Catherine Parsons Smith

“Glory is a Passing Thing”: William
Grant Still and Langston Hughes
Collaborate on Troubled Island

William Grant Still and Langston Hughes worked together to create
most of the Troubled Island libretto over a period of about six weeks in the
spring of 1938.! They brought their strong interest in the subject and their
separate technical skills and experience to the project, in addition to their
individual aesthetic approaches, working styles, politics, and personali-
ties. Their subject was the late eighteenth-century slave rebellion in Haiti
and the role of Jean Jacques Dessalines in the revolution that followed. In
Hughes's words (as provided for the production later on) it “concerns a
brief period in the thrilling and turbulent history of the tropical island of
Haiti. Its theme is the search for human freedom, and the tragic gulf that
history usually records between aspiration and achievement.”? Thus
Hughes’s framework for the opera deals with Dessalines as organizer and
leader of the revolt, his megalomania as emperor, and his ultimate be-
trayal and assassination by his lieutenants. Azelia, his slave wife at the
opening of the opera, is discarded after he becomes emperor; she returns
as his primary mourner at the end. Refining this outline as they worked,
both Hughes and Still added numerous touches. In particular they gave
greater prominence to a romantic triangle involving Dessalines, one of his
lieutenants (Vuval), and a mulatta of the court (Claire Heureuse), which
had the effect of modifying Hughes’s framework.

The outline from which they worked was a ten-page synopsis prepared
before the fact by Hughes, which survives, and the text of Hughes's play
on the same subject as produced a year and a half earlier, which is unlo-
cated.’ In this paper. I track the development of the libretto from Hughes’s
synopsis, pointing out the changes they worked out, raising some ques-
tions about some seemingly unresolved disagreements between them. and
making a few comments about the musical setting that resulted. Because
they worked face to face, there is almost no written record of the collabo-
ration, so parts of my discussion must remain speculative. The most glar-
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ing gap in the sources available for this project is the absence of early
versions of Hughes’s play. Even the original title, “Drums of Haiti,” as it
was referred to in a letter from Arna Bontemps to Hughes had already
been changed to “Emperor of Haiti” by the time Hughes’s play received its
first production (at Karamu House, Cleveland, in 1936).* “Emperor of Haiti”
was its name in the earliest surviving draft of his story, the synopsis that
Hughes prepared later that year for Still. “Emperor of Haiti” was the title
under which Hughes’s play on the same subject, with some key changes
from the libretto, was published in 1963, a quarter century after their col-
laboration and fourteen years after the opera was produced. I am inter-
ested here in the development of the libretto and any issues arising from
the Still-Hughes interaction that would be significant for a revival of the
opera. | will therefore avoid discussing the personal differences that
emerged between Hughes and Still after the opera was complete, as the
production grew nearer. Their political differences are more germane to
the subject, and these will be addressed as issues that arose as the pair
worked on shaping the libretto.’

Hughes apparently left Los Angeles before they had jointly worked out
the details about the opera’s ending, or, at least, before he had supplied
all the lines that would realize what they presumably had agreed on. I sus-
pect that a lack of agreement on the ending and some other points may be
among the reasons why Hughes left the libretto unfinished in 1938. Impa-
tience with the slow speed at which they worked, the manner in which they
worked, or Still's admittedly stiff requirements for his librettists, whom he
wanted available as he composed, may also have been factors and should
not be ruled out. Rampersad comments, “although he admired Still as a
musician, Langston began to find him too imperious as a collaborator. Any
disagreement between librettist and composer invariably had to be re-
solved in Still’s favor.” The remark is tempered, however, by his addition
that this was a working hazard for a librettist, “an attitude Hughes would
encounter and deplore in almost all the composers with whom he worked.”

In any case, Hughes continued to leave the matter open by not respond-
ing to repeated requests for the missing lines. (Eventually Verna Arvey
supplied them, presently a sore point.) Whatever they agreed on or left
hanging, neither Hughes nor Still was entirely satisfied with the ending as
performed in the 1949 production. In addition to the changes from Hughes’s
outline to the finished libretto, each one tinkered with the ending, giving
us two unrelated post-production alternatives and four variants in all.
These variants raise the questions, how best to tie Dessalines’s assassina-
tion to the main themes of the opera, and what means work best within
the drama to achieve that goal.

Although the disagreements between Still and Hughes tend to get top
billing in discussions about their professional relationship, it is important
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to consider what bound the two men together. Each was a highly edu-
cated member of Du Bois's “talented tenth” of the African American popu-
lation with a continuing interest in drama. Each was considered preemi-
nent in his specialty among the creative artists to emerge in the years of
the Harlem Renaissance. Hughes’s first volume of poetry, The Weary Blues,
appeared in 1926, a year after Still heard the first performance in New
York City of one of his concert works, From the Land of Dreams. (Hughes
had already published numerous poems separately by then, and Still al-
ready had many commercial arrangements to his credit.) Each brought a
long commitment to the blues and to the cultures of the African diaspora
outside the United States as well as within it. Both were committed to
representing these cultures in new ways that escaped or transformed the
old, demeaning stereotypes.” The idea of representing the successful re-
bellion in Haiti that permanently ended slavery there—the first such re-
bellion in the New World—was powerfully appealing to both. In the vola-
tile political climate of the late 1930s, at a time when the national will to
end the most vicious practices of racial segregation was not yet fully
formed, an operatic setting of this story would constitute both a novelty
and, more important, a major political statement. That point is recognized
in the November 1936 letter from Arna Bontemps to Hughes quoted ear-
lier: “Drums of Haiti is thrilling. The ending of the first act is masterful in
my estimation. Most of the play, of course, presents Negroes in a mood
unfamiliar to usual stage productions  ”® Neither man shied away from
the challenge.

Haiti had captured Hughes’s imagination from an early age, partly be-
cause his grandfather had been an official representative of the United
States government to Haiti. By his own account, his initial sketches for a
play on Jean Jacques Dessalines, one of the heroes of the Haitian revolu-
tion, date back to late 1928.° By the time he got back to it, he had passed
several months on the island. In addition. he had several other plays un-
der his belt. Mulatto opened at the Vanderbilt Theatre in October 1935;
early in 1936 Karamu House had produced Little Ham and When the Jack
Hollers, the latter written with Arna Bontemps. For Emperor of Haiti, Hughes
said he had first conceived of a “singing play” which was to have the mu-
sically and politically prominent singer Paul Robeson as the hero and
Clarence Cameron White as the composer. But when he returned to the
project, White had found another librettist for his projected opera and
Robeson, apparently, was neither interested nor available. His play was
produced in 1936 by the Gilpin Players at Karamu House in Cleveland.
Later the same year it appeared in Detroit under the title Drums of Haiti.
Because Hughes understood that Still was more interested in opera than
in a “singing play.” Still was his second choice to compose his lyrics. Ear-
lier, Still had set two of his poems, and Hughes had been critical of his
setting of "Breath of a Rose™ as too formal and difficult to sing. Neverthe-
less. Hughes's eagerness to pursue the project overcame his reluctance.
leading him to approach Still. who was immediately interested.
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For his part, Still, though he never traveled outside the United States
except during his naval service in World War I, had already sought “au-
thentic” musical materials for two ballets, La Guiablesse, set in Martinique,
and Sahdji, set in Africa, and had completed a major symphonic suite,
Africa, intended as an Afro-American view of that continent. The theme of
the revolution in Haiti thus conformed to one of his major compositional
paths. Moreover, Still had been interested in composing operas at least
from his teens in Little Rock, Arkansas, when his imagination had first
been fired by hearing Victor Red Seal recordings of well-known Italian op-
eratic arias. In New York, after he had gained broad experience in com-
mercial theater and had several successes as a composer of symphonic
music, he looked hard to find librettists and librettos. His first wife, Grace
Bundy, had worked on a novel (tentatively titled Rashana) that was to
become the subject of an opera, and Countee Cullen had agreed to write a
libretto for Still at one point.'° A ballet project with Katherine Dunham had
likewise fallen through.' Still used part of a 1935 Guggenheim fellowship
to compose an opera, Blue Steel, based on a short story by Carlton Moss
about bayou dwellers in Louisiana, to a libretto prepared for him by Harold
Bruce Forsythe. He was ready to try another when Hughes’s proposal came
along.

That there were also contentious issues between Still and Hughes was
clear from the start. C. James Trotman refers to “their genuine and uncon-
cealed philosophical differences” and viewed Still as holding moderate to
conservative views about racial issues—in sharp contrast to Hughes’s more
radical stance—a not unreasonable assessment.!? Still probably never
shared Hughes’s generally leftist leanings. At the time of their collabora-
tion he was not so politically involved as Hughes, but he moved far to the
political right in later years, certainly by the time of the 1949 production.
Moreover, Still’s interest in writing concert music appears at first glance
to diverge from Hughes’s interest in vernacular poetic forms. In fact the
two men both drew heavily on their common racial heritage for aesthetic
inspiration, breaking new ground as they went. If many of Hughes’s titles
before this collaboration betray this source (The Weary Blues, The Negro
Mother, Scottsboro Limited, Popo and Fina: Children of Haiti, A Negro Looks
at Soviet Central Asia, The Ways of White Folks), consider the titles of many
of Still’s works from the same period: Three Negro Songs, Darker America,
From the Black Belt, Africa, Afro-American Symphony, Ebon Chronicle, The
Black Man Dances. The most prominent common thread, one that deserves
further exploration, is their shared interest in and use of the blues.'* I would
suggest that their respective use of African American culture, very much
including the blues, bound them together in a way that their more obvi-
ous later political and personal differences tend to obscure. They shared
another bond: both were attacked by white critics for their stubborn in-
sistence on retaining vernacular elements and pursuing a kind of moder-
nity that avoided the deliberate complexity and obscurity of white avant-
garde music and poetry. Spirituals, not blues, were the elements of the
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past that were approved for rehabilitation by Harlem Renaissance critics.
Still and Hughes embraced the blues in similar ways, but the results of
their individual positions were slightly different. In Still’s case, critics made
almost no effort to understand the connection between his concert music
and his cultural heritage. Thus he found himself isolated from both black
and white critics by his commitment to the use of a blues-based aesthetic
in his concert music and operas. For many older black critics his involve-
ment with popular black musical theater, such as the landmark produc-
tion of Sissle and Blake’s Shuffle Along in 1921, placed him in a relatively
disreputable category; white critics readily sought out indications of Still’s
“commercial” work in his concert music and opera, charging him with a
lack of aesthetic purity. Similarly the critics often attacked Hughes for his
poetry's lack of “seriousness™ because of his use of vernacular language
and sources for his artistic production.

Some other differences between the men are important to point out.
Hughes had a gift for lyric poetry and used direct, unaffected language.
Still tended to downplay his most accessible work by allowing many of his
commercial song arrangements to appear anonymously or under the names
of others. He understated his commercial success and chose to concen-
trate on composing more extended concert works. He nevertheless used
a musical language that was, in relation to modernist concert music,
straightforward. Both chose a form of modernism, then, that was relatively
accessible to the public, and both were criticized as insufficiently “seri-
ous” as a result.

Each man was treated somewhat differently within his artistic medium.
American writers and their products were certainly stratified by market,
subject, and style, but the stratification of musical institutions was even
more rigid. Hughes was intent on establishing himself as a man of high-
class literature who used vernacular elements, but he had the example of
Walt Whitman to show that it could be done—at least if you were white.
Still had had extensive experience with musical theater on Broadway, and
was well aware that such productions were collective efforts in which the
composer’s contribution was often subordinated to the demands of pro-
ducers, directors, and performers. Moreover, he had recently watched as
the critics insisted that George Gershwin’s masterpiece, Porgy and Bess,
could not possibly be a “real” opera owing to Gershwin's long history of
Broadway successes. (It did not reach the Met for a half-century after its
introduction on Broadway in 1935.) Two other of his white contemporar-
ies. Virgil Thomson and Gian-Carlo Menotti, had chosen to produce their
operas on Broadway in view of the Met's dismal record on producing op-
eras by Americans and their shoddy treatment of the few operas they chose
to present, but Still seems to have rejected this alternative out of hand. He
had set his hat on getting his operas produced by the country's one major
opera company. the Metropolitan Opera. He was acutely aware of the dis-
tinction between musical comedy and opera with their class- and race-
based connotations, and intent on meeting the conventions and standards
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of opera as well as defeating the obvious racial barrier. Hughes was rather
less than convinced about the necessity for creating opera, but, not see-
ing a satisfactory alternative, was entirely willing to work with Still.

My discussion of the genesis of the libretto is based on four sources:

1. The typescript synopsis/scenario/partial libretto done by Hughes,
according to his annotation on the title page, "during my Guggenheim year,”
i.e. 1936, developed from the play produced the previous year.

2. The libretto printed for distribution at the 1949 production of the
opera. It is summarized in Table 1 of the introduction to this volume.

3. The piano-vocal score and full score prepared by Still for the pro-
duction, with the changes he (and Arvey) made after the production in-
corporated. (The changes are clear from a comparison with the published
libretto and the 1949 recording of the dress rehearsal.)

4. The Emperor of Haiti, a play by Hughes, in a version published in
1963.' Because it appeared so long after the opera, I will treat it as repre-
senting Hughes’s afterthoughts about the opera.

The changes from Hughes’s scenario to the actual structure of the li-
bretto for the first two acts are summarized for acts I and Il in Table 1
below. Hughes divided his act I into two scenes, the first in an abandoned
sugar mill and the second on a mountainside in the moonlight. In the first,
Dessalines exhorts the slaves to rebel, singing “Look, these are my scars

For which the whites must pay.” In the second they begin their march
on their white overlords; the chorus sings “To the hills! To the hills that
rise against the skies!” In the libretto, the two scenes are conflated. The
opening lullaby (“Little dark slave child”) expresses the slaves’ aspira-
tions, making Dessalines’s political oration unnecessary. Instead, they are
gathering to begin the revolt that very night. Azelia brings arms, making
her role more purposeful. Her duet with Dessalines is retained. Instead of
having one of the mulattos present criticize Dessalines for embracing
Azelia, the finished libretto calls for a discussion about whether Vuval
and Stenio, two mulattos who have formal education and have performed
less oppressive labor, should be allowed to join the rebellion. At the ad-
vice of Martel, the aged councillor who sings “Africa! | remember Africa”
and who reminds them that the mulattos too are slaves and that their
skills will be needed, they are allowed in. Hughes’s line “For which the
whites must pay” is removed and a voodoo ceremony is added as a pre-
lude to the dramatic closing chorus, “To the hills!”

Hughes’s act Il scenario consists of a single scene, which in the opera
becomes, with some changes, scene 2 of act II. Here Still and Hughes added
a new scene portraying the illiterate Dessalines trying to govern but
thwarted by his dependence on the literate, dishonest, and hostile Vuval.
In this scene Martel, who argues that they must trade with the hated French,
is given the aria " dream a world,” a text that Hughes added as they worked
and one he often read in public later on:
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I dream a world where man no other man will scorn,

Where love will bless the earth and peace its paths adorn.

[ dream a world where all will know sweet freedom’s way,
Where greed no longer sap the soul nor avarice blights our day.
A world I dream where black or white, whatever race you be,
Will share the bounties of the earth, and every man is free
Where wretchedness will hang its head And joy, like pear],
Attends the needs of all mankind. Of such I dream—

Our world!"

Dessalines then sings a duet with Claire, who has replaced the dis-
carded Azelia as his mistress. Vuval re-enters with letter for Dessalines to
sign. As Dessalines leaves, Martel warns him, “Glory is a passing thing,
Take care! Beware,” an almost inaudible fragment left from a longer lyric
in the synopsis. When both Dessalines and Martel are safely offstage, Claire
and Vuval enter. In an extended scene, they plot to overthrow Dessalines
and flee to Paris. The scene ends in a love duet, one of the opera’s cli-
maxes (and one of the spots for which Arvey produced the lyrics). This
scene, which gives added weight to Claire’s role in ending Dessalines’s
rule, does not appear in Hughes’s initial scenario.

Hughes’s act II, which became act II, scene 2, begins with two light
comic numbers reminiscent of Gilbert and Sullivan, a chorus of servants
whose lot depends on whims of the high and mighty, whether French or
African, followed by a procession of the ludicrously dressed and elabo-
rately titled new aristocracy. In the draft scenario, the night is spent in
dancing and debauchery, with suggestions of rebellion against Dessalines’s
megalomania. “I am the great Dessalines! | have covered my scars with
diamonds,” he sings in both versions. The finished libretto is more fo-
cused, with a brief early appearance by Azelia, an elaborate dance scene
in which a minuet is overwhelmed by African drumming both on and off-
stage to the dismay of the thoroughly Europeanized Claire. When he is
told the voodoo drums are far off and out of the court’s control, Dessalines
sings:

Silence! Listen to me!

| fought to make Haiti free.
Now we must make it great.
If you'll not help me willingly
Then I'll make you help me! .

The chorus has meanwhile indicated its resistance: “What? Work again?
Make slaves of us? No!" Martel's "Beware™ goes almost unheard. At this
inopportune moment, a messenger arrives to tell of the new rebellion.
The celebrants fade away. and Dessalines prepares to ride forth with only
one attendant, the same Popo who had helped organize the revolution at
the opening of the opera. The final lines are worth repeating. since they

are echoed in the conclusion to the opera as added by Still after the pro-
duction:
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