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ABSTRACT 

 

This thesis aims to examine and appraise the characterization of the major historical 

characters in John Adams’s opera Nixon in China: Richard Nixon, Pat Nixon, Mao Tse-tung, 

Chiang Ch’ing, Chou En-lai and Henry Kissinger. The first chapter outlines the motivations 

and intentions of Adams, Goodman, Sellars and other key collaborators. The heart of the 

thesis is the second chapter, which details and compares the representation of the six major 

historical personages to the historical record. Each character’s subsection will begin with a 

brief biography drawn from authoritative sources and will then proceed to critically appraise 

the figure as characterized in the opera. The third and final chapter will discuss the musical 

devices and techniques Adams employs to develop each character. The conclusion will 

briefly discuss the importance that direction and acting have in characterization.   
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PREFACE 

As readers may note, there are many points of difference between the Nonesuch 1988 

CD liner note libretto and the actual score and recording.1 I have assumed that any changes to 

the libretto reflected in the score were done at the sole discretion of Adams. Unfortunately, 

due to length constraints, this thesis does not discuss the characterization of the chorus or 

Mao’s three secretaries.  Additionally, while some aspects of direction are considered (in 

particular, in productions by Peter Sellars), most attention is focused upon the libretto by 

Alice Goodman and the score by John Adams.  

The discussion of the marriages of Richard and Pat Nixon, and Mao Tse-tung and 

Chiang Ch’ing have been left until the wives’ section for each couple. I wish to stress that 

this was a purely organizational decision – as I began Chapter Two with a discussion of 

Richard Nixon, it would not be desirable to discuss his relationship with Pat Nixon until she 

had been biographically introduced as well; the same applies to Mao Tse-tung and Chiang 

Ch’ing. 

Most characters will be referred to by either their full name, their last name, a title or 

a pronoun. The exception to this is Pat Nixon; because she shares a last name with her 

husband Richard Nixon, I have chosen for simplicity’s sake to refer to her as Pat, the name 

which she is generally given in the secondary literature. Additionally, I refer to Chiang 

Ch’ing either by her full name or a pronoun as she shares her surname with another Chinese 

historical figure mentioned in this thesis (Chiang Kai-shek).  

                                                           
1. The available libretto of the opera (Alice Goodman, Nixon in China: An Opera in Two Acts (n.p.: 

np., 1987)), also matches the original CD liner notes. 
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In order to maintain fidelity to the opera and major research sources, the Wade-Giles 

transliteration system is used for the following characters from the opera (the Pinyin 

transliteration is provided parenthetically): Mao Tse-tung (Mao Zedong), Chiang Ch’ing 

(Jiang Qing), Chou En-lai (Zhou Enlai), Wu Ching-hua (Wu Qinghua), Hung Chang-ching 

(Hong Changqing) and Lao Szu (Lao Si). Major historical figures and organizations, such as 

Lin Biao (Lin Piao), Chiang Kai-shek (Jiang Jieshi) or the Kuomintang (Guomindang)2 are 

also rendered in Wade-Giles due to the common acceptance of these transliterations in the 

secondary literature. The modern Pinyin system is used for all non-major historical figures 

and names of locations. For Pinyin names the diacritics indicating tone have not been 

included. The lone exception to all of the above is Mao’s first secretary. She will be referred 

to by her nickname, Nancy T’ang (Wade-Giles: T’ang Wen-sheng, Pinyin: Tang Wensheng), 

due to the prevalence of its usage in the scholarly literature on Nixon in China.  

In the case of authors with Chinese names, it is often unclear which convention of 

name order is being followed; thus, they will be referred to in the text by both their surnames 

and given names.  

Finally, all quotations from the libretto maintain fidelity to the spelling and 

capitalization as presented in the published score. However, punctuation has been adjusted to 

conform to the Chicago Manual of Style, which in some cases necessarily alters 

capitalization.   

                                                           
2. Commonly referred to as the Chinese Nationalist Party (Nationalists)  
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INTRODUCTION 

Since its premiere in 1987, Nixon in China has amassed a small but steadily growing 

body of scholarly research. The two leading scholars on Nixon in China are musicologist 

Matthew Daines and music theorist Timothy Johnson. Daines’s dissertation (“Telling the 

Truth About Nixon: Parody, Cultural Representation and Gender Politics in John Adams’s 

Opera Nixon in China,” 1995) and two of his articles (which are drawn from his dissertation) 

dating from the mid-1990s are the largest contribution to the scholarly body of work on 

Nixon in China. Daines broadly examines the genesis of the opera and its musical style, and 

discusses the importance of parody, cultural representation and gender politics in the opera. 

Additionally, he conducted interviews with both Peter Sellars and John Adams. 

Johnson’s contributions to the study of Nixon in China have primarily been in the 

field of theory. His monograph on the opera (John Adams’s Nixon in China: Musical 

Analysis, Historical and Political Perspectives, 2011) argues persuasively for the use of neo-

Riemannian theory in understanding the musical language of the opera. Additionally, his 

monograph discusses the relationship between Adams’s music and a variety of different 

aspects of the opera, including its political and philosophic themes. 

Recent studies of Nixon in China have focused on its relationship with exoticism and 

its depictions of the Other. Author Min Tian devotes a chapter of his recent book on 

intercultural theater (The Poetics of Difference and Displacement: Twentieth-Century 

Chinese-Western Intercultural Theatre, 2008) to a study of Sellars’s treatment of Chinese 

characters and use of Chinese dramatic techniques. In a similar vein, musicologist W. 

Anthony Sheppard raises several concerns about the usage of Orientalist tropes in Nixon 

(“The Persistence of Orientalism in the Postmodern Operas of Adams and Sellars,” 2013). 
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Finally, music theorist Sean Atkinson discusses in some depth the interaction of Western 

musical influences and depictions of the Other in the ballet parody of Act 2, scene 2 

(“Aspects of Otherness in John Adams’s Nixon in China, 2013).  

However, one aspect of Nixon in China that has not received this same level of 

intensive study is the depiction of its characters in a historical context. Daines relies upon 

limited and outdated historical sources.3 Johnson discusses the characters in more depth, but 

confines his treatment to only a few traits per character and does not critically examine the 

accuracy of the characters’ depictions. The recent body of literature (such as the works of 

Min Tian, Sheppard and Atkinson) discussing character and exoticism in Nixon in China 

focuses primarily on the relationship between the Nixon’s characterizations and the history of 

Orientalism rather than upon actual biography.  

This thesis aims to examine and appraise the opera’s characterization of Richard 

Nixon, Pat Nixon, Mao Tse-tung, Chiang Ch’ing, Chou En-lai and Henry Kissinger in a 

historical context. The first chapter outlines the motivations and intentions of Adams, 

Goodman, Sellars and other key collaborators. The heart of the thesis is the second chapter, 

which details and compares the representation of the six major personages in the opera to the 

historical record. Each character’s subsection begins with a brief biography drawn from 

authoritative sources and then proceeds to critically appraise the figure as characterized in the 

opera. In the third and final chapter, the musical devices and techniques Adams employs to 

develop each character are discussed. The conclusion briefly touches upon the importance 

that direction and acting have in characterization in this work.   

                                                           
3. Partly because the date of his dissertation (1995) predates many of the most authoritative new 

biographies of several of the characters, notably Pat Nixon, Mao Tse-tung, and Chou En-lai 
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CHAPTER ONE 
THE AIMS BEHIND NIXON IN CHINA  

 

This chapter examines the different aims behind the creation and construction of 

Nixon in China. First, the interest Adams, Goodman and Sellars had for the media-made 

nature of Nixon’s visit and the major historical personages involved is discussed. Following 

this, Goodman’s methodology is briefly examined. Finally, the topic of exoticism and its 

effects on Adams, Goodman and Sellars is broached. The chapter concludes with an 

examination of the desire for photo-realism in much of the staging, costuming and makeup, 

and the implications that this has for the Chinese characters.  

 

THE PRESS, CHARACTERIZATION AND EXOTICISM 

President Richard Nixon’s visit to China, for all of its geopolitical significance, was 

in many ways a media extravaganza, watched by millions of television viewers as it 

occurred. In Nixon in China, Nixon often sings about how thoroughly observed and 

documented his visit is: “The eyes and ears of history caught every gesture,” he sings while 

conversing with Chou En-lai on the tarmac of the Beijing Airport in Act 1, scene 1; later he 

sings “millions more hear what we say” during the Friendship Banquet in Act 1, scene 3.4 

Nixon’s frequent return to the theme of the public and historical reception of his visit reflects 

his concern with how the visit would affect his legacy. Historian Margaret MacMillan 

describes that Nixon, despite his well-known “distrust of the press,” also appreciated the 

                                                           
4. All references to the text of the opera are taken from this score: John Adams, 1987, Nixon in China: 

An Opera in Three Acts, Libretto by Alice Goodman, Vocal Score [New York]: Boosey & Hawkes. Any 

exceptions to this specified in the body of the text derive instead from: Alice Goodman, Nixon in China: An 

Opera in Two Acts (n.p.: n.p., 1987).  
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“power”5 that it possessed, and “always read the thick daily summaries of press coverage” 

and made notes.6    

While only a few administration officials (most notably Secretary of State William 

Rogers and National Security Advisor Henry Kissinger, along with their staffs) joined Nixon 

and his wife, they were accompanied by two chartered planes of reporters, videographers and 

photographers.7 MacMillan describes in her study of Nixon’s trip the importance of the press; 

roughly three weeks before the visit, Nixon’s administration sent “nearly one hundred 

staffers” to pave the way for his arrival.8 A major concern of theirs was making “live press 

coverage possible” as well as ensuring that “the president would get maximum . . . 

coverage.”9 One result of this meticulous attention to detail was that the Spirit of '7610 was 

arranged to land in the perfect location for photographers and videographers to get “good 

shots of Nixon’s descent.”11 The Americans were not alone in their careful attention to the 

publicity value of the trip – Reporter Bernard Kalb recounts that the Chinese were “caught . . 

. red-handed” by reporter Ted Koppel, staging the appearance of Chinese families with 

consumer goods at the Ming Tombs.12  

                                                           
5. Margaret MacMillan, Nixon and Mao: The Week that Changed the World (New York: Random 

House, 2007), 152. 

6. Ibid., 150. 

7. Ibid., 154. 

8. Ibid., 152.  

9. Ibid., 152. 

10. In the original production, the “Spirit of '76” is labelled without the apostrophe; while this may 

seem to be an oversight, it is in fact accurate to the rendering of the name on the original plane. 

11. Ibid., 152. 

12. Bernard Kalb, “The Week that Changed the World,” The Metropolitan Opera, accessed April 22, 

2014. http://www.metoperafamily.org/metopera/broadcast/template.aspx?customid=14720. 
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This preoccupation with the visit’s coverage even found its way into how the 

participants conducted themselves: Nixon’s handshake with Chou En-lai on the tarmac was 

held unusually long,13 perhaps to provide a better picture for the “press cameras homed in on 

[their] clasped hands.”14 First Lady Pat Nixon’s sightseeing trips were motivated more by 

concerns of public relations than any desire of hers or her husband’s for the trip to include 

any interaction with the Chinese people and its rich culture. Nixon used Pat, in his own 

words, as a “prop” to distract the press and provide positive coverage while he conducted 

negotiations with Chou En-lai.15 

The creators of Nixon in China were well aware of the heavily manufactured nature 

of much of Nixon’s trip. In a 1994 interview with musicologist Matthew Daines, Peter Sellars 

talks candidly about media manipulation in the West and its influence on the conception of 

the opera: “In Nixon in China we wanted to get at that and start you off with ‘what is 

propaganda here, what is actual news? What is a historic event and what is a photo 

opportunity?’”16 Accordingly, this would influence the choice and interpretation of events for 

inclusion in Nixon in China. 

Goodman recalls in her introduction to the CD liner notes of the 1988 recording that 

the original act of preparation for Nixon in China involved Adams, Goodman and Sellars 

sorting through mountains of “back issues of . . . news magazines [and] tapes of television 

                                                           
13. This detail is often replicated in productions of Nixon in China, most notably those of Peter Sellars.  

14. MacMillan, Nixon and Mao, 21. 

15. Ibid., Nixon and Mao, 276. 

16. Matthew Daines, “Telling the Truth about Nixon: Parody, Cultural Representation, and Gender 

Politics in John Adams’s Nixon in China” (PhD Diss., University of California Davis, 1995), 83. 
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broadcasts,” to narrow down the events of the trip to just six.17 As Daines explains, five of 

the six events chosen had “enormous symbolic importance” with resonant, powerful imagery 

– the President of the United States and the Premier of China toasting one another at the 

Friendship Banquet, Pat Nixon visiting the Evergreen People’s Commune, and Nixon and 

Mao sitting side-by-side in conversation, to name a few.18   

Notably absent from the opera are any of the backroom political negotiations which 

occurred between Nixon, Kissinger, Chou En-lai and other Chinese leaders. The choice to 

omit these was likely made on the grounds that these events did not have the same iconic 

imagery as the selected events. With Nixon’s momentous meeting with Mao a necessary 

inclusion in the opera, having a second scene in which political negotiations occur would 

have been redundant. This same process was applied to the plethora of sightseeing events 

during the trip, which were condensed into a single scene. As the events in Beijing were the 

most publicized (and visually striking), Adams, Goodman and Sellars focused on just these.  

The exception to the practice of choosing events of intense media focus was the third 

act. This act, consisting of a single scene, is set on the final evening of Nixon’s visit to 

Beijing.19 This evening was not heavily reported by the press and does not possess the same 

iconic imagery as the first evening’s banquet. Its importance is not its prominence in the 

historical record, but rather its timing. Adams, Goodman and Sellars use the idea of “the last 

evening” of the trip as a catalyst for the private ruminations and reminiscences of the major 

                                                           
17. Alice Goodman, Liner Notes, “Towards Nixon in China,” Nixon in China: An Opera in Three Acts, 

by John Adams, Elektra/Nonesuch, 979177-2, 1988, compact disc., 11. 

18. Daines, “Telling the Truth,” 50. 

19. According to Daines, Act 3 was originally Act 2, scene 3, as “Houston Grand Opera did not want to 

pay for a second intermission” (Ibid., 70). However, in subsequent performances and recordings it reverted back 

to Act 3.  
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characters. This reflects the influence of the second major aim of Adams, Goodman and 

Sellars and the focus of this thesis: characterization.   

From this focus on separating the historic from the ephemeral, Adams details in his 

2008 memoirs how an interest in character naturally arose from the presence of the “vivid” 

historic personages who were the focal point of that single week in history – Richard and Pat 

Nixon, Mao Tse-tung and Chiang Ch’ing (alternatively known in the West as “Madame 

Mao”), Chou En-lai, and Henry Kissinger.20 Goodman elaborates on this in her description of 

working on Nixon in China:  

I became more and more certain that every character in the opera should be 

made as eloquent as possible. Everyone should have a voice. It would be an 

heroic opera – that would be the character of the work – and an opera of 

character – that had become inevitable – and the heroic quality of the work as 

a whole would be determined by the eloquence of each character in his or her 

own argument.21 

 

This interest in character emerged as a fundamental catalyst for creative decisions in the 

opera. Nixon is a plotless opera, using, as John Bokina describes it, events as a means to an 

end to create “[Philip] Glass-like portraits of the characters’ personalities.”22 Accordingly, 

Robert Cannon describes that each scene provides a “major opportunity” for a different main 

character to have his or her showcase aria.23 By further shaping each scene towards this aim, 

it would provide an opportunity to explore the deeper significance of the meeting of Nixon’s 

United States and Mao’s China on that “bare field outside Peking” and, in Adams’s words to 

                                                           
20. John Adams, Hallelujah Junction (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2008), 136.  

21. Goodman, “Towards Nixon in China,” 13. 

22. John Bokina, Opera and Politics: From Monteverdi to Henze (New Haven, CT: Yale University, 

1997), 204. 

23. Cannon, Cambridge Introductions to Music, 341. 
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interviewer John Porter in 1988, chip away at the media-created “plastic cartoon”24 public 

personas of the major historical figures until they stood in total “psychological and emotional 

undress.”25 

Table 1.1: Nixon in China, scenes and characters 

Scenic 

Division 

Event  Character 

Focus 

Aria  Additional Notes 

Act 1, scene 

1 

Arrival of the Spirit 

of '76 to Beijing 

Airport 

Richard Nixon  “News”   

Act 1, scene 

2 

Meeting in Mao’s 

Study 

Mao Tse-tung Multiple Mao has several 

extended soliloquys 

instead of an aria;  

This scene is often 

nicknamed the “study 

scene” 

Act 1, scene 

3 

Friendship Banquet 

at the Great Hall of 

the People 

Chou En-lai “Ladies and 

Gentleman” 

This scene is often 

nicknamed the 

“banquet scene” 

Act 2, scene 

1 

Visit to the 

Evergreen People’s 

Commune and the 

Summer Palace 

Pat Nixon “This is 

prophetic” 

 

Act 2, scene 

2 

Ballet performance 

of The Red 

Detachment of 

Women 

Chiang 

Ch’ing, Henry 

Kissinger 

“I am the 

wife of Mao 

Tse-tung”; 

“Oh what a 

day” and “I 

have my 

brief” 

 

This scene is often 

nicknamed the “ballet 

scene” 

Act 3, scene 

1 

The final evening in 

Beijing  

All (Richard 

and Pat Nixon, 

Mao Tse-tung 

and Chiang 

Ch’ing, Chou 

En-lai) 

Multiple This act showcases all 

main characters (sans 

Kissinger) through 

solos, duets and larger 

ensembles 

Source: Robert Cannon, Cambridge Introductions to Music: Opera (New York: Cambridge University Press, 

2012), 341. 

                                                           
24. Porter, John and John Adams, “‘Nixon in China’: John Adams in Conversation,” Tempo New Series 

167 (December 1988): 26. 

25. The exception to this, Henry Kissinger, will be explored in Chapter Two.   
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The focus on characterization helps clarify the reason for many of the changes made 

in Act 2 by Adams, Goodman and Sellars to the historical visit’s chronology. While in China, 

Pat Nixon visited several more locations than she does in the opera, such as the Great Wall of 

China, the Ming Tombs, and the Forbidden City. She was not always alone on these visits – 

in the aforementioned examples, Nixon himself joined the First Lady in her excursions. 

Nixon’s focus on character is revealed in how Goodman adapts several days of sightseeing 

into one. The decision to focus mostly upon the visit to the Evergreen People’s Commune 

helps direct Pat’s sightseeing more towards her interactions with the Chinese people and their 

society, as opposed to the more touristic (albeit historic) locations such as the Great Wall or 

the Forbidden City. Furthermore, the removal of President Nixon from the scene focuses 

attention more on Pat, allowing her to speak for herself without any interference from her 

husband.  

Adams, Goodman and Sellars also chose to set Chiang Ch’ing’s ballet, The Red 

Detachment of Women, as opposed to the following evening’s entertainment of a public 

sports display hosted by Chou En-lai. This decision betrays a similar focus on character; it 

puts the Western characters in direct contact with contemporary Chinese culture and modern 

society and also highlights a female character – in this case Chiang Ch’ing. This also helps 

orient the focus of the second act on the female characters – Chiang Ch’ing and Pat Nixon – 

unlike the first act, which is largely male-centric.26  

Alice Goodman’s use of historical transcripts and quotations in Nixon in China 

demonstrates both of the guiding ideas behind the opera’s creation – to use the media-created 

                                                           
26. Matthew Daines, “Nixon’s Women: Gender Politics and Cultural Representation in Act 2 of Nixon 

in China,” The Musical Quarterly 26, no. 2-3 (Spring 1995): 6. 
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images and recollections of the visit to illuminate each of the main characters, and to explore 

the deeper significance of the visit. To that end, Goodman peppers Nixon with direct 

quotations by its main characters, using them as springboards for further exploration. 

Goodman draws upon a wealth of sources for these quotations, ranging from the vast corpus 

of news reports available to various biographies and autobiographies of the major characters, 

such as Nixon’s memoirs or Roxane Witke’s Comrade Chiang Ch’ing.27 

Some of Goodman’s quotations expand upon simple remarks given by the characters 

to the press. Pat Nixon’s solitary, laughing comment of “that’s prophetic” as she visited the 

Summer Palace and “passed through the gate of Longevity and Goodwill” is used in the 

opening of her famous Act 2, scene 2, aria, “This is Prophetic.”28 Using Pat Nixon’s actual 

expression not only connects the aria to the historical event but also allows it to transcend the 

limited scope that the media coverage could provide to embrace a more personal expression 

of her beliefs and character.  

These springboards do not always align with the historical facts. In Act 1, scene 2, 

many of Mao’s soliloquies are derived from only the barest of connections to the transcript. 

The relationship between the transcript and Mao’s long soliloquies in the middle of the act is 

tenuous, directly referencing only one line from the Kissinger and Nixon memoirs (as well as 

the official transcript): Mao: “You want to withdraw some of your troops back on your soil; 

ours do not go abroad.”29 Goodman’s additions for Mao change the tenor of the scene from 

                                                           
27. Goodman, “Towards Nixon in China,” 12.  

28. Max Frankel, “Reporter’s Notebook: All Peking’s a Stage.” New York Times, February 23, 1972, 

14. 

29. Henry Kissinger, White House Years (Boston: Little, Brown & Company, 1979), 1062; William 

Burr, ed., The Kissinger Transcripts: The Top Secret Talks with Beijing and Moscow (New York: The New 

Press, 1998), 64. 
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“amicable” and “jocular,”30 as it was in reality according to MacMillan, to, in Daines’s 

words, “adversarial.”31 The purpose behind these changes, as will be explored further in 

Chapter Two, is to characterize Mao and challenge American assumptions about China by 

having “Nixon fall completely on his face” when he meets with him.32 

A major concern of Adams, Goodman and Sellars in the creation of Nixon in China 

was that they were Westerners writing an opera that dealt with the United States’s interaction 

with China. Opera and depictions of the exotic – that is, of cultures and peoples not of the 

West (which as a category has been subject to change over time and place) have had a long 

history, nearly as long as that of opera itself. Musicologist Nicholas Till explains that opera 

has long served as “one of . . . [the] most reliable artistic forms for the presentation of those 

aspects of exoticism that confirm the West’s sense of its own identity and superiority.”33 

Examples of this abound: Mozart’s Abduction from the Seraglio, in which the “cruel and 

lascivious Turks”34 in the form of Osmin are marked as separate and different from the 

European characters through both text and “‘Turkish’”35 music; or Delibes’s Lakmé, the 

quintessential French late-nineteenth century exotic opera. These depictions of the exotic 

                                                           
30. MacMillan, Nixon and Mao, 71. 

31. Daines, “Telling the Truth,” 161. 

32. Porter and Adams, “‘Nixon in China,’” 26. 

33. Nicholas Till, “‘An Exotic and Irrational Entertainment’: Opera and Our Others; Opera as Other,” 

in The Cambridge Companion to Opera Studies, ed. Nicholas Till (New York: Cambridge University Press, 

2012), 299.   

34. Till, “‘An Exotic and Irrational Entertainment,’” 307. 

35. Ibid., 301. 
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Other were not limited to just external Others, but to also include Europe’s (and by extension 

the West’s) “own others,” such as the Romani36 and Jews.37 

Adams, Goodman and Sellars were well aware of this tradition of depiction of non-

Western characters as an exotic Other in Western art. In his memoirs, Adams demonstrates an 

understanding of this colonialist attitude in an ironic description of Nixon’s visit to China:  

Richard Nixon . . . descended the jet’s ramp to be greeted by Chou En-lai . . . 

It was a bold gesture, this idea of walking straight into the Communist heart of 

darkness and offering a good old Rotarian handshake to the natives, those 

same Chinese who up to then, as we’d often been warned, represented every 

imaginable barometer of inscrutable cunning, naked aggression, and careless 

affront to our cherished notions of representative democracy. But Nixon 

fancied himself a businessman . . . and China, give or take a few annoying 

issues about personal liberty and human rights, was, well, an irresistibly 

attractive market for our patriotically manufactured American goods.38 

 

Depicting the meeting of Mao’s China with Nixon’s United States invited the dangers of 

presenting the events and characters through an American lens – of giving preference to 

American characters and ideas over their Chinese counterparts. To remedy this, Adams, 

Goodman and Sellars sought to ensure that they gave equal voice to each character, be they 

Chinese or American, and to openly undercut the assumptions of the Nixons and audience 

about China and its relationship to the West. Daines describes the opera as participating in 

the classic trope of Western characters achieving “self-realization . . . in ‘The Orient,’” but 

with a twist.39 The aim is not to depict the Nixons’ (and by proxy the Western audience’s) 

attainment of profound wisdom, but rather for them and the audience to realize how little 

                                                           
36. Commonly referred to as “Gypsies”; however, this term has fallen out of favor due to its 

association as a racial slur. 

37. Till, “‘An Exotic and Irrational Entertainment,’” 308.  

38. Adams, Hallelujah Junction, 134. 

39. Daines, “Telling the Truth,” 92. 
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they actually know – for, in Sellars’s words, their “picture postcard” view of China to be 

“shredded.”40 Because, as Sellars describes to Daines, “the opera is written for Americans by 

Americans,” the assumption is that the audience will identify with the Nixons, who ironically 

do not understand that they do not really understand China or its history.41 

This aim heavily influenced the creation of two scenes in Nixon in China: Mao’s 

study scene (Act 1, scene 2) and the performance of The Red Detachment of Women (Act 2, 

scene 2). The historical meeting with Mao is transformed from one in which most of the 

discussion consists of small talk and of general political issues to one in which Nixon and 

Mao engage in deep political discussion, in which Nixon’s knowledge and assumptions about 

China are rebutted forcefully by a keenly perceptive Mao; the scene becomes, in Adams’s 

words, “the emotional and philosophical heart of the opera.”42 

The parody of The Red Detachment of Women in Nixon in China is famous for the 

play-within-a-play that emerges, with Henry Kissinger and the Nixons drawn into the 

proceedings before Chiang Ch’ing intervenes to place the production back on ideologically 

sound grounds by ushering a miniature cultural revolution onstage. The involvement of the 

Nixons and Kissinger in the ballet promotes their character development through their 

responses to the unfolding drama. Additionally, the ballet, which author Min Tian describes 

as “an encapsulation of modern Chinese history,” is enhanced by the symbolic function of the 

Nixons and Kissinger as Westerners.43   

                                                           
40. Daines, “Telling the Truth,” 92. 

41. Ibid., 87. 

42. Stephanie von Buchau, “Not Just an Entertainment,” Opera News 52, no. 4 (October 1987), 25.  

43. Min Tian, The Poetics of Difference and Displacement: Twentieth-Century Chinese-Western 

Intercultural Theatre (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2008), 123. 



14 
 

SETS, COSTUMES, AND CASTING 

As previously mentioned, Nixon’s visit to China was a carefully-choreographed 

media extravaganza, the spirit of which is reflected in the largely photorealistic sets, 

costumes and casting of the opera’s premiere production. Excluding the final act, in which a 

large image of Chairman Mao’s face overlooks plain white beds on a bare stage, the sets 

eschewed the “abstract” theater of Robert Wilson as well as the “traditional illusionism” of 

opera in favor of a detailed re-creation of the historical setting, according to Daines.44 Daines 

also describes that Adrianne Lobel, original set designer for Nixon in China, “meticulously 

researched the sets,” drawing upon the wealth of pictures available from the press coverage, 

in particular those from Life magazine.45  

This careful attention to detail can be seen when comparing the Life photographs of 

Nixon’s meeting with Mao and the PBS broadcast performance of Nixon in China.46 The 

original production is a nearly picture-perfect replica of the Life photographs – four large 

sofa chairs with rough covers in the foreground, with the background dominated by high, 

disorderly, overfilled bookshelves. One feature that is not evident from the Life photographs 

is the distinctive, tall lamps – however, these were described by Kissinger in his memoirs as 

“standing lamps with unusually large circular shades standing behind the chairs.”47 The 

inclusion of details not immediately obvious from the photography, but present in written 

historical records, demonstrates how much research went into set design.  

                                                           
44. Daines, “Telling the Truth,” 68. 

45. Ibid., 68. 

46. Unfortunately, I was unable to obtain permissions for the relevant images before the completion of 

this thesis.   

47. Kissinger, White House Years, 1058. 
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Act 3, the seemingly lone exception to this policy of photorealism, originally aimed 

to replicate the historical setting to a similar extent. However, to bring the visuals in line with 

the act’s function in the opera as a poetic exploration of the inner psyches and memories of 

the major characters, Sellars ultimately decided to dispense with the original banquet setting 

in favor of an intimate bedroom setting.48 Sellars describes this to Daines:  

That night, I just said “forget it. Get rid of the party scene. Get the band offstage.” 

The way it had originally been designed we had a big party scene. The tables were 

supposed to come back – the whole thing. We removed everything and I had them 

make those beds. That night I called Adrianne from Houston and said “we need six 

beds that look like coffins.” . . . The beds were exactly like coffins, it was an 

incredible feeling. I had this powerful image of that. That night is such a nocturnal 

scene, the music is so nocturnal, the kind of sense of the sex of going to bed and at 

the same time of being laid to rest – those images.”49 

 

Daines also details that the original costume and makeup designer, Dunya Ramicova, 

followed the same ultra-realistic approach as Lobel, creating “almost exact replicas” of the 

characters’ clothing as well as employing a range of cosmetic effects to imitate their 

appearances.50 This approach was particularly successful with the American characters in the 

opera. James Maddalena’s portrayal of Nixon might not have become so iconic and 

compelling had he not had “Nixon’s five o’clock shadow, heavy jowls” and a replication of 

his suit down to the “flag-pin on his . . . [lapel].”51 

However, these attempts at photorealism are not as successful for the Chinese 

characters in the opera. John Duykers as Mao serves as an example of this relative failure. 

While the style of Mao’s green uniform is faithfully replicated, its ill fit due to the 

                                                           
48. Daines, “Telling the Truth,” 94. 

49. Ibid., 94. 

50. Ibid., 67. 

51. Ibid., 68. 
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Chairman’s poor health and subsequent bloating is not reflected in the original production.52 

Ramicova’s attempts to give Duykers several of Mao’s distinctive physical characteristics – 

the prominent facial mole, the receding hairline and the aged face – unfortunately fall short 

and achieve at best a rough caricature of Mao’s famous face. Ultimately, the Chinese 

characters are not depicted as faithfully as their American counterparts, especially given the 

fact that the singers are not Chinese or even Asian.  

Casting for the opera was held in New York City, as it was the geographic midpoint 

between Adams, Goodman and Sellars, as well as a major artistic hub for the United States, if 

not the world.53 The roles of Mao and Chou En-lai went to singers who had worked with or 

knew Sellars or Adams, Sanford Sylvan (Chou En-lai) having worked with Sellars previously 

and John Adams being familiar with John Duykers (Mao). The focus behind casting 

decisions was “musical versatility” and “good acting” – considerations of physical 

appearance (or indeed of vocal power, as in the case of Trudy Ellen Craney, who portrayed 

Chiang Ch’ing) seemed to be weighed less heavily.54 

Given some of the vocal demands of the Chinese roles in Nixon in China (most 

notably that of Mao, whose vocal writing is described by Adams as “especially cruel” due to 

its high tessitura and needing “a voice of Siegfried-like strength”), suitable Chinese or other 

Asian singers may not have been available or known to Adams, Goodman or Sellars.55 

However, this issue does not arise in any of the secondary literature on Nixon in China or in 

interviews and commentary given by Adams or Sellars. It does not appear that they sought 

                                                           
52. MacMillan, Nixon and Mao, 65. 

53. Daines, “Telling the Truth,” 57. 

54. Ibid., 57. 

55. Adams, Hallelujah Junction, 142. 
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out in particular any Asian singers for Nixon in China, or that they attached any significance 

to this shortfall. In an opera in which the visuals are so heavily grounded upon the historical 

record, it is then curious that, in the matter of casting, this attention to detail was seemingly 

abandoned. However, the possibility should not be ignored that Adams, Goodman and Sellars 

wanted the Chinese characters to be portrayed by people who had the appearance of 

stereotypical Westerners to further convey how much of the trip’s image was created by the 

Western media.  

Whether or not this is true, the use of white singers for Chinese roles brings up the 

issue of yellowface. “Yellowface” is a term with origins in the twentieth century’s greater 

awareness of racial depictions and is defined by author Krystyn R. Moon as the use of 

“dialect, makeup, posture and costuming” by “white actors” to portray Asians; a classic 

example is found in the depiction of Mr. Yunioshi (played by Mickey Rooney) in Breakfast at 

Tiffany’s (1961). 56 The most relevant aspects of yellowface in Nixon in China are those of 

makeup and costuming, particularly as applied to the three secretaries, whose “clunky plastic 

glasses and pudding bowl haircuts” can be seen either as an imitation of Nancy T’ang, Mao’s 

first secretary,57 or simply as broad Asian stereotypes.58  

Through the interviews and statements given by Adams, Goodman and Sellars, three 

major considerations in the creation and molding of events for Nixon in China become 

apparent: to use the media depictions of Nixon’s visit as a platform to explore its deeper 

significance, to focus less on the specific events and more upon giving each major character a 

                                                           
56. Krystyn R. Moon, Yellowface: Creating the Chinese in American Popular Music and Performance, 

1850’s–1920’s (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2005), 6. 

57. “First Secretary” here refers to rank, not chronological order. 

58. Daines, “Telling the Truth,” 68. 
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unique and truthful voice, and finally, to subvert Orientalist tropes and create an opportunity 

for the Chinese characters to express themselves as equals to their Western counterparts. 

While these considerations have been examined in how they’ve impacted sets, costume and 

casting, the next chapter will consider the relationship between the characters in the libretto 

and their historical counterparts.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
CHARACTERIZATION IN NIXON IN CHINA: THE LIBRETTO AND HISTORY  

 

In this chapter, the historical characters of Richard Nixon, Pat Nixon, Mao Tse-tung, 

Chiang Ch’ing, Chou En-lai and Henry Kissinger will be compared to their depictions in 

Nixon in China. Each character will be provided a brief biography of his or her life up to the 

year 1972. Following this section, specific aspects of each character’s operatic representation 

will be evaluated against the historical record. Pat Nixon, Mao Tse-tung, and Chiang Ch’ing 

are, for the most part, accurately depicted in the opera; Richard Nixon and Henry Kissinger 

are not. Richard Nixon is primarily an idealized American statesman and only superficially 

resembles its historical model, while Henry Kissinger is essentially caricatured. Chou En-lai 

is the most difficult character to fully evaluate – while many positive aspects of his 

personality are well represented, his negative characteristics were largely excluded from the 

opera.  

RICHARD NIXON 

Richard Milhous Nixon (1913-1994) was born in Yorba Linda, California on 

January 9, 1913. Born into a religious Quaker family, Nixon initially grew up on a ranch. 

However, due to financial hardships, the family moved to Whittier, California and 

opened a grocery store and gas station. Nixon’s childhood was spent working at the 

family store and at school. Although he earned a scholarship to Harvard, Nixon’s 

difficult financial situation, exacerbated by the deaths of two of his brothers, forced him 

to enroll at Whittier College instead. Excelling in his studies and extracurricular 

activities, he won a scholarship to Duke University, where he studied law. After 

graduating, he returned to Whittier to join a local law firm. While participating in a 

community theater production, he met local schoolteacher Thelma Ryan (later Pat 
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Nixon), his future wife. He proposed to her almost immediately, and after she turned him 

down he continued to court her for two years. They eventually married in 1940.  

They moved to Washington, D.C., in 1942 to work for the Office of Price 

Administration. Frustrated by government bureaucracy, Nixon decided to join the Navy 

later that same year. He served as a logistics officer for C-47 planes first in Guadalcanal 

and later Bougainville.  In a foretaste of his future organization acumen and political 

savvy, Nixon established an impromptu burger stand (nicknamed “Nick’s Snack Shack”) 

and became a successful poker player.59 

Returning to Whittier after the end of the Second World War, Nixon quickly 

plunged into politics, running against Jerry Voorhis for the House of Representatives. 

Armed with his poker winnings and the support of his wife, Nixon won the election 

decisively. In Congress, Nixon quickly established a national reputation through his 

service on the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC), in which he pushed 

through the controversial investigation of Alger Hiss. During these years, Nixon and Pat 

had their two daughters, Julie (1946) and Patricia (1948). In 1950, Nixon challenged Helen 

Gahagan Douglas for the U.S. Senate. In the difficult and brutal campaign, in which he 

labeled his opponent a Communist sympathizer, and in turn earned the sobriquet “Tricky 

Dick,” Nixon prevailed. 

In 1952, Eisenhower picked Nixon as his vice-presidential candidate, partially on the 

strength of the young senator’s reputation as an anti-Communist. Nixon achieved national 

fame through the “Checkers” speech, in which he directly confronted allegations of financial 

                                                           
59. Stephen E. Ambrose, Richard Nixon: Vol. 1: The Education of a Politician, 1913-1962 (New York: 

Simon and Schuster, 1987), 110-113. 
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impropriety and established himself as an honest family man. Eisenhower and Nixon easily 

won the 1952 election. Nixon’s tenure as vice president established his strengths in foreign 

affairs and saw him participate in several major events: in 1958, Nixon and his wife were 

confronted by violent anti-American protesters in Caracas, Venezuela, and in 1959, Nixon 

participated in the famous “Kitchen Debate” with Khrushchev. These events earned Nixon 

respect both nationally and internationally and established him as an influential political 

figure.  

In 1960, Nixon became the Republican candidate for president against John F. 

Kennedy. However, Nixon’s campaign suffered from his poor performance in the 

televised debates, and in an election marred by allegations of voter fraud, he lost by a 

razor-thin margin of 0.2%. Nixon, stung by the defeat, moved back to Southern 

California and wrote his first memoir, Six Crises. In 1962, Nixon attempted to re-enter 

the political arena and ran for governorship of California. However, facing internal 

opposition from the Republican Party and running a lackluster campaign, Nixon lost the 

election. Publicly declaring his political life to be over, he moved to New York City and 

began privately practicing law. Nixon referred to these years as the “Wilderness years.” 

Although living the private life that Pat had long hoped for, Nixon’s desire to return to 

politics could not be indefinitely suppressed, and in 1968 he returned as the Republican 

nominee for the presidency. Nixon’s victory was aided by the global instability of 1968, 

internal fracas in the Democratic Party, and George Wallace’s segregationist third party 

which split the vote.  

Nixon’s first term has been defined as a pragmatic blend of left and right policies. 

He implemented a policy of “Vietnamization” in which American troops were gradually 
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replaced by South Vietnamese troops while his National Security Advisor Henry 

Kissinger concurrently pursued secret peace talks. Nixon ended the Bretton Woods 

system, which took the U.S. off of the gold standard. He also formed the Environmental 

Protection Agency and attempted to establish a minimum income for families. However, 

in contrast to these more liberal initiatives, he also subverted Secretary of Housing and 

Urban Development George Romney’s attempts to integrate housing, and secretly 

expanded the Vietnam War into neighboring Cambodia. The high point of Nixon’s first 

term was his trip to China in February 1972, to meet with Mao Tse-tung and Chou En-

lai, ending an over twenty year silence between the two countries. Even as his visit was 

almost universally praised, the end of his presidency was nigh, as plans for the Watergate 

break-in among his staff had already begun in January 1972.60   

While the basic facts of Nixon’s life are not generally debated, appraisals of his 

legacy and character are complicated due to both the tumultuous time he served as 

president as well as the controversial actions he took, from Watergate to the secret 

bombing of Cambodia. The late 1960s (in particular 1968) were years of almost 

unprecedented social upheaval and change in the United States. The aggressive foreign 

policy of the Soviet Union (such as in the invasion of Czechoslovakia) and the 

continuing quagmire in Vietnam further complicated both the United States’s role in the 

world and also how United States saw itself. In comparison to the more liberal J.F.K. and 

Lyndon B. Johnson, Nixon was a reactionary, conservative figure who was at odds with 

                                                           
60. This biography was prepared primarily using the following sources: Stephen E. Ambrose, Richard 

Nixon: Vol. 1: The Education of a Politician, 1913-1962 (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1987); Stephen E. 

Ambrose, Richard Nixon: Vol. 2: The Triumph of a Politician, 1962-1972 (New York: Simon and Schuster, 

1989). 
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the social changes that were sweeping over the United States. During a time marked by 

protests and distrust of authority, Nixon’s escalation of the Vietnam War and cover-up of 

Watergate contributed to his muddied image. Additionally, Nixon’s political style, which 

biographer Stephen E. Ambrose describes as deliberately “divis[ive],” exacerbated this.61 

 In recent years, Nixon’s image has been partially rehabilitated, thanks to such 

biographers as Jonathan Aitken (Nixon: A Life, 2006) and Conrad Black (Nixon: A Life 

in Full, 2007), who emphasize more positive aspects of Nixon’s personality and try to 

offer context for Nixon’s more controversial decisions. Unfortunately, these revisionist 

efforts have also suffered from biases of their own.62 Ultimately, Nixon’s flawed 

character and legacy will likely continue to divide scholars and commentators. 

According to Daniel Frick, the relationship between Nixon the historical figure 

and the operatic character is further complicated by Adams’s, Goodman’s and Sellars’s 

attempt to transform him into both a representation of Richard Nixon and an “American 

everyman,”63 or, in Adams’s words, “an archetype of an American public leader.”64 In 

the process, many of Richard Nixon’s more distinctive personality traits, such as his 

private religiosity, his anxiousness, and his intellect, are either ignored or minimized. In 

                                                           
61. Ambrose, Richard Nixon: Vol. 1, 614. 

62. To provide an example, examine Aitken’s article “The Nixon Character,” (Presidential Studies 

Quarterly 26, no. 1 (Winter 1996): 239-247). Aitken draws laudable attention to the President’s religious 

background and offers an explanation of how his personal ethics could exist side-by-side with his professional 

ethics. However, he also advances more controversial claims such as that Nixon had a “lifelong dedication to 

racial equality” (Ibid., 145).  

63. Daniel Frick, Reinventing Richard Nixon: A Cultural History of an American Obsession 

(Lawrence, KS: University Press of Kansas, 2008), 176. 

64. Porter and Adams, “‘Nixon in China,’” 26. 
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contrast, Nixon’s wartime experiences and obsession with the press are more accurately 

portrayed. His relationship with his wife, Pat, will be discussed in her section. 

All of Nixon’s major arias contribute to a broadly positive characterization: 

“News” conveys excitement and hope; “Fathers and Sons” is a plea for peace; his Act 1, 

scene 3, banquet aria (“Mr. Premier, distinguished guests”) showcases, in Adams’s 

words, a “giddy” and “effusive president”;65 and his lengthy recollections in Act 3 of his 

wartime experiences humanize him. Overall, the opera avoids any direct mention of events 

such as Watergate or, as biographer Jonathan Aitken notes, Nixon’s “penchant for 

vindictiveness.”66 The only moment a more duplicitous side of him is directly portrayed 

is during the scene at the landlord’s palace during the Act 2, scene 2, ballet, where he is 

portrayed as one of the elites, and compliments the landlord’s lackey Lao Szu/Kissinger on 

his groveling (“here friend, something for you. You’re talking like a real pro”). Frick 

describes that the simplified portrayal of Nixon in the opera is a “lost opportunity to explore 

the paradox” of a president who sought peace through war, and law and order through 

conspiracy.67 In contrast, Sellars describes an ironic intent in some of the positive 

depiction of Nixon in the opera. In an interview with Daines, Sellars describes that 

Nixon’s “Fathers and Sons” from Act 1, scene 2, was intended to be “highly ironic and 

suspect.”68  

Another deviation from the historical Nixon is the absence in the opera of his 

religious convictions. Although Nixon eschewed public demonstrations of his faith, he 

                                                           
65. Adams, Hallelujah Junction, 137. 

66. Aitken, “The Nixon Character,” 244. 

67. Frick, Reinventing Richard Nixon, 178.  

68. Daines and Sellars, “Nixon in China,” 19.  
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was quite religious.69 He was raised in a Quaker household, although he moved away 

from their particular beliefs as he aged. According to Aitken, as an adult Nixon prayed 

“every evening” and intensely expressed his faith in private.70  

A more puzzling absence in the opera is the relative dearth of depictions of 

Nixon’s characteristic anxiety; at only one moment in the opera does Nixon express any 

such feelings. This occurs during his Act 1, scene 1, aria “News!,” in which he imagines 

unseen figures murmuring and plotting against him (which Adams amplifies by adding a 

male chorus repeating Nixon’s words in a whisper): “The rats begin to chew the sheets. 

There’s murmuring down below. Now there’s ingratitude.” Nixon’s anxiety in the aria 

does resemble that of his historic self. Ambrose describes that “brooding” alone became 

a “habitual practice” for Nixon. However, the extent of Nixon’s anxiety is minimized in 

the opera in comparison to his historical counterpart. Nixon had “unusually troublesome 

anxiety,” according to Conrad Black, and yet, in Nixon in China Nixon is often self-

confident.71 An example of this is how unperturbed he is at the beginning of Act 1, scene 

3, after the immediately preceding difficult Act 1, scene 2, meeting with Mao.  

Yet another major change to Nixon’s character in the opera concerns his intellect. 

In the opera, he becomes, to quote New York Times reviewer Donal Henahan, a 

“confused Rotarian” out of his depth in discussing politics and philosophy with Mao.72 

During the study scene of Act 1, scene 2, Nixon consistently misunderstands Mao’s 
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references and metaphors. One such instance is Nixon’s misinterpretation of Mao’s 

remarks on religion:  

Mao: We cried “Long live the Ancestors!” once; it’s “Long live the living!” now. We 

know the great silent majority will bide its time.  

Nixon: Confucius? 

Chou En-lai: The Chairman means the dead.  

 

Nixon’s intellectual inadequacy is emphasized in both the original and the Met revival 

productions by Nixon’s knitted brow and befuddled expression. However, this does not 

faithfully reflect upon the actual Nixon and his noted foreign policy acumen. Nixon may 

not have been a philosopher and poet like Mao, but he certainly was “highly intelligent,” 

as described by Conrad Black.73 Additionally, Nixon was highly adept in foreign affairs: 

historian Dominic Sandbrook describes him as was one of the most “enthusias[tic]” 74 of 

modern presidents in that area, and historians Fredrik Logevall and Andrew Preston 

describe how he “dominated” international foreign policy and “regained the international 

initiative for America.”75 Nixon’s preparations for the China visit were not, as Adams 

describes them, “reading a briefing the night before.”76 Nixon was a very studious 

president, and was “the best-prepared president on foreign policy until Clinton” 

according to MacMillan.77 Nixon studied articles, books and CIA reports for months 
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prior to the trip, and took steps to converse with relevant experts78 such as Andre 

Malraux.79 The apparent aim for depicting Nixon inaccurately was to provide a scene in 

which, as Adams describes it, Nixon “falls completely on his face” in front of Mao in 

order for the “typically American sense of assumed superiority” to be undercut.80  

 In contrast, Nixon’s obsession with both the press and his legacy is well 

represented in the opera.81 During the “News” aria, Nixon begins with twelve repetitions 

of the word “News.” Throughout the aria, he returns frequently to the subject of how the 

media (and the electorate) perceives him and his legacy. One such moment is his 

imagining an American family watching him on one of “the three main networks” during 

prime time. Again, in Act 1, scene 3, Nixon’s speech dwells directly on the power of the 

media: “. . . and millions more hear what we say through satellite technology than ever 

heard a public speech before. No one is out of touch. Telecommunication has broadcast 

your message into space. Yet soon our words won’t be recalled, while what we do can 

change the world.” Lastly, at the beginning of Act 3, Nixon is seen ruminating with 

Kissinger over the reception of his visit (Nixon: “It’s no good! All that I say is 

misconstrued”). This repeated focus by Nixon on the power of media is borne out by the 

historical record. As previously discussed in Chapter One, Nixon was often preoccupied 

with the press, and attempted to take full advantage of its power in publicizing his trip to 

China.  
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Nixon’s wartime experiences are also discussed accurately. In Act 3, he tells of 

both his affinity for poker and that he ran a hamburger stand called “Nick’s Snack 

Shack,” at which he provided free burgers to “each fighter pilot who came through.” 

Both of these details were based on his actual experiences during the Second World War. 

Ambrose describes that poker became “an obsession” for Nixon, and he played virtually 

every night he could.82 Nixon ultimately won somewhere between three and ten 

thousand dollars.83 He also used the privileges of his position as quartermaster to create a 

burger stand exactly as described and named in the opera.84 

The bulk of the opera’s depiction of Nixon’s wartime experiences focuses on the 

night he “should have died” from a Japanese bombing raid. Nixon describes in the opera 

tensely waiting with the enlisted men for the expected raid, then surveying the next day 

the gruesome wreckage inflicted on the base by the bombers: “Picture a thousand 

coconuts, like mandrill’s heads or native masks, milk oozing from their broken husks, 

the flooded rib of a palm frond where sev’ral centipedes had drowned, unsanded wood 

that smelled like meat . . . Jesus, it grabbed you by the throat.”  

This incident is from Nixon’s memoirs, in which the Bougainville base was 

bombed in January 1944, and the tent which Nixon normally slept in was destroyed.85 

However, the space devoted to it in the opera is not commensurate to its effect on Nixon 
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– he was far more affected by witnessing a bomber crash land into a bulldozer and 

having to pull the bodies of the crewmen from “the twisted wreckage.”86 

 The character of Richard Nixon in Nixon in China is a hybrid of elements of both 

the historical character and of the mythic idea of an American statesman. This has often 

elicited mixed reactions from critics: Pulitzer Prize-winning reporter Max Frankel87 argues 

that the “smooth[ness]” of Nixon presented in the opera doesn’t match the “intrigue, 

pretension and paranoia” of the Nixon he knew.88 However, ironic or sarcastic 

interpretations of seemingly positive traits of Nixon’s are also possible – music theorist 

Sean Atkinson “focus[es] on the role of sarcasm” in his discussion of Act 1, scene 3.89 

Thus, the two Richard Nixons in Nixon in China provide directors and performers a 

greater range of possible interpretations than a more historically or mythically consistent 

Nixon.  

 

PAT NIXON 

Patricia “Pat” Ryan Nixon (1912-1993) was born on March 16, 1912, in Ely, Nevada. 

Born Thelma Catherine Ryan, she adopted the name “Pat” from her birthdate on the eve of 

Saint Patrick’s Day. Her childhood in rural California was spent at school or working. 

Everyone in the Ryan family was expected to help out, either by working on the farm or, as 
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in her case, assisting her mother run the household – a job which Pat took over entirely at the 

age of thirteen when her mother died. While attending Excelsior High School (1925-1929) 

and then Fullerton Junior College (1931-1932), she was involved in many school 

organizations and also worked several jobs to help support herself and her family. It was 

through these years that her characteristic work ethic and disdain for luxuries were formed.  

In 1932, Pat took a job driving an elderly couple across the country and seized the 

opportunity to live in New York for several years. While in New York, she worked as a 

secretary and X-ray technician for Seton Hospital. Upon her return to California to attend the 

University of Southern California in 1934, her life reverted to the pattern of her youth – 

working several jobs to pay for school while remaining active in school organizations, 

especially theater groups. She graduated with honors in 1937 and took a job teaching high 

school in the small town of Whittier, California.  

Pat met Richard Nixon in 1938 when they were cast together as part of a community 

theater production. Although Nixon fell in love with her immediately, she initially rebuffed 

his advances. However, after two years of ardent courtship, her feelings changed, and the 

couple was married in 1940. Soon after, in 1942 Nixon joined the Navy. While maintaining a 

close connection to him through his frequent and effusive letters,90 Pat also enjoyed the 

freedom that his absence brought her. She took several trips across the United States and 

returned to work, becoming the only female price analyst in the Office of Price 

Administration in San Francisco.  
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After Nixon returned from his Navy service, he and Pat moved back to California, 

partly in preparation for his first political campaign: a 1946 run for Congress. Working as a 

team, Pat managed the family’s tight finances and directly assisted Nixon in electioneering, 

forming a working duo nicknamed “Pat and Dick.” However, as he rose in the ranks of the 

Republican political establishment, their relationship began to show signs of strain as Nixon 

became the more dominant partner. The births of their daughters Julie (1946) and Patricia 

(1948), as well as the growing attention from the press and public, such as from the 

“Checkers” speech, contributed to her growing distaste for and avoidance of partisan politics. 

Nixon’s defeat in his 1960 bid for the presidency, followed by his unsuccessful 1962 

campaign for governorship of California, led to his temporary retirement from politics, much 

to the relief of Pat, who preferred the privacy and freedom of the life of a lawyer’s wife.  

Nixon’s decision to re-enter the political arena as the Republican candidate for 

president in 1967 resurrected and exacerbated many of the couple’s troubles.91 Although Pat 

continued to support her husband by vigorously participating in his campaign, she was 

increasingly exhausted by it. Serving as First Lady also brought additional strains. Several of 

Nixon’s advisors and staff, notably Chief of Staff H.R. Haldeman, antagonized her and 

attempted to undercut her independence, as well as limit her influence on her husband. These 

stresses affected Pat’s usually sunny disposition and brought out her temper, which was often 

expressed by way of passive-aggressive behavior and sharp remarks. This is demonstrated by 

several unflattering remarks she made on the record about her husband. When Henry 
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Kissinger first met Pat, she responded to his enthusiastic praise of Nixon by asking how he 

“hadn’t seen through him yet.”92  

 Scholars have been divided on the nature of Pat’s relationship with her husband. The 

conventional view, as expressed by Lester David in The Lonely Lady of San Clemente (1978), 

was that Pat was a long-suffering woman who disregarded her own desires and ambitions in 

order to support her husband’s career. Over time, her love for Nixon was increasingly 

unreciprocated, and he often ignored her advice. A more nuanced view is offered by Julie 

Nixon Eisenhower’s biography of her mother (Pat Nixon: The Untold Story, 1986) in which 

politics and Nixon’s desire to keep his wife out of his work sphere bedeviled an otherwise 

loving relationship. This re-evaluation finds a continuation in the most recent research, 

specifically in Mary C. Brennan’s new biography (Pat Nixon: Embattled First Lady, 2011) 

and in William Swift’s reappraisal of the Nixon marriage (Pat and Dick: The Nixons, An 

Intimate Portrait of a Marriage, 2014). The evidence offered by both sources, including the 

couple’s newly-available letters, supports a plausible argument that, in spite of the difficulties 

created by his political career and her regrets over her loss of privacy and independence, their 

relationship remained strong. 

Pat’s contributions as First Lady reflected her generous spirit, an interest in people, 

and her strong work ethic. She oversaw the renovation and opening of the White House to 

public tours, an effort which led to the accumulation of many historic and original works of 

art. She also broadly supported volunteer projects around the country and publicly supported 

women’s rights causes such as greater equality in political representation93 and the Equal 
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Rights Amendment; however, true to her distaste for politics, she avoided direct involvement 

in any specific political advocacy organizations or campaigns.  

Pat frequently travelled abroad, both with and without her husband. Her most 

prominent visits included a relief trip to an earthquake-stricken Peru in 1970; a series of 

good-will visits to several African countries (the first First Lady to visit that continent); and 

the 1972 visit with her husband to China, during which she visited several historic sites and 

the Evergreen People’s Commune. Reactions were almost universally positive; Brennan 

notes that many of the people Pat met, such as Premier Chou En-lai, “melt[ed] under [her] 

warm smile and genuine enthusiasm for experiencing new cultures.”94 These trips earned her 

the sobriquet of “Madame Ambassador.”95  

Pat Nixon’s characterization in Nixon in China is fairly accurate to the historical 

record. Her character and life philosophy are fairly represented, and her behavior during her 

tour of China matches her behavior as First Lady. The primary point of divergence is that the 

negative aspects of her relationship with her husband are, arguably, overemphasized. 

Moreover, the general neglect of her character in Act 3 denies her as full a portrayal as the 

other characters.96 

As in the opera, the historical Pat Nixon valued hard work and simple living. Her 

upbringing and lack of concern with material wealth were no secret – they were the subject 
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of much reporting in the press. This is reflected in the libretto; several of Pat’s remarks to the 

assembled reporters at the opening of Act 2, scene 1, seem to be clearly based upon actual 

statements she gave to the press about her life and philosophy.97 In particular, her line from 

the beginning of the scene, “never have I cared for trivialities. Good Lord! Trivial things are 

not for me,” greatly resembles a quote of hers from a July 1968, New York Times article: 

“Creature comforts don’t matter.”98  

Pat’s kindness and interest in people are also depicted in the opera. For the section of 

Pat’s tour in which she visited the Chinese people, Goodman selected locations which 

emphasized Pat’s empathy and relationship with the Chinese people she meets; she grew up 

on a farm and worked as a nurse and schoolteacher; in the opera, she visits a farm, a hospital, 

and a school. In Act 2, scene 2, Pat’s empathy for the ballet’s heroine, Wu Ching-hua, is the 

catalyst for her breaking the fourth wall. Her attempts in the opera to find common ground, 

as well as a persistent interest in the customs and practices of other people, are all outward 

expressions of a major aspect of her historical personality – her “boundless compassion for 

humanity” as author Linda B. Hobgood relates.99 Additionally, as Daines notes, Adams 

heightens Pat’s “empathy and interaction” with the Chinese people she meets by 

“intercutting” Goodman’s libretto.100 In the original libretto, Pat’s opening soliloquy and her 

remarks about the glass elephant are presented together, diminishing her interaction with the 
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chorus. In the score however, Adams rearranges lines so that Pat and the Chinese chorus 

speak directly to each other more often.    

 There is no record of Pat ever saying anything similar to her words in her aria “This is 

Prophetic” beyond its first line. Instead, this is a moment where the public image of an event 

is filled in with the imagined essence of a character or moment. The language of the aria 

finds root in her background; its “clichés” of Americana, as Adams describes the aria’s long 

sequence of metaphor, find new life in the sincerity of her belief in the “simple virtues” they 

stand for:101 “Let lonely drivers on the road pull over for a bite to eat, let the farmer switch on 

the light over the porch, let passersby look in at the large fam’ly around the table.” The 

identification which both the operatic and historical Pat find with the Chinese people and 

their way of life is what drives the aria’s poetic transformation, which Daines describes as a 

“vision of Sino-American political harmony.”102   

The thaw in relations between China and the United States that Pat foresees and 

participates in in the opera is somewhat accurate.103 In reality, Chou En-lai did indeed warm 

to Pat, and she was instrumental in securing his donation of two pandas to the Washington 

Zoo.104 This was especially significant as gifts of pandas were a traditional Chinese 

diplomatic gesture of good will, aimed towards improving relations with foreign powers.105 
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Her interactions with the Chinese people she met were similarly positive, as evidenced in the 

press coverage.106  

In the opera, this is reflected in the recurrent metaphor of the changing of winter to 

spring, which music theorist Timothy A. Johnson identifies as representing the hope of 

détente and a thawing of relations between China and the United States.107 Each of the three 

times this metaphor is used in the opera (once in Act 1, scene 3, and twice in Act 2, scene 1) 

Pat is the character who recognizes the coming spring. During the opening trio of Act 1, 

scene 3, with Chou En-lai and Nixon, Pat’s graceful persistence helps overcome Chou En-

lai’s initial doubts about the arrival of spring (détente). At the end of Act 2, scene 1, the 

Chinese tour guides noticeably change in their attitude towards Pat, and subtly convey to her 

the reality of their own difficult living conditions.108 As Daines describes it, “talk of each 

others’ [sic] way of life is not feared by the women in the opera” anymore.109 

The depictions of Pat’s temper in the opera are also accurate to the historical record. 

Pat was known for having a temper and while she generally controlled it fairly well, she 

could become, according to Brennan, “bitterly angry,” sometimes “blasting away” or simply 

hurling “snide remarks” at her target.110 Her previously-mentioned remarks about her 

husband to Kissinger find a softened reflection in the opera in her mildly derisive description 

of Republican elites as “blind Brahmin” during Act 2, scene 1. Another example can be 
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drawn from Act 2, scene 2, in which she openly displays contempt and hatred for Lao Szu, 

even using mild cursing and implied threats of violence.  

The imbalance of the power dynamic in Pat’s marriage as depicted in Act 3 is an 

exaggeration of the historical record of their relationship, painting it as one deeply troubled, 

as opposed to one that simply has troubles, as recent scholarship suggests. Their historical 

relationship did suffer from Nixon’s political career and his control over the nature of their 

married life. However, historian Will Swift describes that in spite of how “frayed” their 

relationship could become, at the core remained a “warm, intimate connection.”111 

In making this dysfunction the focal point for Pat’s recollections in Act 3, the opera 

overemphasizes her subordination and unhappiness, and simplistically caricatures her as a 

housewife.112 Pat’s wartime experiences are characterized in the opera as her “wait[ing] 

patiently for her husband’s return,” according to Johnson.113 In Act 3, Pat describes reading 

Nixon’s letters while “doing her hair” or “dressing,” and her recollections of their early 

domestic years are focused on topics of housekeeping and budgeting. Her subaltern position 

to Nixon is emphasized in the opera by her lack of control over their conversation in Act 3 – 

once he begins his war stories, most of her comments are fairly mundane and emphasize 

what Daines describes as the topic of her role in Act 3, her “frustration and unhappiness with 

her marriage.”114 Perhaps the most telling detail is that out of all of the characters in the act, 
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aside from Kissinger, she is given the least amount of text, and what little she has tends to 

define her by her relationship with her husband. 

Adams heightens the opera’s depiction of Pat’s lack of independence near the end of 

the scene when he repeats the text of Chiang Ch’ing’s arioso “I can keep still” above the 

Nixons’ continued conversation, and Pat’s apology for interrupting her husband’s 

recollections. The juxtaposition of Chiang’s description of her subordination during the early 

years of her marriage to Mao, with Pat’s description of waiting at home for Nixon, and her 

apology for interrupting him, furthers the impression that Pat does not have a real say in the 

direction of her life. The origin of this characterization likely is due to the sources on which 

Goodman relied, especially Lester David’s The Lonely Lady of San Clemente.115 

Chiang Ch’ing: I can keep still, I can say nothing for a while, while the sparks die 

high in the air the sun moves on. Nothing I fear has ever harmed me; why should 

you? When they took off their coats and hung them over branches and the pick 

scraped this eroded ground, I shook with pure excitement. 

Pat: A penny for your thoughts. Did it dear? You’ve always suffered terribly from 

nervous perspiration. Wonder what I was doing then? Dressing up as if you’d walk in 

at any moment. Go on, dear. Don’t let me interrupt. 

Nixon: After that the sweat had soaked my uniform. I began to take in all the sights. 

Picture a thousand coconuts like mandrill’s heads or native masks, milk oozing from 

their broken husks, the flooded rib of a palm from where sev’ral centipedes had 

drowned, unsanded wood that smelled like meat . . . Jesus, it grabbed you by the 

throat. The war was dislocated. 

 

Productions of Nixon in China have softened this depiction of Pat’s marriage through 

the staging for Nixon’s final line: “This is my way of saying thanks.” Instead of delivering 

this comment to the airmen he had prepared burgers for during his naval service, he directs it 

towards Pat, kissing her on the forehead in the original production. He is now no longer 
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oblivious to her regret and has become thankful and apologetic towards her, providing a 

gentler ending. 

Pat Nixon’s characterization is fairly accurate to her historical character, and a 

welcome departure from the “Plastic Pat” stereotype. She is given a broad, three-

dimensional characterization that is, on the whole, sympathetic. While initial responses 

to this characterization were mixed, with Daines noting how “little sympathy” it 

garnered from many reviewers, more recent commentary has been more positive, 

reflecting changing attitudes towards the former First Lady.116 While primarily negative 

aspects of her relationship with Nixon are explored, it is possible, as shown above, for 

directors and performers to bring out more of the complexities of their relationship if so 

desired.  

 

MAO TSE-TUNG 

Mao Tse-tung (1893-1976) was born in late 1893 in Shaoshan village in the Hunan 

province of China. Mao’s early life was “rooted in longstanding rural Chinese . . . 

expectations and behavior” as described by biographer Jonathan Spence, and he grew up in a 

moderately prosperous family.117 He received a basic five year education, and when he was 

fourteen or fifteen, he had an arranged marriage to his first wife, Luo Yigu. After his first 

wife’s death and his increased exposure to ideas and events happening in the larger world, he 

decided to return to his studies. Mao’s education from 1910 to 1918 was an unconventional 

patchwork – a mixture of self-study, private tutorage, and formal schooling, interrupted only 
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by a short stint in the national army in 1912. However, several of Mao’s teachers were 

particularly gifted, and his strong work ethic ensured that despite shortcomings, he was 

exposed to a wide selection of Chinese and Western learning, and developed a life-long love 

of reading and history.  

After his graduation from secondary school and the death of his mother in 1918, Mao 

went to Beijing in search of a job. With the assistance of his former professor Yang, Mao 

worked for two years at the Beijing University library, where, according to Spence, he was 

“in the middle” of “an extraordinary galaxy of talented scholars.”118 Also during these years, 

Mao courted his future second wife, Yang Kaihui, the daughter of Professor Yang. After Mao 

returned to Hunan province in 1919, he began teaching history, and wrote extensively for a 

variety of newspapers, some of which he founded.  

The next few years would be crucial for Mao. It was during this time that he began to 

get involved in politics, visiting Beijing and Shanghai to help rally support for the toppling of 

Hunan’s military dictator, General Zhang. After the unexpected collapse of Zhang’s 

government mid-1920, Mao returned to Hunan and founded a “Cultural Book Society” in 

order to spread new ideas and culture throughout Hunan province. Most crucially, he was 

exposed to Marxist-Leninist thought. Mao’s political views shifted from simply supporting 

Hunan independence and viewing himself as an educator, to becoming a member of the 

nascent Chinese Communist Party (CCP), recruiting new members and organizing labor 

strikes. In 1922, Mao and Yang Kaihui married and had their first son, Anying.119  
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From 1922 to 1927, Mao became an important figure in the CCP and worked 

extensively on rural issues. During this time, the CCP was allied to the Chinese Nationalist 

Party (Kuomintang or KMT) of Sun Yat-sen. After Sun Yat-sen’s death, his successor, Chiang 

Kai-Shek, turned on the CCP in 1927 and purged them from his government. Mao 

participated in the failed resistance, and from 1927 to 1931 he commanded a peasant army. 

During this time, he met and married He Zizhen, his third wife. From 1931 to 1934 he was a 

high ranking official in the Chinese Soviet Republic. In 1934, with the success of Chiang 

Kai-Shek’s fifth campaign against the Chinese Soviet Republic, the Communists began the 

Long March, traveling over six thousand miles to remote Yenan to escape the KMT. During 

the Long March, Mao was elected Chairman of the Politburo.  

During his first years in Yenan, Mao began building his cult of personality and 

promulgated his own interpretation of Marxist-Leninist theory. In 1937, he separated from 

He Zizhen and began a controversial relationship with his future fourth wife, the actress 

Chiang Ch’ing. While Japan’s campaign against China helped force a United Front between 

Mao’s CCP and Chiang Kai-shek’s KMT in 1937, Mao spent much of the Second World War 

expanding Communist support in the countryside. Following the end of the Second World 

War in 1945, civil war broke out between the CCP under Mao and the KMT under Chiang 

Kai-shek. In 1949, Mao achieved victory, and Chiang Kai-shek fled to Taiwan. Initial steps to 

rebuild China’s economy with Soviet assistance were interrupted by the Korean War, which 

China entered in late 1950. During the war, Mao’s first son Anying perished on the front 

lines.  

From 1957 to 1962, Mao focused on reforming Chinese society by rooting out 

counter-revolutionary elements and rebuilding China’s economy through rapid 
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industrialization. This first effort resulted in the “Hundred Flowers” campaign of 1957, in 

which Mao initially supported and later suppressed intellectuals criticizing the CCP. The 

second became the “Great Leap Forward,” an attempt to rapidly industrialize and collectivize 

all of China. The “Great Leap” lasted until 1962, and achieved limited success at the cost of 

millions dead. It was during these years that Mao began to rule more from theory than 

practice, becoming, according to biographer Philip Short, “distant from his own colleagues 

and isolated from those he ruled.”120  

In the wake of the chaos wrought by Mao’s policies, CCP leadership began to rally 

around Liu Shaoqi, Deng Xiaoping and other right-wingers, who rolled back some of Mao’s 

economic policies and instituted rudimentary elements of capitalism. A divide began to form 

between Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping, and Mao and his allies. Chief of these was Lin 

Biao, the Minister of Defense, who would become Mao’s heir apparent and closest ally. From 

1962 to 1966 the struggle between the two factions was largely behind the scenes. In 1966, 

Mao, supported by Chiang Ch’ing and Lin Biao, launched the Cultural Revolution, which 

sought to purge right wingers and capitalist roaders in order to save the CCP from a 

Thermidorian Reaction. During this time, Mao’s personality cult saw a resurgence, and his 

“little red book” became virtually mandatory reading throughout China. Mao’s purge of 

rightists set off a chain reaction of paranoia in the country, and from 1966 to 1967 the 

country was gripped by a veritable witch hunt. Over the next few years the Cultural 

Revolution sputtered on, most intensely in the arts and cultural affairs, which were the 

domain of Chiang Ch’ing. The year 1971 saw two major events in Mao’s life – the death of 
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his heir apparent Lin Biao and the secret negotiations with Henry Kissinger over reopening 

diplomatic channels with the United States. 121  

Mao’s legacy is one of colossal successes and immense disasters. Unifying the CCP, 

leading it through the difficult Long March and exile in Yenan, winning the Civil War, 

forcing the Korean War to a stalemate, and pushing China towards industrialization and 

economic development were all great accomplishments. However, their cost was staggering, 

and in many cases his utopian vision for China was so unrealistic that failure was all but 

assured. The Cultural Revolution was similarly a disaster, setting back Chinese industry and 

culture and leading to the death of countless innocents. Ultimately, Mao’s fears about the fate 

of his revolution would be proven right, as the rightists prevailed in China after his death and 

began implementing capitalist reforms. It can be said that Mao’s regime endured, but not his 

revolutionary politics. 

Particularly negative appraisals of Mao are offered by his private physician Li Zhisui 

in The Private Life of Chairman Mao (1994) and by Jung Chang and Jon Halliday in Mao: 

The Unknown Story (2005). Li Zhisui’s memoirs vividly paints a picture of a debauched Mao 

whose connection to reality grew increasingly tenuous in the course of his reign. Scholars 

tend to view his memoirs with caution owing to issues of verification, but consider his 

depiction of Mao’s imperial excesses generally accurate.122 Contrasting the nuanced, if 

largely negative, portrait of Mao presented in Li Zhisui’s memoirs, Chang’s and Halliday’s 

biography challenges virtually all of the conventional wisdom on Mao, and paints him 
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entirely negatively as a manipulative self-absorbed megalomaniac devoid of any positive 

traits. While initially received very positively, their biography has in recent years suffered 

from persistent criticisms over inaccuracies, bias, and poor research methodology.123  

Mao’s character is well-established in Nixon in China. Three major aspects are 

explored – his personality and manner, his attitude towards the future and death, and his 

political views. Overall, he is depicted accurately to the historical record, aside from the 

opera’s simplistic interpretation of his complex attitude towards women. His relationship 

with his wife Chiang Ch’ing is also explored in Act 3, but this will be left until Chiang 

Ch’ing’s section.  

Mao is correctly represented as a frail old man in physical decline in the opera. In Act 

1, scene 2, he requires the aid of his interpreters to stand up and walk, and his bursts of 

energy are often followed by exhaustion and dozing. Mao himself opens his meeting with 

Nixon in Act 1, scene 2, with an apology: “I can’t talk very well. My throat . . .” This is 

consistent with the historical record – the Mao of 1972 was a very sick man. Suffering from 

congestive heart failure, Mao's limbs were swollen, making walking difficult, and his fluid-

filled lungs gave him a constant cough.124 Mao had to have new clothing made for the 

meeting – his usual trademark thrifty dress simply did not fit him anymore owing to his 

body’s bloating.125 An oxygen tank was even stationed outside of the room, in case he 

collapsed.126 While Mao is depicted in the final act dancing a foxtrot with his wife, Chiang 
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Ch’ing, this symbolizes the “vigor of his youth” and is not a literal rejuvenation, according to 

Johnson.127 

The operatic Mao is characterized as well-spoken and clever, often employing layers 

of metaphors and references to make his points. During the study scene of Act 1, scene 2, 

Mao makes numerous references to history and philosophy, ranging from the Liberty Tree of 

the American Revolution to Plato’s Allegory of the Cave. His speech is also highly 

metaphorical; as will be discussed later, his denunciation of Western imperialism is coached 

as an extended metaphor using the Eucharist.128 This richly opaque manner of speech was 

very much in the style of the historical Mao – Short notes Mao’s “remarkable capacity” for 

“metaphor and lateral thinking.”129 Kissinger described Mao’s speech in his memoirs as 

“multi-layered,” with each avenue “leading to a deeper recess . . . with ultimate meaning 

residing in a totality that only long reflection could grasp.”130  

Mao’s earthy sense of humor is displayed in the beginning and ending of Act 1, scene 

2. He makes reference to sexual affairs by playfully prodding Kissinger about his diplomatic 

playboy persona (and attempting to pump both Kissinger and Nixon for additional details), 

makes self-deprecating comments regarding his own writings and engages in playful banter 

over Nixon’s political future. Much of this banter in Act 1, scene 2, was directly based upon 
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the official transcript of Mao’s and Nixon’s meeting, as identified by Daines.131 However, 

this depiction of Mao is toned down. Spence describes how Mao historically was known to 

play up his “country ways,” to the point of even partially stripping to cool off or picking lice 

from his body during interviews in Yenan.132 

Mao’s complex views towards women are given a simplified two-dimensional 

portrayal in the opera. Goodman’s original libretto does not comment on Mao’s attitude 

towards women, but Adams’s alteration to the libretto portrays Mao as a misogynist. As 

shown below, Adams’s text setting in Act 3 changes Mao’s remark from commenting on how 

revolution is for the young, to a sexist rejection of both Chiang Ch’ing’s claims to leadership 

and the role of women in the revolution.133 Sellars further elaborates on this in an interview 

with Daines, in which he directly connects this moment in the opera with Mao questioning 

whether Chiang Ch’ing’s gender disqualified her as being a revolutionary.134 

Libretto Version 
Mao: You were a little fool. 

Chiang Ch’ing: And your best pupil. 

Chou En-lai: In Yenan, we were just boys. 

Mao: Revolution is a boys’ game. 

Score Version 
Mao: You were a little fool. 

Chiang Ch’ing: And your best pupil. 

Mao: Revolution is a boys’ game. 

 

It is true that Mao was in many ways a misogynist. Short describes that Mao sought 

“a helpmate” and not “a partner” in his wives, and that in spite of all of Mao’s 
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“intellectualizing about the equal status of women he did not brook rivals, least of all in his 

marriage-bed.”135 Mao also behaved poorly towards his wives. He married his third wife, He 

Zizhen, before he had left Yang Kaihui, with whom he had already had three sons. His 

relationship with He Zizhen ended in part because his affections began to turn towards 

younger and more loquacious women.136 Indeed, he began his relationship with his fourth 

and final wife, Chiang Ch’ing, shortly after his separation from He Zizhen.137 Additionally, 

Mao’s interest in women’s sexual liberation had origins which were for him decidedly 

sensual in nature.138 At the same time, he was a vocal proponent of women’s rights, and 

prolifically wrote criticism on the subject of forced marriages. He also promoted the 

involvement of women in politics and liberalized marriage laws.139 Adams’s alteration of the 

libretto simplifies Mao’s contradictory attitude towards women.  

Another aspect of Mao’s character represented in Nixon in China is his concern for 

the future of the revolution after his death. The last twenty years of Mao’s life were 

increasingly occupied by his fears over the future of his revolution, the CCP, and his own 

succession, according to noted scholar Lowell Dittmer.140 A series of heirs had fallen by the 

ideological wayside or perished, leaving Mao with no clear successor at the time of Nixon’s 

visit. In Act 1, scene 2, Mao’s concerns over the future of his revolution repeatedly arise 
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when the conversation turns towards his health or the longevity of his regime – most notably 

through his repetition of the phrase “founders come first, then profiteers.” Later in the same 

scene, Mao’s exultant soliloquy over his hopes for a new China ends on a despondent note, as 

he wonders if a future generation will see a return to Confucius and, by extension, 

reactionary forces. According to Dittmer, Mao’s attempts to reform and save the CCP from 

institutionalization and stagnation were the primary driver of the Cultural Revolution.141  

Mao’s practical attitudes towards the dead of the various struggles of the CCP finds 

brief expression in Act 3 during a duet with Chou En-lai, which later transitions into a brief 

trio with Chiang Ch’ing. In this passage, Mao and Chou En-lai offer their own divergent 

perspectives on the casualties of their long struggle against the KMT and the Japanese. In 

contrast to Chou En-lai’s mourning, Mao seems indifferent to the personal tragedy of the 

dead, and focuses instead upon their role in the class struggle, describing their deaths with 

language reminiscent of the Hegelian Dialectic,142 an important element in Communist 

political theory: “The instant before the bomb explodes, intricate struggles coexist with-in an 

entity, embraced till they ignite.”  

This attitude of Mao’s in the opera towards the dead matches his actual views. Short 

explains that in the early 1950s, the “cost in human suffering had become irrelevant” to Mao 

in the name of laying the foundation for his Maoist state.143 While Mao “trembled” when he 

learned of his son’s death in the Korean War, he quickly put it into a political perspective – 
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“in Revolutionary war, you always pay a price. [He] was one of thousands…”144  Further 

back in his past, the sentiments of a proverb which Mao prominently used in one of his 

numerous articles from 1919-1920 over the suicide of Zhao Wuzhen145 (“better a shattered 

piece of jade than an unbroken clay pot”) are echoed by Mao in the opera; in response to 

Chou En-lai’s equation of those starved to death to “dead leaves,” Mao describes them as 

having died pure and not corrupted like himself, Chou and presumably other older 

communists (“saved from our decay”).146  

This aspect of Mao’s character in the opera has been criticized by Frankel and others 

because of the opera’s use of, in Frankel’s words, “merry chaos” and “inscrutable epigrams” 

to characterize Mao’s “reckless ardors.”147 While it is true that the opera does not take a flatly 

condemnatory tone towards Mao, on two occasions it does directly connect him to the human 

cost of his various policies. The first occurs during the finale of Act 2, scene 2, in which the 

Cultural Revolution is made to play out on stage as Mao’s giant portrait dominates the 

background.148 The second is in Act 3, during the aforementioned duet between Chou En-lai 

and Mao over the dead. The almost ghoulish glee with which Mao describes the bodies of the 

starved – “admire that perfect skeleton, those veins, that skin like cellophane” – shows Mao’s 

indifference to the human cost of his policies.  

                                                           
144. Short, Mao: A Life, 434.  

145. Zhao Wuzhen was a woman in Changsha who publicly killed herself to avoid being forced into an 

arranged marriage.  

146. Ibid., 98. 

147. Max Frankel, “A Witness Sees History Restaged and Rewritten,” New York Times, February 10, 

2011, accessed April 22, 2014, 

http://www.nytimes.com/2011/02/13/arts/music/13nixon.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0.  

148. Likely this is what Frankel was referring to by “merry chaos.” Max Frankel, “A Witness Sees 

History Restaged and Rewritten,” New York Times, February 10, 2011, accessed April 22, 2014, 

http://www.nytimes.com/2011/02/13/arts/music/13nixon.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0.  



50 
 

 Mao’s political views on Western imperialism, religion, China’s future, and Confucius 

are also accurately depicted in Act 1, scene 2. Mao’s views on Western Imperialism are first 

explored shortly after Nixon directs the conversation towards China’s future role in the world 

economy. In response to Mao’s mocking comments about the stock market, Nixon expresses 

his unquestioning belief in the rightness of Western capitalism – “there’s the catch. You don’t 

want China to be rich.” Mao’s response connects Western Imperialism together with a 

metaphor of the Eucharist, subverting its transformative properties to express the negative 

impact, past and future, that Western Imperialism has had and would have on China: “Our 

armies do not go abroad. Why should they? We have all we need. New missionaries, 

businesslike, survey the field and then attack, promise to change our rice to bread, and wash 

us in our brothers' blood, [and give us beads,]149 and crucify us on a cross of usury. After 

them come the Green Berets, insuring their securities.”  

Mao’s remarks connect, as described by historian Michael C. Lazich, the “vanguard” 

role that missionaries played in “Western cultural penetration” of China in the nineteenth 

century to the threat posed by the rapacious gospel of capitalism as espoused by Nixon.150 

Mao further connects the Western powers’ nineteenth-century usage of military power to the 

fact that countries that threaten Western interests in the twentieth century will still be 

subjected to military intervention, such as what occurred in Guatemala and Iran. This passage 
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reflects Mao’s actual thoughts; he believed that the Western powers desired to, in his words, 

“‘corrupt [China] through peaceful evolution.’”151 

Mao’s views towards religion and Confucius are also explored in Act 1, scene 2. As a 

Marxist, Mao disavowed traditional religion and instead effectively replaced it with 

Communism.152 In the opera, Mao derides the “Chinese people’s faith” as “another myth to 

sell bonds,” and instead promotes his own political philosophy as an alternative to ancestor 

veneration: “The world to come has come, is theirs. We cried “Long live the Ancestors!” 

once; it’s “Long live the living!” now.” 

  Mao’s vision for China is also examined. Mao’s remarks from the climax of Act 1, 

scene 2 (demonstrating Mao’s erudition through his reference to Plato’s Allegory of the 

Cave), describe the CCP rising up from its exile in Yenan to transform China: “Platonic men 

freed from the caves of Pao An153 want to spend their lives in the daylight, want to hear the 

sound of industry borne on the wind: the plow breaking the furrow, cloth pierced by the 

needle, giant earth-movers, and these men want to work and not turn back, dazzled, to the 

dark – echoes, shadows, and chains.”  

The exultant and impassioned tone of Mao’s remarks echoes, in Spence’s words, his 

own “euphoria” during a major 1958 Politburo meeting, in which he outlined his plans for 

China’s future economic development – a society where men work with an “inspired and 
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selfless spirit” and China becomes rich – a vision which ultimately became “The Great Leap 

Forward.”154  

Mao’s condemnation of Confucius in Act 1, scene 2, reflects his complex relationship 

with that figure and all traditional Chinese philosophy. Mao’s rejection of him – “we no 

longer need Confucius” – echoes a sentiment from his youth; as Short explains, he wanted to 

“replace the old with the new”155 under the influence of Paulsen’s System der Ethik.156 Mao 

was not opposed intrinsically to the works of classic Chinese culture, but rather with the 

“tangled superstructure” that had been created over them (Mao himself does not curse 

Confucius – “no curse” as he says in the scene – but rather desires that Confucius’s ideas stay 

dead).157 According to Short, Mao “never repudiated the ideas of his youth” and instead 

“developed by accretion” his philosophy, building up a new superstructure upon a “bedrock” 

of traditional Chinese learning.158 Thus, Mao’s metaphor of “old leaves reabsorbed into the 

tree to grow again as leaves” from the opera reflects the development of his own philosophy 

in reality.  

Like the historical Mao, critical opinion of his characterization in the opera has often 

been strongly divided. As previously discussed, some, such as Frankel, feel that his portrayal 

in Nixon in China is too positive and obfuscating his more unpleasant aspects, while others, 

such as Min Tian, describe his characterization in Nixon in China as “a militant and hot-
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tempered despot and bully cast in the mould of Oriental despotism.”159 Likely, the range of 

perceptions that people still have about Mao contribute to these wildly different perceptions.  

 

CHIANG CH’ING 

Chiang Ch’ing160 (1914-1991) was born on March 19, 1914, in Zhucheng, Shandong 

province in China. Her early life was difficult – her mother left her father when she was 

about five years old due to his physical and verbal abuse. She and her mother struggled 

financially, and eventually moved in with her grandparents in the mid-1920s. As a child, 

Chiang Ch’ing was rebellious and, in the words of biographer Ross Terrill, “abhorred 

discipline.”161 Biographer Roxane Witke relates that she was expelled from school after just 

five years of study.162 She was attracted early on to the theater and joined a small theater 

group in 1928. After a short stint with them she returned to her grandparents, and was 

accepted into the Experimental Arts Academy of Jinan in 1929. According to Terrill, it was 

there that her capacity for “intense” and “melodramatic” acting was developed. 163 Perhaps 

more importantly, as Terrill posits, it was there that the bulk of her education took place, as 

well as her exposure to Western ideas about women’s rights (such as through Ibsen’s A Doll’s 

House, which interested her greatly) and the role of theater in “social change.”164 
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Unfortunately, the school closed in 1930, and she married a merchant named Fei. Their 

relationship was stormy and ended after only a few months.      

In 1931, Chiang Ch’ing traveled to Qingdao, where she became a library clerk at 

Qingdao University. While auditing classes, she wrote several left-wing stories, plays and 

articles. It was during her years at Qingdao University that she discovered the CCP, and 

became a member in 1933. That same year, she went to Shanghai to seek a future in theater. 

Spending her first year working odd jobs and for left-wing theater groups, she was arrested 

for communist sympathies in 1934. Her activity during this time is disputed by historians and 

further complicated by her attempts during the Cultural Revolution to suppress information 

about this period in her life. In 1935, she had her first major theatrical success as Nora in A 

Doll’s House and shortly thereafter became a moderately successful film actress. She married 

her second husband, leftist drama critic Tang Na, in 1936, but like her first marriage it was 

difficult and marred by fighting, ending in divorce in 1937.  

The Japanese occupation of Shanghai in 1937 led to Chiang Ch’ing leaving the city 

and eventually traveling to Yenan, where she quickly became an instructor of drama at the Lu 

Xun Academy of Arts. The exact details of her courtship of Mao are shrouded in hearsay, 

according to Short, but what is clear is that “she . . . took the initiative” in beginning their 

relationship.165 In 1938, she became his assistant, and by the end of the year they became all 

but legally married. In 1940, she had her only daughter, Li Na, but after conceiving a second 

time, she insisted on an abortion and was sterilized. Her first years of marriage to Mao were 

peaceful, but their temperamental differences soon drove the couple to estrangement. 
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During the 1950s, Chiang Ch’ing visited Russia several times for medical treatment 

due to her poor health. She made several attempts to become involved in governmental or 

cultural affairs, most of which were only mildly successful. Her fortunes changed in the early 

1960s. Mao’s weakened position after the failure of “The Great Leap Forward” had forced 

him to share power with his rivals, and, according to Terrill, Mao responded to this by 

creating a leftist faction around himself (of which Chiang Ch’ing was to become a major 

member).166 With Mao’s support, she became involved in cultural affairs; in 1963, she began 

a campaign to reform Chinese theater and began to promote new revolutionary works whose 

creation she had overseen, such as her ballet, The Red Detachment of Women (1964).  

In 1966, Chiang Ch’ing, with Mao’s backing and on the strength of her work in 

cultural affairs, became deputy director of the Central Cultural Revolution Group. In this 

position, she was a major force in the Cultural Revolution, eventually becoming the center of 

a leftist faction nicknamed the “Gang of Four.” As the Cultural Revolution wore on, she 

continued to rise in power, joining the Politburo in 1969 and establishing her Eight Model 

Plays as the primary cultural works of the period. As the Cultural Revolution faded in the 

early 1970s, and after the death of Mao’s successor and her former ally Lin Biao, she began a 

series of machinations aimed at establishing herself as Mao’s successor.167  

Appraising Chiang Ch’ing’s life is difficult, as both major biographies of her –

Witke’s Comrade Chiang Ch’ing (1977) and Terrill’s Madame Mao: The White-Boned 

Demon (1984, rev. 1992 and 1999) – are problematic. While copiously detailed, Witke’s 
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account’s primary source of information was a series of her personal interviews with Chiang 

Ch’ing. While Witke’s personal impressions are valuable, this account of Chiang Ch’ing’s 

life is heavily biased and edited.168 Terrill’s account is vivid, more recent, and incorporates a 

vast wealth of research (in particular from rare interviews), but also often includes hearsay 

and information which cannot be fully verified. Terrill also has a tendency to dramatize 

situations, even to the point of inventing and inserting Chiang Ch’ing’s own thoughts. 

However, due to the paucity of sources primarily about Chiang Ch’ing, these two sources 

have become standard. 

While Chiang Ch’ing’s personality is not as well-explored as those of other characters 

in Nixon in China, those facets that are are well-established and accurate. Her ambition, ego 

and passion are well expressed in the opera. Additionally, Act 2, scene 2, well represents her 

aesthetic views on art. While the early days of her relationship with Mao are examined in 

detail, the later estrangement that developed between them is only addressed by implication.  

One major aspect of Chiang Ch’ing’s in Nixon in China is her strong ego and view of 

herself as Mao’s heir. This is first seen in her role in the ballet parody of Act 2, scene 2. 

Daines describes the function of The Red Detachment of Women not just as “parody” but also 

to provide “insight into the principal characters of the opera.”169  Unknown to most of Nixon 

in China’s commentators and audience members,170 the climactic scene of the opera’s ballet 

is only the mid-point of the actual ballet; in the original it is only scene 3 of 6. In the original 
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ballet, the nighttime raid on the Tyrant of the South’s mansion is botched owing to the 

heroine Wu Ching-hua breaking military discipline and taking a shot at the Tyrant, 

endangering the mission.171 Following this, the ballet’s hero Hung Chang-ching disciplines 

her and educates her politically, allowing her to be “transformed from a slave girl . . . into a 

communist soldier.”172  

In Nixon in China’s adaption of the ballet, Wu Ching-hua’s lapse of discipline is 

transformed into a missed cue, and her admonishment and re-education are delivered by the 

ubiquitous three secretaries and Chiang Ch’ing, respectively. Thus, built into the structure of 

Nixon’s adaption is an expression of Chiang Ch’ing’s opinion of herself: the heroine who 

aims to raise the revolutionary consciousness of the masses, which is consistent with Terrill’s 

assessment of the historic Chiang Ch’ing during the Cultural Revolution.173 

Chiang Ch’ing’s aria, “I am the wife of Mao Tse-tung,” further supports her 

characterization as egotistical and ambitious. The aria’s text conveys two different ideas; the 

first is her claim to authority – she is the “wife of Mao Tse-tung” and speaks “according to 

the book.” The second is her political message to Wu Ching-hua – that to “taste eternal joy” 

one must embrace being part of the masses (“a grain of sand in heaven’s eye”). Connected to 

this political message is further self-promotion – Chiang Ch’ing metaphorically relates some 

of her own experiences which enable her to be able to empathize with the oppressed 

masses.174 In her youth, she suffered from poverty, an abusive father, and had her feet 

                                                           
171. China Ballet Troupe, Red Detachment of Women – A Modern Revolutionary Ballet (Peking: 

Foreign Languages Press, 1972), 30-34. 

172. Min Tian, The Poetics of Difference and Displacement, 120. 

173. Terrill, Madame Mao: The White-Boned Demon, 234. 

174. Further mirroring the original Red Detachment of Women, Chiang Ch’ing’s political message to 
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partially bound, according to Terrill and Witke.175 These experiences of hers are brought out 

in the text: “When did the Chinese people last expose its daughters? At the breast of history I 

sucked and pissed, thoughtless and heartless, red and blind. I cut my teeth upon the land and 

when I walked my feet were bound on revolution.”  

Chiang Ch’ing’s egotism is also emphasized by the contradictions inherent in her aria. 

She simultaneously extolls the importance of being one with the masses but also a 

profoundly grandiose sense of self-importance (“I am the wife of Mao Tse-tung . . . When I 

appear the people hang upon my words”). Finally, her view of herself as Mao’s heir finds 

brief expression in Act 3, when she describes herself as having been Mao’s “best pupil.” 

Terrill describes that the historical Chiang Ch’ing “burned with . . . ambition,”176 and Witke 

describes that she saw herself less as Mao’s wife and more as “a leader in her own right.”177 

 Chiang Ch’ing’s combative personality is also explored in the opera. Her intrusion 

into the ballet, already discussed above, is one example of this. In Act 3, she explosively 

declaims, “we’ll teach these motherfuckers how to dance” before engaging in a foxtrot with 

Mao. The historical Chiang Ch’ing was notoriously combative; Terrill describes her as a 

strong-willed woman who was not “stoical about trials” but rather embraced “the impulse to 

                                                           
bitterness towards the landlords and helps the heroine realize that her desire for revenge is the same as that of 

her proletarian brothers and sisters. 

175. See: Witke, Comrade Chiang Ch’ing, 46-51 and Terrill, Madame Mao: The White-Boned Demon, 
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176. Terrill, Madame Mao: The White-Boned Demon, 183. 

177. Witke, Comrade Chiang Ch’ing, 4.  
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struggle.”178 More specifically, she was notably aggressive towards the Richard Nixon during 

his visit.179 

The depiction of Chiang Ch’ing’s sensuality is a controversial aspect of the opera. 

Sheppard draws attention to this aspect of her characterization, detailing how her use of 

melismatic “ahs” is part of the opera’s Orientalist baggage,180 used to depict Chiang Ch’ing 

as an “exotic femme fatale.”181 This sensuality can be connected to Sellars’s describing that 

Chiang Ch’ing is portrayed as more “feminine” in Act 3.182 Terrill’s biography makes much 

reference to Chiang Ch’ing’s sensuality – in particular providing extensive detail of her 

seduction of a football player183 named Li.184 However, it is impossible to know the accuracy 

of these details, especially as they are related to Terrill through interviews several decades 

after their occurrence and are not independently verified. While it is clear that Chiang Ch’ing 

had many relationships with men during her life, this does not necessarily mark her as being 

inclined towards exceptional sensuality. Thus, the depiction of her sensuality in Act 3 must 

be taken with a grain of salt (unless, of course, it is only intended to be her warmly 
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remembering the passion of her early relationship with Mao, in which case it seems 

undeniable).185  

Chiang Ch’ing’s relationship to the gender politics of the time is also explored in the 

opera. During her aria, one of her strongest claims to authority is that she is the “wife of Mao 

Tse-tung”; in Daines’s words, she “subscribes to male hegemony by staking out her 

authority” through her relationship with Mao.186 This reflects Chiang Ch’ing in reality. While 

Witke describes that she wanted to be “a leader in her own right,”187 she also willingly made 

use of the authority conferred by being Mao’s wife. Chiang Ch’ing’s ambitions were not 

rooted in a desire to alter the gender balance of power, but rather her strong “individual” 

ambition, according to Terrill.188 Additionally, her aria, with its references to various crimes 

against women, also highlights long-standing gender issues in Chinese history and society. 

“When did the Chinese people last expose its daughters” refers to a specific form of female 

infanticide in China, in which an unwanted female child was exposed to the elements; “my 

feet were bound on revolution” is a metaphorical play on the well-known practice of foot-

binding, as Johnson notes.189 While the historical Chiang Ch’ing was “not much of a 

feminist,”190 according to Terrill, she suffered from the patriarchal nature of Chinese society 

both in childhood and in her professional life; Witke describes that Chiang Ch’ing’s feet were 
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partially bound during her childhood,191 and Terrill describes that during the 1950s she was 

pressured to stay out of public life due to her sex.192 

Related to this, Chiang Ch’ing’s initial exclusion from active political power is well 

represented by her brief arioso “I can keep still” from Act 3. Her lines, directed towards Mao, 

were inspired by the beginning of their marriage, when, according to Short, she “stay[ed] in 

the background” at his request:193 “I can keep still, I can say nothing for a while, while the 

sparks die high in the air the sun moves on. Nothing I fear has ever harmed me; why should 

you? Marshal your forces; I’ll lie low. The drought has made me thin and strong. When they 

took off their coats and hung them over branches and the pick scraped the eroded ground, I 

shook with pure excitement.” While the restrained beauty of Chiang Ch’ing’s address may 

clash with her usual combustible personality, it does match the “shyness” that Terrill notes 

she displayed during the early years of her marriage.194 Perhaps more importantly, it gives 

Chiang Ch’ing, whose historical image was rough and fiery, a moment of vulnerable 

humanity.  With the knowledge of the future deterioration of hers and Mao’s relationship, and 

her transformation from the young film actress to the driver of the Cultural Revolution, the 

entire arioso gains a tragic cast to it, transforming her for a moment into one of the “tragic 

heroines” which Terrill describes her as having portrayed on the stage in her youth.195 

Two points in time in the relationship between Chiang Ch’ing and her husband are 

examined in Nixon in China: their first years together in Yenan and during the Chinese Civil 
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War, and then their current position as of 1972. The depiction of their early years is mostly 

accurate; however, the estrangement that developed between them is only commented on by 

implication. In Act 3, Chiang Ch’ing and Mao relive the heady early days of their 

relationship as they dance a foxtrot, and, as Johnson describes it, “flirt”:196 

Mao: We did this once before. 

Chiang Ch’ing: Oh? When? 

Mao: It was the time that tasty little starlet came to infiltrate my headquarters. 

Chiang Ch’ing: Go on! 

Mao: What did she call herself? Lan P’ing? 

Chiang Ch’ing: You named me. I was very young.  

  

While there is no direct confirmation that Mao and Chiang Ch’ing specifically danced a 

foxtrot or any other Western-style ballroom dance during their courtship,197 it does well 

represent the passion and joy of their early relationship and, as Short describes it, Mao’s 

desire for a “modern-minded woman.”198 Other recollections by Mao and Chiang Ch’ing of 

their time in Yenan are similarly sentimental. Chiang Ch’ing’s recollections of eating “wild 

apricots” during Act 3 comes from journalist Edgar Snow’s famous reports, according to 

Sellars.199  

However, the libretto does not directly address the later state of their marriage. Short 

describes their relationship as “often turbulent,” and while “in public, appearances were 

maintained,” they privately drifted apart.200 The eventual estrangement which developed 

between them is only commented on in the opera in a few instances. Unlike the Nixons, who 
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share a brief sentimental moment in the opening of Act 1, scene 3, Chiang Ch’ing and Mao 

do not share any stage time other than their reminiscences together in Act 3. Adams also 

emphasizes their separation by altering the order of the text in Act 3. In the original libretto, 

the final interaction of Mao and Chiang Ch’ing is more personal and touching – her “hush” 

can be seen as an expression of affection. However, in the score, Chiang Ch’ing’s “hush” is 

removed, and they instead end together on a political note.  This alteration by Adams reflects 

the reality of Mao’s and Chiang Ch’ing’s relationship in 1972 – together only in politics.  

Libretto Version 

Chiang Ch’ing: We should go underground. The revolution must not end. 

Mao: As we ride eastwards to Peking I shut my eyes and, listening hard, hear the old 

harmonium we left behind. I-I-I dream that shoals of small transparent fish race down 

a shallow river. 

Chiang Ch’ing: Hush. 

 

Score Version  

Mao: We recoil from victory and all its works. What do you think of that, Karl Marx? 

Speak up! 

Chiang Ch’ing: We should go underground. 

Mao and Chiang Ch’ing: The revolution must not end. 

 

By virtue of the opera’s parodistic staging of The Red Detachment of Women, Chiang 

Ch’ing’s revolutionary aesthetic is expressed in the Act 2, scene 2, of Nixon. The opera’s re-

creation of the first act of The Red Detachment is fairly accurate to both the spirit and letter 

of the original (the obvious exception of the inclusion of the Americans and Chiang Ch’ing 

will be addressed shortly). Daines aptly describes Chiang Ch’ing’s aesthetic ideals for ballet 

as a reaction to the mythic subjects of past opera and ballet – embracing “gods and heroes 

born during the history of the Communist Party” instead of those of the far imperial past.201 
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Indeed, as Terrill notes, Chiang Ch’ing believed in concentrating on only “positive” and 

“important” emotions in revolutionary drama.202  

The one seeming exception to this is the inclusion of Kissinger and the Nixons in the 

ballet.203 Their involvement introduces a mode of speaking which differs from the otherwise 

direct, militaristic, and overtly political speech of the ballet. In particular Pat Nixon’s 

assistance of Wu Ching-hua goes against the political grain of Chiang Ch’ing’s ballet.  

Female Chorus: The hand grenade beats in the chest, let the heart burst, let the 

clenched fist strike the first blow for Chairman Mao and overthrow the tyrant and 

share out the land.204 

 

Pat Nixon: Thank God you came. Just look at this! Poor thing! It’s simply barbarous! 

“Whip her to death!” he said. I’d like to give his God-damned whip a crack! Oh Dick! 

You’re sopping! 

  

However, these additions are well in the spirit of Chiang Ch’ing’s own additions to The Red 

Detachment of Women. 205 Terrill notes that when she oversaw the creation of the ballet, 

several politically motivated changes were made: the removal of “scenes of childbirth and 

sex from the original version” so that the characters’ whole existence would be political, and 

the addition of a “nearly religious finale, glorifying Mao, on the theme of resurrection.”206 
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Chiang Ch’ing’s characterization is perhaps the most misunderstood in the opera. Due 

to the bravura nature of her aria “I am the wife of Mao Tse-tung,” most commentators’ 

perceptions of her character appear to have been formed by this first impression; music critic 

Allan Kozinn describes Chiang Ch’ing’s portrayal as “unsympathetic” in his article on Nixon 

in China in the New Grove Dictionary of Opera.207 However, her more positive portrayal in 

Act 3, notably through the depiction of her early marriage to Mao and her brief aria “I can 

keep still,” is often overlooked; Daines notes that “many critics disregarded the final act” 

during the opera’s early life.208 The perceptions of her character seem to eerily reflect the 

common perception of the historical figure – a “white-boned demon,” to echo the title of 

Terrill’s biography.  

 

CHOU EN-LAI 

Chou En-lai (1898-1976) was born in Huai’an, Jiangsu province in China on March 

5, 1898. Given to his uncle as a surrogate heir, he was raised by his aunt and his mother. Both 

highly educated women, Chou En-lai described them as being instrumental in his intellectual 

development.209 As a child he quickly mastered classic Chinese literature, which biographers 

Barbara Barnouin and Yu Changgen describe as “remarkable achievement,” and took to 

Confucian teachings.210 In 1910, after the death of his mother and aunt, he moved to 

Shenyang with another uncle and began schooling. He excelled in his studies, and in 1913 he 
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moved to Tianjin, where he enrolled at the prestigious Nankai School, which emphasized 

Western learning. In 1917, he attempted to study abroad in Japan. His experiences there 

turned him away from Japan’s example of modernization but exposed him to Marxist and 

Socialist thought for the first time. In 1919, after enrolling at Nankai University, he was 

influenced by the May Fourth Movement and founded a student political activism 

organization called “The Awakening Society.” This was his first experience with political 

activism, and during a boycott on Japanese goods he was arrested for six months.  

In 1920, Chou decided to study in France while also serving as a special 

correspondent for the Tianjin newspaper Yishibao. During his stay in France, he joined the 

CCP and became highly involved in administrative and editorial work for its European 

branch. In 1924, he returned to China, and on the strength of his accomplishments in Europe 

he was made the Political Director of the Whampoa Military Academy, the centerpiece of co-

operation between the KMT and the CCP during the First United Front. He married Deng 

Yingchao, his longtime girlfriend, in 1925.  

In 1927, Chou was surprised by Chiang Kai-shek’s betrayal of the First United Front. 

He participated in the abortive Nanching Uprising that the Communists launched in response, 

and found himself in the middle of political infighting. During the Sixth Party Congress, held 

in the Soviet Union in 1928, he persuasively argued against the CCP’s current line and 

became one of the leading figures in the CCP. In 1929, he returned to Shanghai and 

established an underground spy network. Eventually he joined the rest of the CCP in the 

Jiangxi Soviet in 1931. It was during this time that he met Mao, and their life long alliance 

began.   
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In 1936, Chou helped turn the tide of the conflict between the KMT and CCP through 

his involvement in the Xi’an Incident.211 The resulting formation of a Second United Front 

saw him become lead liaison between the CCP and the KMT. In this capacity he continued to 

expand his network of communist supporters and spies, and was effectively the CCP’s 

ambassador to the rest of the world. During the Chinese Civil War he directed military 

operations and was instrumental in the Communist victory. In 1949, he became the Premier 

and Minister of Foreign Affairs and oversaw the Korean War. He earned a remarkable 

international reputation through his exceptional performance at the Geneva Conference of 

1954 (ending the First Indochina War) and the Bandung Afro-Asian Countries Conference of 

1955. The late 1950s to mid-1960s saw his attentions focused on many major issues, three of 

the most pressing being the agricultural crisis brought on by the failures of the “Great Leap 

Forward,” the growing Sino-Soviet split (formalized in 1962), and the support of North 

Vietnam with Chinese troops from 1965-1968.  

The Cultural Revolution saw the “most difficult and the most tragic” years of Chou 

En-lai’s life according to Barnouin and Yu Changgen.212 Launched by Mao (and assisted by 

his wife Chiang Ch’ing and heir Lin Biao), it was partly an effort to consolidate Mao’s power 

and partly to avoid a Khruschevization of the CCP. Biographer Gao Wenqian notes that Chou 

was forced “to make a choice between his conscience and his political survival,” and ended 

up supporting the Cultural Revolution, albeit with some efforts to moderate its excesses.213 
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With the death of Lin Biao in 1971 and Mao’s increasingly frail health, relations between 

him and Chou grew more frayed as Mao feared him as a possible successor.  

The fading years of the Cultural Revolution saw Chou’s greatest diplomatic coup: 

Nixon’s visit to China in February 1972. Arranged through secret meetings with Nixon’s 

National Security Advisor Henry Kissinger, the visit marked the beginning of renewed 

diplomatic communication between China and the United States. MacMillan describes that 

Chou’s handshake with Nixon on the morning of February 21st was the almost two-decades-

late apology for the Premier’s handshake being snubbed by Secretary of State John Foster 

Dulles at the Geneva Conference in 1954.214 Unfortunately, Chou was already approaching 

the end of his life, as he was suffering from undiagnosed bladder cancer.215  

Chou En-lai might aptly be called “the Talleyrand of Communist China.” Chou was 

China’s foreign policy expert from the 1950s to his death in 1976, and was widely perceived 

as a consummate diplomat both at home and abroad. He also was, like Talleyrand, the 

consummate political survivor, managing to survive as a major figure in Chinese politics 

from the 1920s to 1976, despite the numerous internecine factional struggles, purges and 

betrayals of that time.  

Historian Andrew J. Nathan notes that until recently, Chou En-lai has enjoyed an 

almost “immaculate” reputation as compared to other founders of Communist China.216 He 
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was often portrayed as a strong, moderating force in the CCP who directly opposed Mao’s 

excesses and protected people during the Cultural Revolution. However, recent scholarly 

work, most notably by Gao Wenqian (Zhou Enlai: The Last Perfect Revolutionary, 2007), 

Barnouin and Yu Changgen (Zhou Enlai: A Political Life, 2006), has complicated the image 

of the saintly Chou En-lai. Gao Wenqian notes that while Chou En-lai sought to moderate 

Mao’s policies, he also always “avoid[ed] direct confrontation” with him.217 In many cases 

throughout the Cultural Revolution, Barnouin and Yu Changgen show him fatally 

compromising what he believed right in order to “demonstrate his loyalty to Mao and ensure 

his own safety.”218 Unfortunately, Nathan details that this continual acquiescence to Mao 

transformed Chou into an “enabler” of “Mao’s rampages” and helped prolong many terrible 

cataclysms such as the Cultural Revolution.219  

Chou En-lai’s characterization in Nixon in China is mostly accurate with one major 

exception. Much of his personal style and intellect are well represented in the opera, as well 

as the inner turmoil he suffered working as Mao’s chief lieutenant. However, his 

characterization as “the unstated hero,” as Daines describes him, is an untruthful distortion of 

his record and complicates the veracity of his characterization.220  

 The opera convincingly portrays Chou En-lai’s politeness and friendliness. The end of 

Act 1, scene 2, is the only moment where he voices a heated remark to any character (“you 

overlook the fact that hands are raised to strike”), but he quickly follows it up with an 

apology (“forgive my bluntness”). He also acts kindly towards several of the characters, 
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welcoming Nixon with warm small talk in Act 1, scene 1, and offering Pat his handkerchief 

in Act 3. Barnouin and Yu Changgen note that the historical Chou En-lai likewise was well 

known for his “urbane manners” and a “talent for public and human relations.”221  

 Another aspect of Chou En-lai’s character accurately represented is his elegant and 

refined speech. Like Mao, he speaks in an intellectual and lofty manner throughout the opera. 

One such passage is during his Act 1, scene 3, banquet aria, in which he poetically describes 

the Cold War between the United States and China: “Through the cold night uncompromising 

lines of thought attempted to find common ground where their militias might contend, 

confident that the day would come for shadow-boxers to strike home.” 

Nathan notes that the historical Chou En-lai was “gifted with intelligence,”222 and 

Barnouin and Yu Changgen describe him as possessing an “eloquence [which] enabled him 

to make friends.”223 He was exceptionally skilled at public speaking. Barnouin and Yu 

Changgen relate how when Chou En-lai was faced with the mounting anti-Chinese sentiment 

at the Bandung Conference for Afro-Asian nations in 1955, he threw out his original speech, 

and “over lunch . . . quickly scribbled” an entirely new “conciliatory” speech, which was so 

successful that he won the support of most of the major members of the conference.224 

Likewise, Chou En-lai’s inner turmoil finds elegant expression in the opera. 

Throughout Act 3, he returns to the unrealized dreams of the Revolution and wonders 

“whether the war was over yet.” The most direct expression of this anguish is at the end of 

the act, when he mournfully asks: “How much of what we did was good? Everything seems 
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to move beyond our remedy. Come, heal this wound. At this hour nothing can be done.” 

According to Barnouin and Yu Changgen, he privately referred to the compromises he made 

with “forces he secretly loathed” as his “inferno.”225 He found himself repeatedly defending 

policies he disagreed with to mitigate the damage, as detailed earlier. 

However, the opera presents a simplistic and inaccurate portrait of Chou’s political 

resistance to the Cultural Revolution in the Act 2, scene 2, ballet. Sellars describes him as 

“busy saving people and quietly opposing [Chiang Ch’ing] throughout the entire Cultural 

Revolution.”226 In Sellars’s productions of the opera, this is often represented by Chou 

silently sitting through the entire ballet, refusing to join the chorus supporting Chiang Ch’ing, 

and then, as Sellars describes it to Daines, silently “facing off” with her as the “last image of 

Act II.”227 However, this depiction of Chou is inaccurate. While indeed he sought to protect 

some people during the Cultural Revolution and often found himself at odds with Chiang 

Ch’ing, the image of him as “the Great Protector” unfortunately “does not correspond to 

reality,” according to Barnouin and Yu Changgen.228 They note that he “remained a willing 

servant” of Mao, and “his loyalty to the Chairman overshadowed all other considerations.”229 

The only even oblique reference the opera makes to Chou En-lai’s less sympathetic 

actions is when he sings “No one I killed, but those I saw starved to death” in Act 3. The 

distinction drawn between those deaths he was responsible for and those he was not is 

fleeting but incredibly significant in his characterization. Chou, for all of the mythologizing 
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about him, condemned many people to death. One such occasion was his shameful behavior 

in the Liu Shaoqi investigation of 1968, which Gao Wenqian describes as Chou giving a 

“hard kick in the stomach” to his former friend and ally.230 Another occasion was the 

infamous Kashmir Princess affair of 1955, in which he prevented a bomb from being 

removed from the plane of the same name (and thus doomed it and its passengers) in order to 

gain leverage with the British in dealing with the KMT’s spy network in Hong Kong.231 

Thus, while the opera dwells little upon Chou’s less pleasant qualities, its one reference is 

perfectly in the spirit of the real Chou.  

Lastly, one often remarked-upon aspect of Chou En-lai’s character in the opera is his 

insomnia: “I am old and cannot sleep forever,” he plaintively sings at dawn at the close of 

Act 3. Some commentators, such as Johnson, accept at face value Goodman’s assertion that 

he suffered from insomnia.232 While he did suffer from sleepless nights during periods of 

great crisis, none of his major biographers describe him as suffering from any condition 

similar to insomnia.233 His sleeplessness in the final act must therefore be seen in a more 

metaphorical light – Sellars describes it to Daines as Chou’s “inability to sleep in the grave, 

because his work is unfinished.”234 An interpretation more in line with the flawed historical 

Chou is that it provides a relatable physiological symptom of his inner turmoil that the 

audience can easily empathize with.  

                                                           
230. Gao Wenqian, Zhou Enlai, 181. 

231. Barnouin and Yu Changgen, Zhou Enlai, 156. 

232. Johnson, Nixon in China, 152.  

233. Mao, on the other hand, is reported to have had insomnia (Li Zhisui, The Private Life of 

Chairman Mao: The Memoirs of Mao’s Personal Physician (New York: Random House, 1994), 641.   

234. Daines, “Telling the Truth,” 98.  



73 
 

Chou En-lai’s characterization in the opera is highly sympathetic, similar to his 

traditional reception in the scholarly literature. However, as new research from Barnouin, Yu 

Changgen and Gao shows, the historical Chou is more morally gray than previously believed. 

Recent productions have begun to experiment with portraying more of Chou’s moral 

ambiguity; music critic Mark Swed notes in his review of the 2011 Metropolitan Opera 

revival that Sellars gives Chou “an edge.”235 Luckily, the anguished and intense self-

reflection which Chou undertakes in Act 3 fits equally as well with both the traditional and 

revisionist views of him.  

 

HENRY KISSINGER 

Henry Kissinger (Heinz Alfred Kissinger, 1923 - ) was born on May 27, 1923 in 

Fürth, Bavaria in Germany. Growing up in a comfortable middle-class Jewish home, 

Kissinger was very “introverted” as a child, using his books as “an escape” from the 

increasingly anti-Semitic atmosphere, according to biographer Walter Isaacson.236 Facing this 

rising tide of anti-Semitism, Kissinger’s family emigrated from Germany to the United States 

in 1938, just a few months prior to Kristallnacht. Settling in New York City, Kissinger 

continued to excel in his studies, earning nearly all A’s at George Washington High School 

(1938-1940) and at City College (1940-1943) where he pursued accounting as a major. 

During this time, he met his future first wife, Ann Fleischer.  
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Kissinger’s studies were interrupted in 1943 by the draft. Isaacson notes that while in 

the Army, Kissinger became an American citizen and found that being in the Army “made 

[him] feel like an American.”237 Kissinger’s intellect was quickly noticed, and he was placed 

in engineering training at Lafayette College. During his training, Kissinger met Fritz 

Kraemer, a fellow expatriate and intellectual,238 who worked at the headquarters of the 84th 

Infantry Division. Isaacson, like many other historians, credits Kraemer with “‘discover[ing] 

Kissinger.’” Through Kraemer’s influence, Kissinger served as the interpreter for his 

commander, General Bolling, administered occupied cities, and became a teacher at a 

military intelligence school.239  

Kissinger left the Army in 1947, having earned the Bronze Star for hunting down 

Gestapo in occupied Germany. Isaacson describes that Kissinger, filled with a “new 

ambition” that Kraemer and his special assignments had provided, applied and was accepted 

into Harvard in fall 1947.240 At Harvard Kissinger majored in government, and continued to 

excel academically, although he was still socially awkward. Most notable was his 

undergraduate thesis, a Brobdingnagian 383-page document which, in his words, attempted 

to explain “‘the meaning of history,’”241 and earned him immense praise and awe from 

students and professors.242 During his time at Harvard, Kissinger married Ann Fleischer and 
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continued to drift away from the Judaism of his youth.243 He graduated summa cum laude 

and attended Harvard for doctoral studies in government. Isaacson notes that during these 

studies Kissinger demonstrated a flair for organization and networking by establishing the 

Harvard International Seminar, which invited from all over the world “promising young 

leaders” for the summer.244 Kissinger also founded a new foreign affairs journal named 

Confluence; the journal had few subscribers but featured influential contributors. Kissinger’s 

dissertation was also of great importance to his future career – according to Isaacson, 

Kissinger’s general philosophy of foreign affairs was directly influenced by his study of 

Metternich and the Congress of Vienna.245 

 The latter half of the 1950s saw several major accomplishments of Kissinger’s – in 

1955, he had an article published in Foreign Affairs; that same year he became the staff 

director of a study group at the Council on Foreign Affairs examining nuclear weapons and 

foreign policy; and, lastly, the book he wrote based on that study group, Nuclear Weapons 

and Foreign Policy, unexpectedly became a best-seller in 1956. Building on these 

accomplishments, Kissinger achieved two further career advances: attaining the patronage of 

Nelson Rockefeller and a professorship at Harvard. Kissinger returned to Harvard in 1957 to 

teach in the government department, and achieved tenure in 1959. Kissinger used his courses 

to further his influence in international circles, inviting current and future leaders of Europe 

to speak. During this time, Kissinger and his wife Ann had two children (Elizabeth, 1959 and 
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David, 1961). However, their relationship had begun to dissolve due to personal conflicts. 

The couple separated in 1962, with their divorce finalized in 1964.  

Kissinger served as Nixon’s National Security Advisor from 1968 to 1975, expanding 

this previously less-important post into a powerful position rivalling, if not exceeding, the 

influence of the Secretary of State. He was Nixon’s right-hand man for foreign affairs and 

directly participated in many of the major diplomatic events of his first term, including the 

SALT treaty with Russia, the India/Pakistan War of 1971 and the Vietnam War. Kissinger was 

the chief organizer of Nixon’s visit to China, working behind the scenes with Chinese 

Premier Chou En-lai to reopen Sino-American communications and to outflank their shared 

enemy, the Soviet Union. 246   

Kissinger’s personality is a seemingly contradictory mixture of characteristics. 

Kissinger had a great wit and penchant for aphorisms and one-liners, but also had difficulty 

with small talk. Isaacson describes that Kissinger could “exude charm,” but he could also be 

“bitterly cruel,” “arrogant” and “paranoid.”247 Ultimately, his “great need to be liked” 

combined with his ego resulted in the often “mixed feelings” that people developed about 

him – a brilliant and sparkling intellect burdened by insecurities and a fragile ego.248 

Isaacson advances that Kissinger’s Realpolitik approach to foreign affairs was rooted 

in his early life experiences in Nazi Germany. Witnessing the “disorder” and “revolutionary 

change” the Nazis brought to Germany, Kissinger’s philosophic outlook became “dark” and 
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“trag[ic],” and he valued order. His profoundly conservative outlook found expression in his 

Realpolitik and amoral249 foreign policy. Perhaps Kissinger explains it best, when discussing 

perceptions of his own foreign policy, he argued that Americans “who have never suffered 

disaster find it difficult to comprehend a policy conducted with a premonition of 

catastrophe.”250 That Kissinger’s foreign policy decisions were rooted in Realpolitik 

considerations is generally accepted.251 However, whether, in the words of Logevall and 

Preston, his “amoral worldview was effectively immoral” continues to be debated even 

today.252  

Henry Kissinger does not receive the same treatment as the other five major 

characters in the opera. Due to the selection of events for the opera as detailed in Chapter 

One, Kissinger’s visible role in Nixon in China was necessarily diminished in relation to that 

of the other main characters, as he was mostly involved with behind-the-scenes negotiations 

and meetings. Sellars, in an interview with Daines, confirms that this was known to the 

collaborators, and describes Kissinger’s role as the chief organizer who “was never seen.”253 

Indeed, Sellars originally intended Kissinger to be “a dumb role” according to Adams.254 

Regardless of the limited role that Kissinger plays in Nixon in China, it does not follow that 

his characterization must necessarily also be negative or flat. However, as music critic 

Michael Steinberg describes in his program notes for Nixon in China, Kissinger is “treated 
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without a jot of mercy.”255 While his wit and penchant for flattery may be well fleshed out in 

the opera, Kissinger’s intellect and inner life are ignored, and he is brutally parodied in his 

double role as Lao Szu.  

One aspect of Kissinger’s character which is prominent in the opera is his witty sense 

of humor. Kissinger’s most memorable lines tend to be witty or wry. One such moment is 

from Act 1, scene 2, in which Kissinger politically puns on the word “right”: 

 

 

Nixon: I’d like to make another tour as President. 

Mao: You’ve got my vote. I back the man who’s on the right. 

Kissinger: Who’s in the right you mean. 

 

Another moment comes from Act 3, when Kissinger mocks Chiang Ch’ing’s artistic politics: 

Chiang Ch’ing: I’ve heard enough! Who chose these numbers? 

Kissinger: All of us. Doesn’t she like the people’s choice? 

  

However, Kissinger is not just portrayed as wit, but rather he exists as a comic foil to the 

other characters. Johnson describes Kissinger’s first cloddish entrance in Act 1, scene 1, as 

the sign that Kissinger will be the buffo in the opera.256 Kissinger’s descent from the plane is 

depicted as a “stereotypical caricature” of the public perception of him: “bumbling, detached 

and awkward.”257 In Act 1, scene 2, Kissinger mostly participates in a comic role, such as 

being the butt of an extended joke involving his many affairs with women. While this 

moment is derived from the original transcript of Nixon’s and Mao’s meeting, it is expanded 

upon by Goodman and serves as one of Kissinger’s major moments in the opera (the other 

being his role in the Act 2, scene 2, ballet as Lao Szu). 
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Other than as comic relief, Kissinger is portrayed in Nixon in China as a villain, such 

as in Act 2, scene 2, when Kissinger doubles as Lao Szu, the Factotum of the Tyrant of the 

South. Kissinger, true to his low status in the opera, receives a grotesque characterization in 

which he is not allowed to even sing as himself, but only in an assumed role of Lao Szu, 

lackey of the Chinese landlords, who assaults and rapes the heroine, Wu Ching-hua. The 

intended resemblance of Lao Szu to Kissinger is made even more obvious through Pat’s 

observation to Nixon: “Doesn’t he look like you-know-who?” This connection is furthered in 

lines cut from the libretto, in which Pat actually refers to Lao Szu as “Henry.” Kissinger’s 

doubling as Lao Szu serves two characterizing purposes in Nixon in China: a commentary on 

his sex life and a criticism of his role as Nixon’s right-hand man in foreign affairs, most 

notably with Vietnam. In the original Red Detachment, Lao Szu does not lust for or rape Wu 

Ching-hua – he only beats her.258 In the operatic adaption, however, Kissinger/Lao Szu 

describes with depraved vigor his whipping and rape of the heroine: “Oh what a day, I’d 

thought I’d die! That luscious thigh, that swelling breast, scented and greased, a sacrifice 

running with juice at my caress. She was so hot, I was hard-put to be polite when the first cut 

– come on you slut! – scored her brown skin; I started in, man upon hen!” 

Johnson points out that these lines seem to reflect Kissinger’s “reputation as a 

womanizer.”259 Kissinger was, in Isaacson’s words, “an unexpected sex symbol” with the 

image of a “swinger.”260 He was famous for his many dates with starlets and “media-savvy 

professionals.”261 However, this depiction is not accurate to Kissinger’s actual romantic life. 
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In spite of his public persona, he was not actually very sexually active – Isaacson describes 

Kissinger’s sex life as one of “lascivious celibacy.”262 Other than his first wife, Kissinger 

only appeared to have an intimate relationship in Nancy Maginnes, his second wife, whom he 

dated for many years out of the limelight.263 While the facts of Kissinger’s romantic life 

would have been likely unknown to Goodman due to the revelations occurring after the 

premiere of Nixon in China, it still stands that the exaggerated image of Kissinger as a rapist 

partially stems from popular mistaken perceptions of his character.264  

Kissinger’s portrayal as a rapist also serves to comment on his Realpolitik foreign 

policy, in particular involving the Vietnam War. Min Tian describes Kissinger’s portrayal of 

Lao Szu as “unmistakably intended as a political satire.”265 Sellars comments further to 

Daines on the political implications of (and justification for) Kissinger playing Lao Szu,266 

arguing that Lao Szu’s rape of Wu Ching-hua corresponds to “the bombing of Cambodia.”267 

During the latter stages of the Vietnam War, Nixon and Kissinger orchestrated the secret 

bombing of Cambodia in order to attack Vietcong supply lines through the country – an 

action which Isaacson describes as “a use of military power not anchored by concerns of 

morality and international law.”268 These bombings were heavily criticized around the world 
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and contributed to the often deep divide in perceptions of Kissinger as either foreign policy 

savant or amoral war criminal.  

Kissinger’s role as a courtier, in particular as Nixon’s right hand man, and as a 

flatterer, is also parodied in the opera. In Act 1, scene 2, Kissinger’s well-documented 

penchant for flattery is displayed briefly:  

 

 

 

Mao: Ah, the Philosopher! I see that Paris can spare you then. 

Kissinger: The Chairman may be gratified to hear he’s read at Harvard. I assign all four 

volumes.269 

 

However, Kissinger’s dual role as Lao Szu exaggerates this aspect of his personality, and he 

is portrayed as a sycophant towards corrupt, capitalistic oppressors. In the ballet, Lao Szu 

slavishly compliments Nixon with the aim of catching “a few crumbs” from Nixon and his 

ilk: “I have my brief, I flatter myself, I know my man: the sine qua non, the face on the coin, 

you see what I mean: the empire builder, the man with his shoulder against the roulette 

wheel; he stands like a stone wall and stinks of success.”  

Kissinger was a highly valued member of Nixon’s inner circle; the President found 

his expertise on the world invaluable.270 Additionally, Kissinger’s career advancement was in 

part owing to his skill in flattering others.271 Thus, the interaction between Lao Szu and 

Nixon serves to create an analogy between Kissinger’s and Nixon’s relationship and that of 

Lao Szu and the Tyrant of the South. The accuracy of this interpretation, however, relies 
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much upon subjective judgments of Kissinger’s actions as Nixon’s National Security 

Advisor, and later as Secretary of State. 

Ultimately, the most defining aspect of Kissinger’s characterization in Nixon in China 

is the lack of depth his character is given, especially through his virtual exclusion from Act 3.  

While the Maos and Nixons reflect over earlier moments in their marriages and careers and 

Chou En-lai reflects alone over his life and the fate of China, Kissinger is virtually absent 

from this scene; after a few mostly non-committal lines, he leaves the stage. While 

Kissinger’s departure can be seen as a device to heighten Chou En-lai’s aforementioned 

isolation, they also could have been paired in the scene. They were both perennial right-hand 

men and respected diplomats, serving in these capacities for Nixon’s visit.  During 

Kissinger’s preparatory visits to China, he held lengthy negotiations personally with Chou 

En-lai and found in him an equal partner in historical and philosophical discussion as well as 

the general art of conversation.272 He and Chou were friendly with each other, with the 

Premier greeting Kissinger warmly upon his arrival to China with Nixon.273  

However, in the final act, Kissinger does not stay and converse with Chou; after a few 

remarks he departs for the bathroom. Regardless again of subjective personal opinions of 

Kissinger’s politics, his personal life contained many incidents which could have been 

explored, from his boyhood in Nazi Germany to his service in the Second World War. While 

Kissinger’s own memoirs are dry and focus mostly upon his professional life, several 

biographies of Kissinger existed which Goodman could have taken advantage of. While they 
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were published after her cut-off date of 1972, she has described making exceptions in several 

cases for other characters, such as Chiang Ch’ing or Chou En-lai.274  

Kissinger’s flat and distorted characterization is a controversial aspect of Nixon in 

China.  Max Frankel describes in his article how he was disappointed by the opera’s 

simplistic depiction of a figure he found “fascinating and complicated.”275 Diplomat Winston 

Lord concurred with Frankel’s assessment, describing Kissinger’s depiction as “gratuitous 

and ugly.”276 Unfortunately, little scholarly attention has been directed towards this particular 

controversy; Daines and Johnson do not critically appraise Kissinger’s portrayal in the opera. 

One possible explanation for Kissinger’s characterization (or lack thereof) that it is a result of 

personal bias of Goodman, Adams and Sellars. Despite proclaiming her desire to lend each 

character in Nixon in China an “eloquent . . . voice,” Goodman denies Kissinger that 

opportunity.277 Tellingly, when Goodman relates personal details about each major character 

that became “important” to her, she completely omits Kissinger.278 Goodman even directly 

stated in 2003 to interviewer Rupert Christiansen that Kissinger was “the only character [she] 

ended up disliking.”279 Adams does not speak much about Kissinger, although his 
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description of reading Kissinger’s The White House Years as “a sacrifice [he] was 

unwilling to make” potentially gives some indication of his opinion of Kissinger.280  

Peter Sellars emerges as the most openly hostile to Kissinger. Nixon in China has 

its roots in several creative ideas of Sellars’s from the early 1980s, the influence of 

which Daines traces to Nixon in China’s “lampoon of Kissinger.”281 Adams describes 

Sellars’s creative intentions regarding Kissinger as “a vendetta.”282 Sellars himself 

provides the most succinct explanation for Kissinger’s neutered role: “We had read his 

memoirs and we did not want to hear another word from him. So we possibly avenged 

ourselves.”283  

While Henry Kissinger’s role in Nixon in China may have been necessarily 

curtailed due to his involvement in the behind-the-scenes aspects of the trip, his two-

dimensional representation in the opera seems to have been at the very least partially 

influenced by the personal, and likely political, biases of its creators. Adams, Goodman 

and Sellars also may have taken advantage of Kissinger’s easy mockability to cast him 

as a comic foil in the opera, which further curtailed the depth of his characterization.  

However, when comparing the characterizations of Chou En-lai and Henry 

Kissinger, a discrepancy emerges. As established, both were perennial right hand men, 

and often pursued controversial, morally ambiguous methods to achieve their goals. 

However, in Nixon in China Chou is painted as a noble figure, while Kissinger is 
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demonized. Recent productions have begun to paint each figure as more complex; Swed 

notes how Chou is given “an edge,” while Kissinger is “no longer quite so leeringly 

Groucho-esque.”284 
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CHAPTER THREE 
MUSICAL CHARACTERIZATION IN NIXON IN CHINA 

 

This chapter aims to briefly consider the different techniques which Adams 

employs to musically characterize each of the six main characters  

 

RICHARD NIXON 

Nixon is cast a baritone, and is compared to the Verdian type of “ruler/father 

figure” baritones by author Thomas May.285 However, Nixon lacks the self-reflection 

which this class of baritone requires. A more apt analog is provided by Atkinson, who 

has pointed out the similarities between Nixon’s casting and the stereotype of the “white 

European tenor-hero” as described in music theorist Ralph Locke’s summary of the plots 

of Orientalist operas.286 These similarities are heightened by Nixon’s generally high 

tessitura – for although a baritone, he stays in the upper register more often than not.  

Of all the characters in Nixon in China, Nixon has the most consonant music. He 

often sings triadic lines, and most of the harmonies that support him are unadorned 

triads. Example 3.1 on the following page from “Fathers and Sons” of Act 1, scene 2, 

demonstrates this – the triads move by thirds, which Adams described as a “‘weak’ 

modulation.”287 
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Example 3.1: Act 1, scene 2, mm. 850-861 

Nixon in China by John Adams and Alice Goodman  

© Copyright 1987 Alice Goodman & Hendon Music, Inc.  

A Boosey & Hawkes company.  

Copyright for all countries. All rights reserved.  

Reprinted by permission. 

 

Adams also uses rhythm to help characterize Nixon. Musicologist Arved Ashby 

describes that the fragmentation of Nixon’s line in “News” helps represent his 

“stutter[ing] in excitement.”288 Nixon’s rhythms alternate between stilted dotted half 

notes and more natural speech rhythms for much of his opening duet with Pat in Act 1, 

scene 3, a possible commentary on their strained relationship. Finally, during Act 3, 

Nixon’s rhythms are more speech-like and free, well suited to his retelling of old war 

stories.  
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Another feature of Nixon’s music is its relationship with big band music. In his 

memoirs, Adams states that he found the choice of “white big-band music from the 

Swing Era” natural for Nixon, and accordingly orchestrated the entire opera with a 

woodwind- and brass-heavy ensemble (with particular attention paid to the trumpets, 

saxophones and clarinets), mimicking a big band ensemble.289 However, in terms of 

musical similarity, there are only a few details of the Nixon’s music that can be more 

directly traced to a big band style. The first is the music which opens Act 1, scene 3 (and 

is later recapitulated near the end of Act 3), as seen below in Example 3.2: 

 

Example 3.2: Act 1, scene 3, mm. 1-6 

 Nixon in China by John Adams and Alice Goodman  

© Copyright 1987 Alice Goodman & Hendon Music, Inc.  

A Boosey & Hawkes company.  

Copyright for all countries. All rights reserved.  

Reprinted by permission. 

 

Atkinson calls these “extended tertian harmonies . . . reminiscent of jazz.”290 The 

resemblance to a slow swing song is furthered by the orchestration – the melody in the 

clarinet and saxophones and a soft high-hat roll in the percussion. This “nightclub” 

music is fittingly used during Nixon’s and Pat’s brief time alone during Act 1, scene 3, 

which is overtly romantic, and then later ironically in Act 3, when a chill has descended 
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between them.291 However, beyond these examples, little of Nixon’s music resembles 

big band music. The harmonic language used for much of his music, and indeed much of 

the opera is “culturally neutral” according to Atkinson,292 and Daines points out that 

Nixon’s “News” aria is more closely related to grand opera.293 Borrowing Adams’s own 

words about the relationship of Mao’s music to Motown, it might be better said that 

Adams “‘accessed’” a specific “sensibility” of big band music – enthusiastic 

optimism.294  

 

PAT NIXON 

Although described as a “soubrette” by May, the role of Pat Nixon is perhaps 

more accurately described as a lyric soprano, as Pat lacks the mischievousness and 

sauciness of a stereotypical soubrette. 295  The choice of lyric soprano is fitting for her, as 

her character is good-hearted and self-effacing. Pat’s vocal line is far more ranging and 

rhythmically free than Nixon’s, covering a large range and tending to be more conventionally 

melodic. This contributes to her portrayal as an emotionally open and honest character. In 

contrast to Nixon, who also receives mostly consonant harmonization, she is given a much 

deeper harmonic range. As Johnson describes in his monograph, her aria is harmonically rich, 

with frequent modulations by thirds between seventh and ninth chords. The trademark 
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progression is represented in Example 3.3 below – a modulation down a third employing two 

common tones and two tones moving by a half-step.296 

 

Example 3.3: Act 2, scene 1, mm. 424-427 

Nixon in China by John Adams and Alice Goodman  

© Copyright 1987 Alice Goodman & Hendon Music, Inc.  

A Boosey & Hawkes company.  

Copyright for all countries. All rights reserved.  

Reprinted by permission. 

 

The music which accompanies her tour of China makes subtle references to another 

American musical style – ragtime – through its often syncopated rhythms, allowing Adams to 

further emphasize the positives of Pat’s visit through the upbeat and carefree connotations of 

ragtime style. This is shown on the following page in Example 3.4: 
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Example 3.4: Act 2, scene 1, mm. 190-192 

Nixon in China by John Adams and Alice Goodman  

© Copyright 1987 Alice Goodman & Hendon Music, Inc.  

A Boosey & Hawkes company.  

Copyright for all countries. All rights reserved.  

Reprinted by permission. 

 

Adams also musically emphasizes Pat’s serene and collected demeanor through 

textural and orchestrational choices. The rollicking opening of Act 2, scene 1, is contrasted 

by music which is not syncopated, is marked legato, and is orchestrated more gently with a 

prominent synthesized organ. This juxtaposition helps establish a dichotomy between the 

public Pat and the more reserved, private Pat early in the opera. This distinction is further 

emphasized by her aria, which almost never changes in its steady, plodding rhythm and is 

gently orchestrated for winds and strings. Adams musically illustrates the closeness that 

forms between Pat and her Chinese guides at the end of Act 2, scene 1; as the chorus 

begins to subtly comment on their true living conditions, the accompaniment borrows 

the distinctive opening chord progression from her aria.  
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MAO TSE-TUNG 

The operatic Mao is a “revolutionary heldentenor,” in the words of May.297 Adams states 

that he viewed Mao as an “artificially-constructed peasant hero” who needed a 

Wagnerian voice to project an image of titanic strength and will.298 However, Johnson 

notes that the extremity of Mao’s vocal power is contrasted with the depiction of his 

physical decline.299 As discussed in Chapter Two, Mao’s fears for the future of his 

revolution are a prominent part of his characterization; this musical juxtaposition makes 

these fears more tangible.  

Another musical source of Mao’s powerful stage presence is the influence of 

Motown music. In Motown, a virtuosic and commanding lead singer is supported by his 

backup singers whose individuality is submerged into their identity as such. The decision 

to set the study scene in this manner was an intentional political statement by Adams; he 

describes this during an interview with Daines, characterizing Mao’s secretaries as his 

“Maoettes” who repeat “verbatim” the Chairman’s words in the spirit of the Cultural 

Revolution.300 Additionally, Mao’s secretaries consistently sing with syncopated 

rhythms, another point of Motown’s influence.   

Much of Mao’s vocal line in Act 1, scene 2, outlines the essential three notes of a 

dominant seventh chord. Example 3.5 on the following page is a typical presentation: 

                                                           
297. Thomas May, “History in the Making,” The Metropolitan Opera, accessed April 22, 2014, 

http://www.metoperafamily.org/metopera/broadcast/template.aspx?customid=14112. 

298. Adams, Hallelujah Junction, 142. 

299. Johnson, Nixon in China, 124. 

300. Daines, “Telling the Truth,” 118. 
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Example 3.5: Act 1, scene 2, mm. 190-201 

Nixon in China by John Adams and Alice Goodman  

© Copyright 1987 Alice Goodman & Hendon Music, Inc.  

A Boosey & Hawkes company.  

Copyright for all countries. All rights reserved.  

Reprinted by permission. 

 

This makes unresolved conflict intrinsic to Mao’s character – a sort of musical analog to 

his ideas of permanent revolution.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

The preponderance of dominant seventh chords extends to the scene as a whole – 

much of it is based around chains of these chords. The two most common of these are E♭ 

and E major dominant seventh chords, the first of which functions as Mao’s tonal “home 

base.” These harmonies are often enriched further by the presence of a single interfering 

pitch, as seen above in Example 3.5. 
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The relationship between Mao’s vocal part and the scene’s harmonies helps 

emphasize Mao’s intellectual control over the meeting, as his vocal line and the 

orchestral accompaniment move in lockstep. Additionally, the saturation of unresolved 

dominant seventh chords help heighten the conflict inherent in the meeting of the 

capitalist United States and communist China through their harmonic instability.  

This connection of Mao to the dominant seventh chord (in particular one rooted 

on E♭ or E♮) continues in Act 3. Mao’s entrance (“I am no one”) occurs on a newly-

introduced E♭ dominant seventh chord. Later in the act, his brief private reverie is 

disrupted (“we recoil from victory”) by irregularly-accented E major dominant seventh 

chords, themselves a quotation from the end of Act 1, scene 2 (“founders come first”), 

shown on the following page in Example 3.6. In Adams’s memoirs, he describes this 

moment as portraying Mao as an “implacable Marxist,” making the political 

connotations of the dominant seventh chord overt.301  

                                                           
301. Adams, Hallelujah Junction, 240. 
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Example 3.6: Act 3, mm. 747-752 

Nixon in China by John Adams and Alice Goodman  

© Copyright 1987 Alice Goodman & Hendon Music, Inc.  

A Boosey & Hawkes company.  

Copyright for all countries. All rights reserved.  

Reprinted by permission. 

 

In his interview with Daines, Adams openly discusses the influence that “middle-

period Stravinsky” had upon Nixon in China, in particular the use of “non-functional 

dominant seventh” chords for “color.”302 While some, such as Sellars, comment on the 

scene’s “Stravinskian” sound, others have identified problematic aspects of this 

influence.303 Sheppard notes that near the end of Act 1, scene 2, Adams seems to directly 

reference the opening of the “Augurs of Spring” from Stravinsky’s The Rite of Spring.304 

This passage is reproduced on the following page in Example 3.7:  

                                                           
302. Daines, “Telling the Truth,” 126-127. 

303. Ibid., 80. 

304. Sheppard, “Persistence of Orientalism,” 275. 
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Example 3.7: Act 1, scene 2, mm. 990-1000 

Nixon in China by John Adams and Alice Goodman  

© Copyright 1987 Alice Goodman & Hendon Music, Inc.  

A Boosey & Hawkes company.  

Copyright for all countries. All rights reserved.  

Reprinted by permission. 

 

Sheppard notes the Orientalist issues inherent in connecting the implied violence 

of the Cultural Revolution with the primitivist pagan ceremonies of The Rite.305 

Regardless of this particular claim, it is unclear whether or not this is an intentional 

quotation or a happenstance of writing music so influenced by Stravinsky. The 

relationship between the harmony in Example 3.7 and the opening of “Augurs” is not 

isolated to this moment, but rather exists throughout the scene, as previously noted. The 

                                                           
305. Sheppard, “Persistence of Orientalism,” 275. 
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syncopated accents can also be traced back to the percussion part during the first 

occurrence of “founders come first” (Act 1, scene 2, page 71, mm. 430-435). 

Returning to the topic of Mao’s powerful stage presence, Adams furthers conveys 

Mao’s domination of Act 1, scene 2, through how the other characters (namely Chou En-

lai, Kissinger and Nixon) often copy Mao’s distinctive theme, or contribute to the 

dominant seventh harmonies which he projects. This is illustrated in Example 3.8 below, 

in which Nixon imitates Mao’s characteristic melodic line:  

 

Example 3.8: Act 1, scene 2, mm. 63-66 

Nixon in China by John Adams and Alice Goodman  

© Copyright 1987 Alice Goodman & Hendon Music, Inc.  

A Boosey & Hawkes company.  

Copyright for all countries. All rights reserved.  

Reprinted by permission. 

 

Occasionally, Chou En-lai and Nixon change back into their own distinguishing styles, 

as seen in Nixon’s consonant, primarily triadic music for “Fathers and Sons” and Chou 

En-lai’s richly chromatic and gently dissonant music for his riddle. However, for much 

of the scene, all of the characters imitate Mao’s vocal line. This musical subordination to 
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Mao helps establish him as the dominant figure in the scene and fulfills Adams’s desire 

to undercut the “typically American sense of assumed superiority.”306  

 

CHIANG CH’ING 

Chiang Ch’ing (like her husband Mao) is cast as a powerful voice part – a 

soprano with a very high tessitura.307 She is often compared to other unlikeable wives 

from the operatic repertoire such as The Queen of the Night, notably by Sheppard, May 

and even Goodman.308 Her vocal writing is flashy and virtuosic, most notably her 

piercingly high tessitura and frequent leaps of an octave or more in her aria. 

Additionally, she is afforded some elaborate chromatic passages with sixteenth notes 

during Act 3. This casting of Chiang Ch’ing is highly appropriate for several reasons: her 

combative temperament and self-aggrandizing tendencies, as well as her extensive 

influence during the Cultural Revolution, match her vocal fireworks. In light of her past 

as an actress and her flair for melodramatic acting, this casting is doubly appropriate. 

While Sheppard raises valid concerns about Chiang Ch’ing’s fach as contributing to her 

potentially Orientalist depiction as a “dragon lady,” in light of her historical character the 

choice seems understandable.309 

                                                           
306. Porter and Adams, “Nixon in China,” 26. 

307. She is described in the score as a coloratura soprano and is often played by singers such as 

Sumi Jo or Kathleen Kim. 

308. Thomas May, http://www.metoperafamily.org/metopera/broadcast/template.aspx?customid=14112 

(accessed March 22, 2014); Sheppard, “Persistence of Orientalism,” 275; Christiansen and Goodman, 

“Breaking Taboos,” 252.  

309. Sheppard, “Persistence of Orientalism,” 275. 
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Adams’s creates a parody of Chiang Ch’ing’s The Red Detachment of Women in 

Act 2, scene 2. Although he did not listen to The Red Detachment, he did watch a similar 

ballet, The White Haired Girl.310 Adams felt the music was ersatz “Russian ballet music” 

and thus set out to create “an essay in horrific kitsch” to musically illustrate Chiang 

Ch’ing’s ballet.311 To this end, Adams freely quotes and references different styles and 

composers, creating a musical hodgepodge. As composer and author Stephan Prock 

notes, Adams imitates Wagner’s prelude to Das Rheingold from mm. 461-486 through 

the use of the key of E♭ major and “similar textures and orchestral figurations.”312 At 

measure 487, a sweeping, Wagnerian melody emerges, which Prock compares to the 

“Redemption through Love” motif of Götterdämmerung through its similar 

instrumentation, affectation and harmony.313 The instance in the ballet for which this 

music is used is when Hung hang-ching rescues Wu Ching-hua, a usage described by 

Prock as a romantic “cliché.”314  This music is used is when Hung hang-ching rescues 

Wu Ching-hua, a usage described by Prock as a romantic “cliché,” illustrated on the 

following page in Example 3.9:315  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
310. Porter and Adams, “‘Nixon in China,’” 28. 

311. Daines, “Nixon’s Women,” 20. 

312. Stephan Martin Prock, “Reading Between the Lines: Musical and Dramatic Discourse in John 

Adams’s Nixon in China” (DMA Dissertation, Cornell University, 1993), 83. 

313. Ibid., 85. 

314. Ibid., 85. 

315. Ibid., 85. 
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Example 3.9: Act 2, scene 2, mm. 487-494 

Nixon in China by John Adams and Alice Goodman  

© Copyright 1987 Alice Goodman & Hendon Music, Inc.  

A Boosey & Hawkes company.  

Copyright for all countries. All rights reserved.  

Reprinted by permission. 

 

 Similarly to the music from Act 1, scene 2, Adams also references Stravinsky: 

the music which accompanies the climax of Wu Ching-hua’s beating (mm. 339-349) 

bears a strong resemblance to the final pages of the third movement of Stravinsky’s 

Symphony in Three Movements.  

Adams also employs extensive repetition and static harmonies to portray the 

banality of this revolutionary ballet. An early example is provided by Mao’s secretaries 

from mm. 29-73. Daines describes their music as “mock socialist-realist”: “simple and 

mechanical” “‘workers’ music’” with a “plodding bass line.”316 Later, Adams employs 

                                                           
316. Daines, “Nixon’s Women,” 20-21. 
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the film technique of “Mickey Mousing” when musically illustrating Kissinger’s lashing 

of Wu Ching-hua, shown below in Example 3.10: 

 

Example 3.10: Act 2, scene 2, mm. 288-291 

Nixon in China by John Adams and Alice Goodman  

© Copyright 1987 Alice Goodman & Hendon Music, Inc.  

A Boosey & Hawkes company.  

Copyright for all countries. All rights reserved.  

Reprinted by permission. 

 

Finally, Atkinson draws attention to the simplistic use of common practice tonal 

harmony, such as during the Red Army songs in the middle of the scene, which employ a 

basic tonic-dominant progression.317 The overall effect of these compositional decisions 

is to musically paint Chiang Ch’ing’s artistic work as a hackneyed imitation of Western 

art.  

Adams claimed that Chiang Ch’ing had an “intense desire to make the Cultural 

Revolution an explicitly Chinese home-grown event,” and yet the music selected for her 

ballets “wasn’t Chinese at all.”318 Adams’s remarks imply a preconceived idea of what 

                                                           
317. Atkinson, “Aspects of Otherness,” 165. 

318. Daines, “Nixon’s Women,” 20. 
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“Chinese” music is – that is, not Western. However, hybridity was an open goal of 

officially sanctioned art during the Cultural Revolution, often expressed as making 

“foreign things serve China.”319 Because Adams never heard or studied The Red 

Detachment of Women, he was unaware that the ballet does in fact have significant 

Chinese influence through its “instrumentation, use of folk melody and borrowing of 

elements from Peking opera.”320 Chiang Ch’ing’s ballets also showcased several 

intriguing developments in the art of ballet, such as the subversion of the pas de deux; 

music theorist Clare Sher Ling Eng explains that while in classical ballet the male dancer 

“manipulat[es]” the female dancer’s body to “express romantic love and sexual desire,” 

in Chiang Ch’ing’s ballets the pas de deux is a “struggle dance” which “frequently has 

the ballerina in a position of dominance.”321 While certainly the products of a repressive 

time, Western scholars have begun to see some of the merits of the Eight Revolutionary 

Dramas. In particular The Red Detachment of Women has benefited from this reappraisal, 

and is, in the words of Eng, no longer an “abandoned relic” but a “cherished 

representation of Chinese artistic achievement.”322 In this light, the Act 2, scene 2, ballet 

must be understood as a parody of specific features of Cultural Revolution-era artistic 

works, as opposed to an accurate parody of The Red Detachment of Women.  

Like her ballet music, Chiang Ch’ing’s aria displays adopted but transformed 

elements of Western art. Its virtuosic, wide ranging voice part, dotted-rhythm 

                                                           
319. Sheila Melvin, Rhapsody in Red: How Classical Music Became Chinese (New York: Algora 

Publishers, 2004), 251. 

320. Clare Sher Ling Eng, “Red Detachment of Women and the Enterprise of Making “Model” Music 

during the Chinese Cultural Revolution” VoiceXchange 3, no. 1 (Spring 2009): 30. 

321. Ibid., 20. 

322. Ibid., 10.   
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accompaniment and da capo form also show a debt to grand opera. Harmonically, it 

references common-practice conventions; each of the A sections begins on the home key 

of B♭ major, and the end of the B section sets up the dominant of B♭. Johnson illustrates 

in his monograph the almost-functional harmonic progressions that are employed in the 

aria – most notably “dominant and subdominant transformations.”323  

Like Mao’s music, dominant seventh chords are used largely for coloristic 

purposes in Chiang Ch’ing’s aria – they give her music an edge. However, while her aria 

is more conventional in terms of harmony than her husband’s, its strident use of tritones 

helps firmly characterize Chiang Ch’ing as powerful but divisive. Chiang Ch’ing’s vocal 

line often embraces repeated tritones, such as from mm. 832-846, during which Chiang 

Ch’ing only sings a repeated tritone from D to A♭. During these measures, she is 

supported by triads which alternate between chords a tritone apart – B♭ dominant 

seventh and E major dominant seventh chords. That this tritone relationship represents 

conflict is hammered home during the end of the aria, in which the on-stage re-

enactment of the Cultural Revolution is accompanied by alterations of these two 

dominant seventh chords. An excerpt is presented on the following page in Example 

3.11: 

                                                           
323. Johnson, Nixon in China, 136-137. 
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Example 3.11: Act 2, scene 2, mm. 832-836 

Nixon in China by John Adams and Alice Goodman  

© Copyright 1987 Alice Goodman & Hendon Music, Inc.  

A Boosey & Hawkes company.  

Copyright for all countries. All rights reserved.  

Reprinted by permission. 

 

In contrast, Chiang Ch’ing’s character is musically softened during Act 3. Adams 

achieves this by giving her music a different character than in Act 2, scene 2, to portray 

Chiang Ch’ing’s early years with Mao, before she was the fearsome Madame Mao of the 

Cultural Revolution. Adams writes an “erotic aubade” for her as she and Mao recall past 

romantic evenings together, an excerpt of which is shown on the following page in 

Example 3.12.324 The music consists of chromatic descending melismas and is 

accompanied by an equally chromatic violin solo. Sheppard identifies this as an 

Orientalist trope, but it can also be seen as Adams borrowing from Late-Romantic 

musical styles in order to depict a character remembering long-ago romantic passion.325  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
324. Adams, Hallelujah Junction, 240.  

325. Sheppard, “Persistence of Orientalism,” 275. 
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Example 3.12: Act 3, mm. 481-484 

Nixon in China by John Adams and Alice Goodman  

© Copyright 1987 Alice Goodman & Hendon Music, Inc.  

A Boosey & Hawkes company.  

Copyright for all countries. All rights reserved 

Reprinted by permission. 
  

Chiang Ch’ing’s “I can keep still” is the most sympathetic moment of her musical 

characterization by Adams. Her vocal line here is neither flashy nor virtuosic. It 

primarily consists of consonant intervals and stepwise motion. This contributes to the 

feeling that unlike her aria, which is a public performance, this music is intensely 

personal and private. The harmony is fluid and wandering – a sequence of arpeggiated 

triads which slowly transform step-by-step away from and back to A minor. With the 

inclusion of a wide-ranging cello section solo beginning in measure 629, the impression 

created is honest and heartfelt. This aligns with the historical basis of this text as 

discussed in Chapter Two: Chiang Ch’ing’s feelings during the early years of her 

marriage to Mao.  
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CHOU EN-LAI 

May refers to the role of Chou En-lai as a classic Verdian “ruler/father figure” 

baritone.326 Chou’s music is somewhat unique in Nixon in China. Frequently his melodic 

lines end with a steep fall, such as during his final aria “I am old, and cannot sleep 

forever.” This creates a persistent downward inflection which emphasizes his conflicted 

and despondent feelings. Sheppard points out a particularly effective moment in Act 3, 

where the last word of “a bankrupt people repossessed the ciphers of its history” is set to 

“a resigned falling seventh.”327  

Additionally, Chou’s vocal line often tends to be “broader” and “more 

expansive”; this is especially evident during the banquet aria, as well as his riddle in Act 

1, scene 2. 328 These long melodic lines give Chou’s words a careful, deliberative quality 

and emphasize his self-control, as shown in Example 3.13 on the following page: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
326. Thomas May, “History in the Making,” The Metropolitan Opera, accessed April 22, 2014, 

http://www.metoperafamily.org/metopera/broadcast/template.aspx?customid=14112. 

327. Sheppard, “Persistence of Orientalism,” 273.  

328. Prock, “Reading Between the Lines,” 79. 



107 
 

Example 3.13: Act 1, scene 3, mm. 382-389 

 

Nixon in China by John Adams and Alice Goodman  

© Copyright 1987 Alice Goodman & Hendon Music, Inc.  

A Boosey & Hawkes company.  

Copyright for all countries. All rights reserved.  

Reprinted by permission. 

 

Adams paints Chou En-lai as the only character other than Pat who can bridge the 

gap between the Americans and the Chinese. This can be seen in Chou’s aria in Act 1, 

scene 3. The accompaniment for this banquet aria seems to reference a religious topic 

through its use of synthesized organ and pianistic arpeggiation. The harmonies for the 

aria often oscillate between B♭ major and E major dominant seventh chords, sometimes 

in a bitonal juxtaposition. The use of the tritone in this aria has been linked by Johnson 

to Chou’s nervousness329 and by Atkinson as a subversion of Chou’s “message of 

unity.”330 However, the ultimate mediation of the conflict between the two chords to an 

                                                           
329. Johnson, Nixon in China, 246. 

330. Atkinson, “Aspects of Otherness,” 160. 
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exultant choral exclamation in B♭ major seems to affirm the message of his aria: 

transforming conflict into peace. Prock’s harmonic analysis of Chou’s aria supports this: 

he identifies a “quasi-strophic . . . harmonic plan” which “evokes the religious world of 

the hymn.”331 Additionally, he points out how Adams uses common tones as pivots 

between the often unrelated accompaniment chords to stress their underlying relationship 

– most notably, the D shared between a B♭ major triad and an E major dominant seventh 

chord.332 

Chou En-lai is more self-aware than Nixon or Mao, and in touch with the 

consequences of his actions. This oft-noted capacity for self-reflection finds musical 

expression in Act 3 in two major ways. The first occurs on pages 271-272; Adams 

isolates Chou from the other characters first through contrast. As previously discussed in 

Chapter Two, Adams alters the libretto here to isolate Chou textually – his remarks are 

framed by repeated text by the other four characters, creating the impression that he is 

speaking to himself. Musically, Chou’s entrance is marked by the introduction of a new 

musical motif at measure 355. This new motif is distinguished from the preceding music 

in the scene by a profound sense of searching – its ceaseless oscillations over a seventh 

in the bass prevent any sense of closure.  

The second way in which Chou’s self-reflection is emphasized musically is 

through the transformed callback of his banquet aria in Act 3. On page 280, measure 

517, the original “Gambei” chorus music of Act 1, scene 3, is quoted from page 123, 

mm. 229-235. Similar to the opening of the banquet aria from Act 1, scene 3, Chou’s 

                                                           
331. Prock, “Reading between the Lines,” 54. 

332. Ibid., 50. 
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entrance is marked by the juxtaposition of E dominant seventh and B♭ major chords. A 

related excerpt is presented below in Example 3.14. The subject of his remarks darkly 

mirrors those of the banquet. Yet, whereas before he extolled a dream of a peaceful 

future (“from vision to inheritance”), he now dwells upon his nightmares of the past, 

haunted by the dead of war and famine. Unlike his more hopeful aria in Act 1, the 

dissonant conflict between these chords a tritone apart is not mediated, but instead only 

intensifies. Ultimately, the passage ends on pianissimo E dominant seventh chords with 

an added A♯, a full tritone removed from the triumphant B♭ major ending of his banquet 

aria. By making a clear series of musical references to the banquet aria, Adams helps 

deepen Chou’s characterization by granting him an unequalled capacity in the opera for 

self-reflection.   

 

Example 3.14: Act 3, mm. 554-564 
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Nixon in China by John Adams and Alice Goodman  

© Copyright 1987 Alice Goodman & Hendon Music, Inc.  

A Boosey & Hawkes company.  

Copyright for all countries. All rights reserved.  

Reprinted by permission. 

 

 

HENRY KISSINGER 

Henry Kissinger is cast as a bass. Johnson notes that Kissinger “plays the 

traditional role of the buffo” of the opera.333 A stock operatic role, the buffo is often a 

bass who comically plays a ridiculously self-important and pompous character (such as 

Dr. Bartolo from Mozart’s The Marriage of Figaro) or outright jesters. As previously 

                                                           
333. Johnson, Nixon in China, 113. 
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noted in Chapter Two, Kissinger’s intellectual pretensions, penchant for flattery, and 

romantic life are soundly pilloried in the opera, which establishes him as the Dr. Bartolo 

of Nixon in China. 

 Kissinger’s musical characterization in the opera is aptly described by Johnson as 

“both limited and unflattering.”334 Kissinger sings little in the opera, save in Act 2, scene 

2, in which he has two mini-arias as Lao Szu. This is notable because it diminishes 

Kissinger’s own voice in the opera. The first of these arias is when Lao Szu enters and 

recounts his rape of Wu Ching-hua. Kissinger’s range in this solo, from B2 to a high 

falsetto on B♭4 is accomplished through extreme, comical leaps in the vocal part.335 The 

violence is emphasized by the “irregular insertions of asymmetrical meters,” according 

to Johnson.336 Additionally, his melodic line often outlines dissonant intervals and 

dominant seventh chords. These features are easily discernable in Example 3.15 on the 

following page: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
334. Johnson, Nixon in China, 113. 

335. Ibid., 224. 

336. Ibid., 224. 
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Example 3.15: Act 2, scene 2, mm. 136-144 
 

Nixon in China by John Adams and Alice Goodman  

© Copyright 1987 Alice Goodman & Hendon Music, Inc.  

A Boosey & Hawkes company.  

Copyright for all countries. All rights reserved.  

Reprinted by permission. 

 

Kissinger’s second mini-aria occurs near the end of the scene, when he welcomes 

Nixon and Hung Chang-ching to the landlord’s mansion. Adams again sets Lao Szu’s laundry 

list of flattery to repetitive, grotesque music. Much of Lao’s vocal line alternates between two 

notes, and tritones are heavily emphasized. Kissinger’s musical characterization is thus 

limited primarily to these two moments whose predominant features indicate a grotesque 

topic. This further emphasizes the negative characterization provided Kissinger in the 

libretto.  
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AFTERWORD 
“There are places where the music goes against the grain of the libretto, and places where the 

staging goes against the grain of both . . . We have done our best to make our disagreements 

counterpoints; not to drown each other out, but, like the characters in the opera, each to be as 

eloquent as possible.”337 

- Alice Goodman  
 

 One of the great interpretive strengths of Nixon in China is its polyphonic 

construction.338 Because, as Goodman points out, the text, music and staging do not always 

agree with one another, directors and performers are able to independently alter 

characterizations. This allows for new historical discoveries or differing interpretations of 

character to be equally realized. Some examples of this have already been discussed in this 

thesis. Most notable of these is Nixon’s kiss to Pat at the end of Act 3 in the PBS broadcast of 

Nixon in China (April 15, 1988). This simple gesture grants Nixon an awareness of his 

neglect of Pat that is not directly conveyed in either the text or music. New perceptions of the 

extent of Mao’s debauchery have also resulted in changes in productions. The Metropolitan 

Opera production (2011) showcases a much more sexual Mao in Act 3 than the original 

production, showing him in simulated sex acts with both Chiang Ch’ing and one of his 

secretaries.  

 Atkinson and Daines discuss additional examples of how new perspectives on 

historical events or characters have resulted in changes in productions. In the original 1987 

production at Houston Grand Opera, Wu Ching-hua fails to shoot Lao Szu. However, in the 

2011 Metropolitan Opera production, she shoots Lao Szu at the urging of Chiang Ch’ing. 

Atkinson attributes this change to comments Sellars has made about the 1989 Tiananmen 

                                                           
337. Goodman, “Toward Nixon in China,” 13. 

338. Daines draws attention to how this aspect of Nixon in China has been a source of criticism 

(Daines, “Telling the Truth,” 200).  
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Square protests, and that Wu Ching-hua’s shooting of Lao Szu is a mirroring of how the CCP 

sought to “stamp out insurrection [at] whatever the cost to human life.”339 Daines connects 

the decision for the 1990 Los Angeles productions to stage part of Act 3 as Chou En-lai’s 

funeral to the bloody protests. His funeral was “the previous time troops cleared Tiananmen 

Square,” and the protests which followed help lead to the downfall of the Gang of Four. The 

“questions Chou, Mao, and Chiang Ch’ing ask of themselves regarding the human cost of the 

Chinese revolution” during Act 3 can, in Daines’s words, be seen by the audience to also 

apply to the 1989 protests.340 

Some possibilities for restaging exist that have not been attempted yet. One such 

possibility concerns Kissinger, who is largely maligned and marginalized in the opera. 

Steinberg notes that due to Kissinger’s powerful “near constant presence on stage,” makes 

him similar to Melot in Tristan und Isolde.341 Because of this and his role as the chief 

engineer of the visit, he could be transformed into a character silently arranging events 

onstage throughout the opera. This would also change the audience’s perspective on his 

playing of Lao Szu in the ballet.  

 Atkinson points out that productions of Nixon complicate scholarly analysis of the 

opera and can cause “analytical work to become fixed to a particular production.”342 While 

this is true, several aspects of Nixon remain fairly fixed from production to production – 

namely the music and the text. Atkinson also notes that it is not necessarily a bad thing that 

                                                           
339. Atkinson, “Aspects of Otherness,” 167-168. 

340. Daines, “Telling the Truth,” 213-214. 

341. Steinberg, “Nixon in China,” 115.  

342. Atkinson, “Aspects of Otherness,” 168.  
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different analyses can become marked to specific productions, as it can aid “a better 

comparison between stagings of the same opera over time.”343 

Directors and performers can interpret the characters in Nixon in China in a variety of 

ways. The symbolic or historical aspects of Nixon in China's Nixon can be emphasized in 

different productions; moments such as his "Fathers and Sons" aria of Act 1, scene 2, can be 

treated equally validly as either ironic or sincere (and perhaps even as both). Likewise, 

depicting Nixon in a more "historically accurate" way is not necessarily any better or more 

correct than depicting him as a symbol; the Nixon of 1972 is different from that of 1987 and 

of 2014. The ability for different productions to express varying views of the characters and 

history is what helps keep Nixon in China alive and relevant; like history, it is not a single 

granite truth, but a collection of multiple streams of interpretation.  

 Ultimately, characterization in Nixon in China will likely continue to change in the 

years to come. As our perceptions of these historical figures change, new directors and 

singers will interpret these familiar characters in new ways. After evaluating the opera’s text 

and music, the relationship between the characters in the opera and history can be clarified, 

and new interpretative possibilities exist. Perhaps future productions will see Nixon more 

calculating, Pat more independent, Mao coarser, Chiang Ch’ing gentler, Chou En-lai more 

morally ambiguous and Kissinger more assertive. 

  

                                                           
343. Atkinson, “Aspects of Otherness,” 168.  
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