny.20 

 

                                                             
16

 Sutcliffe 
17

 Nicholas Kenyon, "Tunes that the terrorists sing - The new opera by John Adams in Brussels," The Observer, 

March 24, 1991. 
18

 Stearns. 
19

 Sutcliffe. 
20

 Lawrence Kramer, "The Great American Opera: Klinghoffer, Streetcar, and the Exception," Opera Quarterly 23, 

no. 1 (2008): 70. 
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Thus, Goodman's exploration of the middle-class West (specifically, in the "Rumor Scene" and the 

British Dancing Girl's aria) bases some of its wry comedy in part on the carelessness displayed by a 

society that can afford not to be bothered with the concerns of those half a world away. 

 Most of the initial reviews took note of the costumes, designed by Dunya Ramicova. 

Kenyon called them "non-representational irritating off-the-peg rehearsal-wear," but mentioned that, 

as the opera progressed, his opinion began to change: "later their subtly modulated colours and 

choreographed shades made telling washes of movement against the grey, steely background."21 

Another reviewer complained that every cast member was dressed in the same kind of costume; 

from the principal singers to members of Morris' troupe, everyone dressed in "anonymous shirts, 

baggy trousers, or skirts" in order to "[blur] physical identities."22 Critic David Patrick Stearns wrote 

"the usual gaudy T-shirts and bermuda shorts are replaced by plain pants" and cited Adams: "'it's 

almost like a sacred, ritualistic treatment of the story, like a medieval passion play.'"23 Klaus Umbach 

attempted to further explain the reason behind that costuming decision, writing in Der Spiegel that 

"all performers wear confusingly similar costumes, deliberately thwarting any attempt to identify 

them. It doesn't matter who's who….And that is probably the message: We are all perpetrators and 

victims; all people are brothers and sisters."24 Indeed, Sellars noted that the creative team had tried to 

avoid taking sides: "Our purpose as artists is to lay a story out. I hate the idea of someone in the 

audience with a scorecard, saying, 'That was pro-Palestinian, that was a good Jewish aria.'"25 

 Morris' choreography met with mixed reactions. Katrine Ames used the term "frenzy" to 

describe it,26 in contrast to Sellars' "stillness," writing that the dancers, 

                                                             
21

 Kenyon. 
22

 Ames. 
23

 Stearns. 
24

 Klaus Umbach, "Wenn Rambo ein Requiem singt," Der Spiegel, March 25, 1991, 250-252. 
25

 Ames. 
26

 Ibid. 
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serve as everything from an undulating ocean to the agonized alter egos of the 
principals. But Morris's choreography has such a limited vocabulary that too often 
it's a drag on the work. Only rarely does it soar, as when Sylvan and dancer Keith 
Sabado, both playing Leon Klinghoffer, pull one another across the stage in a 
wrenching pas de deux of death.27 

 

Kenyon disagreed with Ames' negative opinion, writing, "As Sellars's use of gesture for his singers 

tends towards the choreographic, and Morris's use of movement for his dancers tends toward the 

gestural, they mesh perfectly….Sellars and Morris bring off some remarkable coups in the staging."28 

Sutcliffe agreed: 

The speed of movement…is crucially significant. Morris's language of movement 
builds from the American vernacular of the great movie musicals through Twyla 
Tharp. Its style intensifies and reconstructs the natural gestures of everyday, 
walking, leaning, running, turning, hands moving in tiny spasms or held up and 
out, couples suddenly, crazily pirouetting. Morris mixes energy and relaxation, the 
way Sellars directs the central performances.29 

 

 Just as they disagreed on whether the production itself was successful, critics at the premiere 

also offered mixed opinions about the music. Klaus Umbach wrote that the work had too many 

recitatives and too few arias,30 whereas Sutcliffe pointedly wrote, "Adams's emotionally charged 

tonal language is more original than it superficially sounds," and that the composer's "harmonic 

confidence, pacing and theatrical intensity constantly reinforce the text's dramas and 

commentaries."31 He reserved special praise for the soloists, as well as for the sound design, which 

amplified the vocal parts and interspersed digital effects. Katrine Ames loved the music, writing, 
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"'Klinghoffer' is lush, considered and cathartic.…With the…commanding conducting of Kent 

Nagano, Adams creates a revolutionary, constantly shifting aural tapestry."32 

 Although critics widely acknowledged that the opera did not take sides, very few were 

bothered by this. Many took note that all characters seemed to be treated with equal amounts of 

respect, or at least given sufficient time for the audience to understand their various motivations. 

Ames pointed out in Newsweek that, by frequently assigning multiple roles to one singer, along with 

creating costumes that left players on both sides virtually indistinguishable, the opera succeeded in 

blurring the differences between opposing sides.33 Michael Walsh was unhappy with this approach, 

writing that Klinghoffer was a "stylized, subtle, Rashomon-like retelling of the tragedy. It takes no 

prisoners, and no sides either. On Sellars' voyage, confusion is captain, and perspectives shift like 

ocean waves. Along with Leon Klinghoffer, truth becomes a casualty."34 

 While the majority of critics offered tentative praise for the opera, a few did voice misgivings 

that the work should even attempt to give the hijackers a voice at all, whether sympathetic or 

otherwise. Manuela Hoelterhoff was stinging in her criticism, writing in the Wall Street Journal that 

"when both groups appear onstage wearing identical clothes, the production has graphically 

equalized victims and their assassins." Hoelterhoff shrugs off Goodman's context-creating backstory 

for the hijackers:  

High up on the darkened scaffold, Mamoud, the chief terrorist, his face glistening 
on a huge screen, tells us at great length about his lousy childhood…. What could 
the purveyors of international terrorism object to in this opera, which turns the 
sport killing of a frail old Jew in a wheelchair into a cool meditation on meaning 
and myth, life and death. And without a penny of subsidy from the PLO.35  
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While this particular critique was not particularly representational of critical consensus early on in 

this production, it is one which would catch on in the press once the opera moved to Brooklyn, and 

which would continue to follow the opera at all of its subsequent incarnations. 

 Hoelterhoff also took exception to the quasi-comic scene in the Prelude, featuring the 

aforementioned Rumor family. While Walsh merely considered the scene "superfluous,"36 

Hoelterhoff called it an "odd little prologue elliptically describing the Klinghoffers’ banal world," 

opining that it "sticks out of the weaker first act. Like refugees from Leonard Bernstein's ‘A Quiet 

Place,’ some friends of the couple roll out onstage with their living-room set singing of the gift items 

they acquired from sweatshops around the world (so kill them for their knickknacks, these tasteless 

shoppers!)."37  

 Of all the portrayals of Jewish characters in Klinghoffer, Hoelterhoff reserved praise for just 

one: Marilyn. Hoelterhoff wrote "the most memorable [character] was…Mrs. Klinghoffer, who 

against all odds (including a miming double) suggested the tragic dimension and the sense of 

coldblooded Arab cruelty missing in Klinghoffer."38 

 Sellars remarked that his Klinghoffer was considerably different from the actual, historical, 

Leon Klinghoffer. "The opera has nothing to do with Leon Klinghoffer per se. What we've tried to 

do is entirely remove the surface and force people to look underneath it at what happens between 

people…our shared experience, shared grief, shared hope."39 In fact, the general critical consensus 

was that the character of Klinghoffer that Goodman and Sellars created was too inconsequential to 

have an opera named for him, and that the creators wanted the audience to focus on the conflict 

itself, rather than any single character. The title character, by no means a main character, remains 
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rather passive throughout the opera.40 Only once does he verbally lash out at the taunting 

Palestinians. 

 John Rockwell wrote a detailed review of the Brussels premiere in the New York Times 

beginning with the opinion that the work "has problems that need refinement. But the potential for 

eventual triumph is there." He mirrored Adams' observations about the relative calmness of the 

work: "The hatred of Jews and Palestinians surfaces here and there, sometimes violently. But the 

opera as a whole…deliberately cools passions into meditations from afar." Later he compared it to 

"Greek tragedy, Bach's Passions and large-scale dance-dramas of the Orient." He praised the 

"sensitive singers" and the score, "incorporated into a fabric that…encompasses neo-Romantic 

lyricism and sometimes pointed harmonic acerbity." 

 Reading Rockwell's review in light of the events of the following year sets up an interesting 

parallel, which further demonstrates how differently the work was received in Europe and the 

United States. Certain triggers in the opera that became sticking points for future listeners are 

mentioned by Rockwell only in passing, or are perceived in a less incendiary light. The “Rumor 

Scene,” which proved problematic for many reviewers, struck Rockwell only as a disruption of the 

work's larger pacing and structure:  

After all the expectations, the actual production took a considerable time to 
gather momentum. The prologue and first act are predominantly contemplative, 
except for a more animated, if claustrophobically staged and mushily enunciated, 
scene of everyday life with the Klinghoffer's friends in New Jersey. What was 
intended as meditative and dreamy turns static and dreary.41 

 

Rockwell was also unbothered that both sides were given equal representation: "Mr. Sellars […] 

sought to reinforce the deliberate obfuscation of identity in Ms. Goodman's text, in which the 
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laments of the Palestinians and Jews sound poignantly alike." As for the music itself, he reported 

mixed feelings:  

Mr. Adams's music, too, stuck too long in a bland lyrical mode, with the Monnaie 
chorus struggling but failing to articulate the English words clearly and the stage 
bereft of supertitles. Ms. Goodman reportedly opposes the use of titles, but their 
absence meant that her beautiful words were simply lost. If the first act was 
meant as lowering clouds, there were too many clouds and they lowered too 
long.…  

The opera attained its finest depths of feeling in the two final scenes for Mrs. 
Klinghoffer -- the first in which she heartbreakingly doesn't yet know that her 
husband has been shot and the second a bitter denunciation of what she sees as 
the Captain's complicity -- and Klinghoffer's farewell, an astonishing "aria of the 
fallen body" set in the score as a gymnopedie, or slow, hypnotic dance. 

All is hardly lost for the first act, leaving the hope that the entire opera can 
succeed as potently as its final scenes.41 

 

 In general, then, the critics' qualms about the European performances were downright mild. 

Reviews were somewhat mixed regarding the libretto; some thought it stuffy, and the “Rumor 

Scene” was almost universally panned. The music was generally well liked. Critics enjoyed the 

trademark Adams opera sound: subtly amplified singers and an orchestra augmented by synthesizers. 

The bulk of the reviews focused on the story itself, and specifically the treatment of the four 

hijackers. While several took offense at the ostensibly favorable portrayal of the Palestinians, few 

took issue with the portrayal of the Jewish characters.  

 The Lyon production in April and the subsequent May performance by La Monnaie at the 

Vienna Festival received considerably less media attention, as most critics had already reviewed it in 

Brussels. Following this, the performers headed to the studio to work on a recording for Nonesuch 

Records, and then to Brooklyn for a highly anticipated American premiere. Adams conducted 

excerpts from the opera at the Cabrillo Festival in August, and, while interest was high, few people 

                                                             
41

 John Rockwell, "Review/Opera; From an Episode of Terrorism, Adams's 'Death of Klinghoffer'," New York Times, 

March 21, 1991. 



 

 

18 

 

had objected to the work's characterizations of Jews or Palestinians. Once Klinghoffer reached 

Brooklyn, however, all that changed. 

 The production opened at the Brooklyn Academy of Music in September 1991. Sellars 

offered complimentary tickets to Lisa and Ilsa Klinghoffer, the daughters of Leon, but they declined, 

saying that they preferred to buy their own tickets and attend the production anonymously. Four 

days after the performance, they released a statement: 

We are outraged at the exploitation of our parents and the coldblooded murder of 
our father as the centerpiece of a production that appears to us to be anti-Semitic. 
While we understand artistic license, when it so clearly favors one point of view it 
is biased. Moreover, the juxtaposition and plight of the Palestinian people with 
the coldblooded murder of an innocent disabled American Jew is both historically 
naïve and appalling.42 

 

 Alice Goodman was shocked by the Klinghoffer daughters' reaction and released a 

statement in response, arguing that the opera "does honor to the destiny of the Jewish people and to 

the memory of Leon and Marilyn Klinghoffer. To those who come prepared to see and hear only 

what they want to see and hear, nothing one can say is of any use."43 

 The Klinghoffers' statement was fairly representative of critical reaction to the Brooklyn 

performance, and a firestorm began to brew in the press. In the Cambridge Opera Journal, Robert Fink 

noted the widespread accusations of anti-Semitism by the press, and attempted to explain it by 

saying that, as opposed to critics in Brussels, many of the critics reviewing the New York 

performances were Jewish. Adams weighed in eleven years later: "Taking Klinghoffer to Brooklyn, the 

white-hot epicentre of Jewish culture in the US, was probably a daft thing to do."44 Adams further 

noted in his memoirs45 that the Jewish community in Brooklyn was already on edge; only a few 
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weeks before the production opened there, a car driven by a staff member of a prominent rabbi had 

struck and killed an African-American child. Since the driver had run a red light, tensions in the 

community had begun to run high, and before long, race riots broke out. Before the mayhem 

subdued, a Jewish rabbinical student had been killed. 

 The critical firestorm was not long in coming. In Perspectives of New Music, Leo Kraft wrote 

"[f]rom the powerful opening chorus to the end, the Arabs were portrayed as selflessly devoted to 

their cause, the most reluctant of terrorists, poetic and God-loving.…The killing of a hostage in a 

wheelchair was passed over as some kind of abstract event."46 Leon Wieseltier, in a review in The 

New Republic, found the libretto "addled" and compared the two opening choruses. He found the 

Palestinians "Lucid, historical, the plain ground of a just grievance," whereas that of the Jews he 

described as "Obscure, tasteless, a whine." He concluded that Klinghoffer "is a cheap and self-satisfied 

attack by a self-stylized American avant-garde upon the ordinariness and Philistinism of the 

American bourgeoisie tricked out as the study of a tragic clash in Zion."47 

 The “Rumor Scene” provoked even more ire from the critics in the Brooklyn production. 

Edward Rothstein singled out the scene in the New York Times, taking offense both to the severe way 

in which the Jewish family's vapidity was portrayed and to the scene's placement between the 

Palestinians’ chorus, which he described as an "empathetic evocation of the intifada," and the Jews' 

"languorous chant."48 Even Edward Said, the distinguished Palestinian-American writer and activist, 

argued that the placement of the "Rumor Scene" between the two choruses implied an anti-Israeli 

bias.49 
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 Samuel Lipman reviewed Klinghoffer for Commentary, a publication founded by the American 

Jewish Committee that focuses on issues relevant to Jewish culture in America. He wrote that, rather 

than representing a single victim, Leon Klinghoffer represented "the millions of kindred victims 

whose fate he symbolized.…his murderers could only be villains." In that assessment lies the heart 

of the controversy. The death of Leon Klinghoffer was a picture of the Holocaust,50 a hate crime 

that took place merely because of the race of the victim. Goodman, herself Jewish, argues against 

this latter point, suggesting that Klinghoffer was killed not because he was Jewish but because he 

was in a wheelchair and could not be taken above deck with the rest of the prisoners. Leon 

Klinghoffer, argues Goodman, was killed because he was in the way. 51 

 Lipman goes on to examine the motives of the creative team, writing, 

But, of course, no one, knowing anything of the mindset of the artistic "cutting-
edge" of our time, would be so foolish as to think that a trendy opera could be 
written taking the side of an innocent Jew murdered by revolutionary Arabs. On 
the other hand, it is also clear that the need to get the work funded, produced, 
and attended — not to mention common decency — forbade any attempt to 
make real heroes our of Klinghoffer's killers. And so those responsible for 
Klinghoffer decided to treat the whole story as a matter of moral equivalence. One 
need look no further for evidence of this decision than the very title of the opera: 
The Death of Klinghoffer, rather than The Murder of Klinghoffer. 

 

 So much was written about the work's perceived anti-Semitism that the music received 

comparatively little attention. Mentions of the music also turned almost universally negative. 

Wieseltier wrote that it was "trash. There is not a bar of emotional authenticity or artistic innovation 

in Adams's score. It is a hollow anthology of recent influences…and the writing for voice is 

execrable, consistently overwrought, indifferent to character."52 Lipman wrote that Adams, 
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has a very limited number of musical tools…at his disposal. He can write 
languorous harmonies…he can write what seem like traditional melodies in 
everything save their inability to stick in the mind of the listener; he can write acre 
upon acre of repeated figurations, as he does so often to accompany the incessant 
recitative passages; and he can write glittery minimalist sections, full of 
syncopations and much assisted by the sound of synthesizers.…His vocal lines 
are usually undoubled in the orchestra, and usually unrelated as well to anything 
the orchestra is playing; the total effect thus is not one of singing, but of parlando, 
the quasi-toneless speaking of what ought to be musical lines.…The future of 
minimalist opera…hardly seems bright.53 

 

 In the New York Times, Edward Rothstein simply stated, "Adams's music is too limited in 

range to really evoke the skewed sentiments it strains for,"54 and Tim Page wrote in Newsday that the 

score sounded like "warmed-over Vaughan Williams." Page admitted that Adams' style had matured 

somewhat since Nixon, namely with regard to orchestration and idiomatic writing for the voice, but 

nevertheless concluded that Klinghoffer "offers a bland compote of minimalism and the Western 

classical tradition: old music tarted-up, new music that is not new."55 

 While some critics praised the performances by the singers, others opined that the music 

itself and the bleak production limited their ability to flourish. Lipman described the singers as "no 

more than adequate," writing that they "uniformly wore vacant expressions, and this impression of 

characterlessness was only reinforced by the fact that some of them took more than one role." He 

argued that this was exacerbated by the characters' weak characterization in the libretto: 

"Klinghoffer's own use of the word 'shit' in describing the Arabs, and Mrs. Klinghoffer's complaints 

about bodily aches and pains, lowered the tone from the otherwise omnipresent middle-brow 

highmighdedness."56 Page was more positive, and turned his attention to the soloists, describing the 

performances as "visceral," and singling out Nagano's conducting ("seemingly authoritative and 

appropriately adaptive") and Maddalena's singing (he "played the Captain with a palpable sense of 
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shock"). Page reserved special praise for Sanford Sylvan, who again portrayed Klinghoffer: "Sylvan 

was not only a tender Klinghoffer - he endowed the character…with a haunting poignancy." 57 Mark 

Swed praised both the singing and acting of the principals, as well as Nagano's conducting, in the 

Los Angeles Times: "every singer [is] a superb singing actor."58 

 Wieseltier disparaged the staging and choreography, referring to the latter as work by a 

"bored" choreographer resorting to "clichés."59 Lipman agreed, referring to the dancers' "scurrying 

up and down the scaffolding , and equally aimless walking to and fro on the stage. Perhaps just 

because there was so little real action related to the subject of the opera itself, a lot of time was given 

over to dance."60 Regarding the staging, however, Thor Eckert, Jr., disagreed, writing in Christian 

Science Monitor that what struck him in particular was the way in which Sellars had, in his opinion, 

departed from his usual brash style, resorting instead to a laid-back, abstract staging.61 

 The Death of Klinghoffer had been commissioned by a consortium of opera companies (La 

Monnaie in Brussels, Opéra de Lyon, the Metropolitan Opera, San Francisco Opera, Los Angeles 

Opera, and Glyndebourne Festival Opera), but several companies withdrew from commitments to 

perform the work. The Metropolitan Opera was first to do so in March 1990, citing financial 

concerns. According to John Rockwell, the company had entered into an informal agreement with 

the Brooklyn Academy of Music to co-produce the opera, but struggled to raise funds, leaving the 

Academy on its own. As it turned out, the early withdrawal saved the Metropolitan Opera the 

headache that befell the companies that, in a Catch-22, either went through with the production or 

preemptively cancelled performances due to allegations of anti-Semitism.  
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The Los Angeles Opera and Glyndebourne ended up cancelling their productions after the 

Brooklyn performances. Critic Michael White of The Telegraph wrote in 2012 that Glyndebourne was 

"spineless" and chalked the festival's withdrawal up to their "fear…of losing Jewish backers."62 In 

another 2012 piece, Goodman recalls surprise at the Glyndebourne cancellation, noting that Adams 

was particularly popular in Britain. In any case, the cancellations meant that the next Klinghoffer 

performances would not take place until November 1992. 

 Klinghoffer opened that year in San Francisco, the final stop in the original production’s now-

shortened tour. By the time those performances took place, Adams had removed the controversial 

"Rumor Scene," writing sixteen years later that, "In truth I was glad to see it go…the comedy of the 

Rumour [sic] family now seems in retrospect to be inappropriate and served only to obscure the 

seriousness of the rest of the opera."63 As expected, the newly restructured opera still incited 

controversy, with the Jewish Information League (JIL) picketing each performance and organizing a 

letter-writing campaign to the local media.64 Stephanie Friedman, a Jewish mezzo-soprano who sang 

the trouser role of Omar, one of the terrorists in the original production, reported that she received 

an "action alert" from the JIL asking her to write a letter of protest. She remarked, "It was quite clear 

these people hadn't seen the opera."65 

 Even with continued controversy, the deletion of the most offensive scene placated many 

viewers. Leslie Katz published a story in the Northern California Jewish Bulletin in which she 

interviewed several audience members before and after the performances. Having read many of the 

initial negative reviews, they told her that they expected to feel the same way about the San 
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Francisco production. But Katz reported, "most say they liked the opera more than they had 

anticipated." She quotes a member of the Marin Jewish Community Relations Council (JCRC): "I 

expected to feel defensive and antagonistic, and I felt neither." Another member of the JCRC 

disagreed, calling the production "one of the lowest points in more than 30 years as subscribers to 

the S.F. Opera."66 While most of the performers and creative team were by this point beginning to 

feel immune to the constant criticism, Patrick Summers, who was responsible for musical 

preparation preceding the arrival of guest conductors, reports that Adams was still troubled.67  

 In a review for the St. Louis Post-Dispatch, James Wierzbicki noted the deletion of the “Rumor 

Scene” and wrote "only the most biased of operagoers would disagree as to who the good guys and 

bad guys are. At the same time, only the most callous could sit through the performance and not be 

reminded that most problems are far more complex than they appear."68 

 Once again, most news sources focused on the controversy, reserving little space for the 

work per se. Among a few exceptions, Martin Bernheimer wrote in the Los Angeles Times that 

Klinghoffer was "terminally analytical," and that , 

Goodman's text, a complex series of relatively even-handed, sometimes simplistic 
musings on the universal agonies shared by Arabs and Jews, traced precarious 
sociopolitical lines through a mass of expressive murk….The composer…comes 
up—too late, alas—with a moving monologue for Klinghoffer's grief-stricken 
widow at the end. There are hints of potential dramatic acuity here and there—in 
a whomping chorus or an otherworldly gymnopedie that accompanies the slow-
motion descent of Klinghoffer's corpse from ship to sea. Much of 'Klinghoffer,' 
however, is turgid, mechanical, and predictable. Also boring.69 

 

 Wierzbicki disagreed, calling Adams' music "rich in ambiguity" and writing, 
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Melody, in the traditional sense, almost never enters the "Klinghoffer" picture. 
Adams' prime concern here is with harmony, tensed and relaxed - but mostly 
tensed - over the opera's entire duration. Except for choruses and the angry aria 
sung by the character of Marilyn Klinghoffer at the opera's end, nothing in the 
score seems viable as an excerpt. The elements make sense only when heard as 
part of a long, long flow.70 

 

 Bernheimer disliked the libretto: "Goodman's precocious, often ornate verses simply do not 

translate well as vocal lines. And, compounding the difficulty, Adams does not seem to know how to 

make the words sing." 71 He did, however, approve of Sellars' staging, praising the director's new 

addition of historical footage projected onto the video screens. He praised the "fearless" cast 

(Nadler "quietly dominates," Sylvan is "gutsy, articulate," Maddalena "blusters deftly") but blasted 

both the chorus and Adams' conducting. 

 This first production would eventually come to an abrupt end when, after the San Francisco 

performances and the cancellations by Los Angeles and Glyndebourne, the sets were lost when the 

warehouse in which they were stored caught fire, a turn of events described by several sources as 

"mysterious."72 

 Following this eventful first production, one might be forgiven for assuming that the work's 

future would be in jeopardy, especially given the fact that multiple major companies, having invested 

large sums into commissioning the work, cancelled performances outright. Indeed, several years 

passed without any productions being staged, but as the decade drew to a close, Klinghoffer began to 

be performed again. A 1997 production in Nürnberg's Staatstheater was followed by an unstaged 

performance by the Concert Orchestra of Geneva in February 1998. These performances seem to 

have gone off without notable protests from the public or press, though the now-famous 
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controversy surrounding the opera ensured that news outlets would write a great deal about it 

leading up to new productions. 

FURTHER PRODUCTIONS 

 The Finnish National Opera mounted a production in February 2001. As with all other 

European productions to this point, the work spurred little protest, although Juhani Raiskinen, 

director of the opera company, arranged for extra security before the performances. As if to concede 

that perhaps everything that could be written of the work had already been written, the press spilled 

more ink recapping the fracas surrounding the first production than on the opera itself. Andrew 

Clark described, in Opera, a line in the libretto ("We are soldiers fighting a war. We are not 

criminals...but men of ideals.") as a "red rag to a bull."73 George W. Loomis published a review in 

the New York Times in which he explained the muted critical response, at least as compared to the 

original production: 

[I]t's a gruesome moment when Leon Klinghoffer's body slumps off the deck in a 
free fall. But the passage of years has at least blunted the immediacy of the effect. 
Somehow we have a way of accepting operas with grim subjects after the initial 
shock wears off. Think of Poulenc's "Dialogues of the Carmelites." 

One's reaction to "Klinghoffer" will remain a very personal matter, but its even-
handed treatment of Israelis and Palestinians may now seem less at odds with the 
terrorists' murderous act than it did initially.74 

 

 Clark's review praised the music and Tony Palmer's production, particularly the choice to 

clothe the Palestinian terrorists and the civilians in very different costumes, unlike the original 

production, as well as the decision to have the Palestinians begin the performance as audience 

members, only later to assume their positions onstage. He went on to argue, 

Klinghoffer ducks the crucial issue—the fear, brutality, and pointlessness of the 
terrorist experience….What sticks in the gullet is [Sellars', Goodman's, and 
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Adams'] very impartiality, their refusal to point the finger, their espousal of the 
politically correct view that everyone has rights, as if they were trying to generate 
some sort of phony moral debate. In fact, they were cashing in on an event of 
recent notoriety for their own narrow commercial/artistic purposes, while loftily 
proclaiming that 'all art is religious.'75 

 

He concluded by proclaiming that the work's politics led to its demise (incorrectly stating that it had 

not been performed in "the more politically aware cultural environment of Germany"), and that only 

"heavily state-funded" companies would stage it. 

 But Clark's prophecy proved untrue, as over the next decade, the work received a number of 

major performances and productions around the world. The first performance following the 

production in Helsinki was a concert performance by the Netherlands Radio Philharmonic 

Orchestra in 2001, but the events of September of that year once again threw the controversial 

aspects of the work into the spotlight. 

 The Boston Symphony Orchestra and Tanglewood Festival Chorus scheduled a 

performance of the choruses for November 2001, but, given the events of September, decided to 

cancel and replaced the music with Copland's Symphony No. 1. Orchestra management announced 

that they wanted to "err on the side of being sensitive."76 Furthermore, the husband of a chorus 

member had been aboard one of the hijacked airliners. Once again, controversy was stirred, and 

voices from both sides decried their various perceptions of censorship or the defense of terrorism. 

Anthony Tommasini weighed in almost immediately in the New York Times, decrying the orchestra's 

cancellation: 

[H]ow patronizing for the orchestra's directors to presume what audiences will or 
will not find offensive. Of course, art can provide solace and comfort. Yet art can 
also incense and challenge us, make us squirm, make us think. The Boston 
Symphony missed an opportunity to present an acutely relevant work…. 
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Should performers be compelled to perform a work that offends them? Of course 
not. And yet it is only fair to ask performers…to try hard as professionals and 
artists to put aside personal reservations about repertory." 

 

Tommasini did, however, credit the Boston Symphony for approaching the performers and valuing 

their opinions on whether or not to go ahead with the performances. He quotes chorus director 

John Oliver: "From a human point of view, to enter into the aggression of the music would have 

been utterly painful. Our emotional and intellectual distance had been destroyed."77 

 The arguments continued, most notably from Adams and Richard Taruskin. Adams lashed 

out in the press, decrying what he perceived to be censorship. As it turned out, conductor Robert 

Spano had, upon the Boston Symphony's cancellation of the Klinghoffer choruses, offered to replace 

them with another work by Adams, but the composer turned him down. Rodney Milnes found "it 

strange that sophisticated audiences for classical music daily witnessing the horrors of the war in 

Afghanistan on television would be unable to take the Chorus of the Palestinian Exiles, in which 

both the opera and the suite open."78 Allan Kozinn wrote that Adams "objected [on the grounds 

that replacing the choruses] would give the impression that he was complicit in the orchestra's 

decision."79 

 Richard Taruskin disagreed vehemently with Adams, publishing the now-famous article 

"Music's Dangers And The Case For Control." Taruskin pulled no punches in the piece, which 

criticized Tommasini’s positive reviews and San Francisco Chronicle critic David Wiegand’s reporting 

of the Tanglewood cancellation. Regarding Wiegand, Taruskin described "an exceptionally vulgar 

rant" decrying the Boston Symphony Orchestra as "yahoos." In the article, which deals mainly with 

the issue of censorship and whether it can ever be appropriate, Taruskin argued that the reason the 
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work met little resistance in Europe was that it "catered to so many of their favorite prejudices — 

anti-American, anti-Semitic, anti-bourgeois" and called Adams to task for his comparison of 

Klinghoffer to the "'sacrificial victim' who is 'at the heart of the Bach Passions.'" He continues: 

Only after death does the familiar American middle-class Jew join the 
glamorously exotic Palestinians in mythic timelessness. Only as his body falls 
lifeless is his music exalted to a comparably romanticized spiritual dimension…. 

Censorship is always deplorable, but the exercise of forbearance can be noble. 
Not to be able to distinguish the noble from the deplorable is morally obtuse. In 
the wake of Sept. 11 we might want, finally, to get beyond sentimental 
complacency about art. Art is not blameless. Art can inflict harm…. It's about 
time we learned.80 

 

 In response to Taruskin's article, Adams compared the musicologist's line of arguments to 

John Ashcroft's: "Not long ago our attorney general…said that anyone who questioned his policies 

after September 11 was aiding terrorists; what Taruskin said was the aesthetic version of that. If 

there is an aesthetic viewpoint that does not agree with his, it should not be heard. I find that very 

disturbing indeed."81 As the Boston fracas finally began to die down, the composer became slightly 

more apologetic about the ordeal, though at heart his opinion was unchanged, as evidenced in a 

statement in The Guardian: "It was rather an overblown affair, and possibly one I contributed to. In 

this country, there is almost no option for the other side, no space for the presentation of the 

Palestinian point of view in a work of art."82 

 Notwithstanding the events of September 2001, performances of Klinghoffer continued 

around the world.83 The opera went to London, where an unstaged performance took place in 
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January 2002 by the BBC Symphony Orchestra, then again by other performing forces the same 

month in Ferrara, and a year later in Prague. In 2003, a film version directed by Penny Woolcock 

was broadcast in the United Kingdom on Channel Four.84 It premiered at the Sundance Festival in 

January, then toured the festival circuit: Rotterdam, Jerusalem, Sydney, Buenos Aires, San Francisco, 

Brussels, and Denmark, before becoming more widely available on a DVD release from Decca. In 

an ironic turn of events, the Palestine Film Festival rejected the work because the organizers felt that 

the film was biased too strongly against the Palestinians.85 

 In advance of the film's New York premiere, John Rockwell, by this point no stranger to 

Klinghoffer, reviewed the film version in the New York Times, mentioning the "enthusiastic" response it 

received at various festivals. He continued: 

[Woolcock] has made a painfully realistic film, largely shot on an actual liner at 
sea. She individuates the singing actors and conveys their fury and their victims' 
fear in the most brutally direct way possible. One wonders whether her approach 
will mollify or inflame the opera's opponents…. 

 The film is full of added imagery that casts the hijackers in a less than 
favorable light; it shows them driving around in a Mercedes in the Gaza strip after 
their release, for example, and there is a horrific scene in which a secularized 
Palestinian woman is stoned and has acid thrown in her face, a victim of 
heightened fundamentalism…. 

 There may be a bit of tweaking of American (not Jewish) material comforts. 
But in the end "Klinghoffer" is not anti-American or antibourgeois or anti-
Semitic but pro-human. It shows unequivocally that murder is nothing more than 
that, vicious and unconscionable. To see the opera or the film otherwise, it seems 
to me, is to be swept up in the very tribal hatreds the opera so eloquently 
deplores. 

 Ms. Woolcock reports that hardly anyone at Sundance or San Francisco, 
where many in the audience pointedly identified themselves as Jewish, objected to 
her film on the ground of anti-Semitism.86 
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 Mark Swed went even further in his praise, writing in the Los Angeles Times that Woolcock's 

film was "brilliant, morally courageous and overwhelmingly moving." The film is "emotionally 

draining," he wrote, and "is the first real masterpiece of cinematic opera." Swed notes that, unlike 

the Sellars production, the film attempts to set the action in a realistic fashion rather than creating a 

sort of poetic analogy. For him, one scene in particular stood out in that regard: 

On stage, Klinghoffer's death was presented in the stylized form of an oratorio. 
Time stops, and he sings an unearthly slow melody as his body slowly falls into 
the ocean. A dancer drags a body in a sheet across the stage. Woolcock, however, 
dares us to confront the dead man as he sinks underwater, bullet hole in his head, 
while Sylvan, on the soundtrack, sings with transcendental lyricism. [Yvonne] 
Howard [who sings the role of Marilyn Klinghoffer] is unforgettable at the end: 
As Marilyn learns of her husband's death, grief and anger gradually consume her.87 

 

 Performances continued around the world. In 2003, the opera returned to Brooklyn, where 

the Brooklyn Philharmonic performed a semi-staged concert version. The contrasts between this 

performance and the first Brooklyn production were striking. While security was beefed up 

(Tommasini noted the metal detectors through which audience members had to pass88), the 

performance went off without incident. Of this production, Tommasini wrote, 

No one will be able to dissuade those who believe that ''The Death of 
Klinghoffer'' puts a simplistic gloss on impossibly complex hatreds or that it is 
even tainted with anti-Semitism. For what it's worth, my companion on this 
occasion, a young Israeli psychiatrist and an army veteran who could explain why 
Palestinians would not be likely to carry M-16 rifles, as the singers do here, found 
the opera humane, perceptive and engrossing. Whatever your take, this ambitious 
and deeply felt work deserves to be heard and debated.89 

 

 From there, the work was performed in Rotterdam, then at Philadelphia's Curtis Institute of 

Music, then on to Auckland, where it was staged by the New Zealand Opera. After further 
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productions in Germany and Scotland, the Juilliard School performed the work in 2009. A small 

controversy brewed following the performances, and the Juilliard Journal published a scathing letter 

to the editor, excerpted here: 

However creative and beautiful you deem the music to be, the opera is a political 
statement made by the composer to justify an act of terrorism by four 
Palestinians. The Juilliard School, in presenting this opera, is responsible for 
giving sanction to an anti-Semitic and criminal act. 

 Will Juilliard now commission Adams to compose another opera entitled The 
Death of Rabbi Gavriel Holtzberg and Rivka Holtzberg in Mumbai? Or perhaps Death at 
the Twin Towers, 2001?90 

 

 The president of Juilliard, Joseph W. Polisi, then published an extensive response in which 

he described himself as "a longtime friend of Israel." He concluded by couching his defense of the 

Juilliard performances in terms of academic and ideological freedom: 

Such an extraordinary work of art like this must continue to live, no matter how 
horrific its basic story. I respect your right to protest the opera's topic, but 
Juilliard and its kindred artistic institutions have to be responsible for maintaining 
an environment in which challenging, as well as comforting, works of art are 
presented to the public. 

 You end your letter with the word "shame." I believe the "shame" for 
Juilliard would more likely have occurred if we had not had the vision and the 
courage to present artistic works which we believe to be transformative 
compositions, worthy of presentation by our students and of reflection by our 
audiences. If we had decided against producing Adams's opera in an effort to not 
offend audience members, we would have ignored our mission as an institution 
and community that teaches and enlightens through the wonder and power of the 
arts.91 

 

 The next production took place at the Opera Theatre of Saint Louis in 2011; this was only 

the second full staging in the United States. This production featured a new orchestration by Adams 

for smaller forces. The company's administration carefully planned marketing for the production in 

an effort to guide public discourse in a direction more favorable to the company. They disseminated 
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study guides that detailed the controversy and delved into the opposing arguments, and held a panel 

discussion in which representatives from the Muslim, Jewish and Christian faiths discussed the work. 

The careful approach seemed to work. Mark Swed later reported "there was no trouble, only 

important discussion."92 The St. Louis Post-Dispatch agreed, writing that the opera "does 

not…romanticize terrorists, justify extremism, celebrate violence or express anti-Semitism. Here is 

what it does do: Explore the roots of a conflict that has shaped our era, demonstrate the common 

humanity of all those involved in it, condemn violence and shine a light on the everyday heroism of 

ordinary people."93 

CONCLUSION 

 Will Klinghoffer ever be free of the controversy surrounding it? It is unlikely, to judge by the 

reactions to performances that have taken place closer to the time of this writing. Consider the co-

production by the English National Opera and the Metropolitan Opera that premiered in 2012 in 

London. When the production moved to New York for the Metropolitan Opera premiere, the 

controversy was again reignited, despite the fact that the performances in the U.K. had received no 

negative blowback. 

 The Met had originally scheduled a live broadcast of one of the performances as part of the 

company's popular "Live in HD" transmissions, but in June, general manager Peter Gelb announced 

that the broadcast would be cancelled. Citing numerous e-mails and discussions with the Anti-

Defamation League, who encouraged him to cancel the broadcast, Gelb also expressed the 

company's fear that transmission might encourage anti-Semitism internationally. Unsurprisingly, the 

Met then found itself on the receiving end of widespread criticism, exacerbated by an ever-widening 
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platform of social media. Tommasini once again weighed in, this time on Twitter: "'Klinghoffer' is a 

tough, raw, honest opera. Some think differently. Fine. Shouldn't Met HD audiences get to 

decide?"94 The ADL weighed in again as well: "while the opera itself is not anti-Semitic, there is a 

concern the opera could be used in foreign countries to stir up anti-Israel sentiments or as a vehicle 

to promote anti-Semitism."95 Whereas some decried the decision to cancel the HD transmission, 

others took the company to task for staging the opera at all. At the October and November 

performances, crowds of protesters held signs comparing the Met to Nazis and terrorists, and 

shouted invective at those who attended. 

 Perhaps in the future, audiences will look back at the fracas surrounding these early 

productions and wonder why people reacted so strongly. In an attempt to keep the art form 

relevant, such controversies are inevitable. Unless art is encountered in total abstraction, the 

elements it shares with real life are likely to provoke varied and contradictory responses. Viewed 

from a historical perspective, the furore surrounding these initial productions is bound to be 

remembered for a long time, and presenting organizations will need to decide whether or not a 

performance of the opera is worth the risk it entails. In this regard, knowledge of the controversy is 

essential, since tensions arose only when the opera was performed in certain locations. A good 

model would be the Opera Theatre of Saint Louis, which very carefully planned a strategy prior to 

performances; administrators met with concerned groups and ensured them that their input was 

valuable. In this way, performances of the opera went forward while the community was reassured 

that any opinions expressed in the libretto were not necessarily held by the opera company itself. 

Indeed, any work of art will be judged in part based on the beliefs held by its creators, as well as any 

subtext which may be determined by audiences.  
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 It is difficult to believe that the creators of The Death of Klinghoffer could not have foreseen at 

least some controversy; after all, the killing of a Jew by Palestinian terrorists was bound to raise more 

ire than would a humorous depiction of Richard Nixon's trip to China. Indeed, as noted earlier, in 

Adams' own recounting of the opera's genesis, he recalled that he and Goodman thought that 

Sellar's suggestion ("Klinghoffer's Tod") was a distasteful joke. We might wonder if the whole affair was 

carefully planned: an opera designed in part to touch on hot-button issues in an era just beginning to 

grapple with the specter of terrorism. Conversely, one might ascribe more innocent motives: 

perhaps the creative team did indeed intend to raise difficult issues in order to make audiences 

grapple with nuances of terror, racial hatred and violence, and issues national and religious identity. 

Based on their respective responses to the controversy, this latter explanation seems more plausible. 

Goodman, shocked by what she deemed to be an unprovoked outcry, ceased her creative activities 

completely, retreating to a quiet life as an Anglican priest.96 If the whole debacle had been merely a 

publicity stunt, it seems that she would have continued working as a poet and librettist. In any case, 

the controversy seems not to have negatively impacted the careers of Adams and Sellars, who have 

collaborated on several further evening-length stage works. Adams has been the most vocal in his 

responses to accusations of anti-Semitism and in his arguments against what he deems "censorship," 

most notably in his response to Taruskin after the Boston cancellation. He has dedicated large 

portions of both his memoirs and blog to a defense of the opera. 

 In the end, though, the controversy certainly helped popularize the opera, as shown by the 

media attention that follows the work wherever it is produced. It seems natural that an opera 

company might be more inclined to mount a production of Klinghoffer with the knowledge that the 

work is bound to garner extra attention in the press. And while most opera companies perform the 
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work to approving reviews, audiences in New York continue to be riled whenever the work is 

performed there. 

 In today's culture, as much of the larger discussion is beginning to take place on social media 

platforms, the controversy seems to be continuing. In the estimation of this author, no consensus 

has yet been reached, as one may easily find as many detractors of Klinghoffer as there are apologists. 

As long as the subject matter remains relevant, it seems, the discussions — and the controversy — 

will continue. 
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APPENDIX: Personnel list for major productions discussed 

 

 Original Production, 

1991-92 

Finnish 

National  

Opera,2001 

Film 

Version, 

2003 

(London 

Symphony 

Orchestra) 

Brooklyn 

Philharmonic, 

2003 

Opera 

Theatre of 

St. Louis, 2011 

Metropolitan 

Opera, 2014 

Director Peter Sellars Tony Palmer Penny 

Woolcock 

Bob McGrath James 

Robinson 

Tom Morris 

Choreographer Mark Morris (none) (none) (none) (none) Arthur Pita 

Conductor Kent Nagano; John 

Adams (San 

Francisco) 

Sian Edwards John Adams Robert Spano Michael 

Christie 

David 

Robertson 

Captain (bar) James Maddalena Petteri 

Salomaa 

Christopher 

Maltman 

James 

Maddalena 

Christopher 

Magiera 

Paulo Szot 

Mamoud (bar) Eugene Perry Juha 

Kotilainen 

Kamel 

Boutros 

Nmon Ford Aubrey 

Allicock 

Aubrey 

Allicock 

1st Officer 

(bass-bar) 

Thomas Hammons Hannu 

Forsberg 

Dean 

Robinson 

Eric Owens Paul La Rosa Christopher 

Feigum 

Swiss 

Grandmother 

(mezzo) 

Janice Felty Anna-Lisa 

Jakobsson 

Vivian 

Tierney 

Phyllis 

Pancella  

Lucy Schaufer Maria Zifchak 

Austrian woman 

(mezzo) 

Janice Felty Eeva-Liisa 

Saarinen 

Nuala Willis Phyllis 

Pancella 

Lucy Schaufer Theodora 

Hanslowe 

British dancing 

girl (mezzo) 

Janice Felty Anu Komsi Kirsten 

Blaise 

Kirsten Blaise Lucy Schaufer Kate Miller-

Heidke 

Molqi (ten) Thomas Young Nils Olsson Tom Randle Todd 

Willander 

Matthew 

DiBattista 

Sean Panikkar 

Rambo (bass-

bar) 

Thomas Hammons Juha Uusitalo Leigh 

Melrose 

Eric Owens Paul La Rosa Ryan Speedo 

Green 

Leon Klinghoffer 

(bar) 

Sanford Sylvan Sauli 

Tilikainen 

Sanford 

Sylvan 

Stephen 

Powell 

Brian 

Mulligan 

Alan Opie 

Omar (mezzo) Stephanie Friedman Ritta-Maija 

Ahonen 

Susan 

Bickley 

Christina 

Wilcox 

Laura Wilde Jesse 

Kovarsky 

Marilyn 

Klinghoffer 

(contralto) 

Sheila Nadler Taru Valjakka Yvonne 

Howard 

Nancy 

Maultsby 

Nancy 

Maultsby 

Michaela 

Martens 

Chorus Chorus of La 

Monnaie; Chorus of 

the Opéra de Lyon; 

Brooklyn Academy of 

Music Chorus; San 

Francisco Opera 

Chorus 

Chorus of the 

Finnish 

National 

Opera 

London 

Symphony 

Chorus 

New York 

Virtuoso 

Singers 

Chorus of the 

Opera 

Theatre of St. 

Louis 

Chorus of the 

Metropolitan 

Opera 
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