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Ever since the premiere of Einstein on the Beach at the Avignon Festival in 1976, 

Philip Glass has been hailed for his audacity, and considered among the most prolific 

and successful contemporary opera composers. Among his works, the Cocteau trilogy 

challenges the traditional definition of opera as a genre in that his Orph�ee (1993), 

La Belle et la Bête (1994), and Les Enfants terribles (1996) are based on films. This 

unusual—and at the time very new1—choice of sources for opera was linked by Glass 

to the fascinating concept of “rethink[ing] the relationship of opera to film.”2 What is 

at stake when adapting a film into opera? What are the possibilities for adaptation 

and how do film-based operas differ from conventional operatic production? In order 

to answer these questions, I will focus on the adaptation process and identify the fil-

mic components that remain in Glass’s operas. Given that film is formed of several 

medial elements (visual, sonic, literary), the result of the adaptation can vary signifi-

cantly, depending on which aspects of the film are retained and which are edited out.

Despite his operatic successes, Glass’s operas, like (post-)minimalist opera in 

general, have not been much researched. Robert F. Waters published in 2022 the 

first book dealing exclusively with Glass’s stage works from 1976 to the present 

day.3 His analysis, however, is based on different criteria from those presented here. 

This is also the case for the few existent articles on the operas of the Cocteau trilogy, 

which in general address only one work. As of today, the disembodiment of voice in 

La Belle et la Bête and the resulting issues of synchronization are the topics most dis-

cussed by musicologists.4 In this context, my focus on adaptation processes in film- 

based opera is new, even if I already addressed aspects of the topic in my previous 

work on Glass’s Orph�ee.5

Glass and Cocteau

Jean Cocteau (1889–1963), the French poet, playwright, novelist, designer, film-

maker, visual artist, and critic, is for Glass “one of the great writers of France.”6 

Glass has known Cocteau’s cinema since his youth, although his published 
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recollections vary. Sometimes he claims to have first seen Cocteau’s films in Paris in 

1954 when studying French,7 at other times in the 1960s when working with Nadia 

Boulanger.8 In his recent memoir, Glass situates this discovery in Chicago, probably 

between 1953 and 1956, when studying at the University of Chicago.9 Whatever the 

date, it was a revelation: 

Of all these films, the ones dearest to my heart were those of Jean Cocteau–in par-

ticular, Orph�ee, La Belle et la Bête, and Les Enfants Terribles . . . . They must have 

become lodged in my mind, safe and whole, because in the 1990s, when I under-

took a five-year experiment to reinvent the synchronicity of image and music in 

film, I chose these three films of Cocteau that I knew so well.10

What initially drew Glass’s attention to these three films as sources for operas was 

their themes: 

When I began work on the Cocteau trilogy, the first idea that governed my work was 

to bring out the underlying themes of the three films. They are best described as a 

pair of dualities–life/death and creativity being the first; and the ordinary world and 

the world of transformation and magic being the second. These topics are at the core 

of all three works and are explicitly put forward in the films. Whereas the first trilogy 

of operas (Einstein, Satyagraha, Akhnaten) was about the transformation of society 

through the power of ideas and not through the force of arms, this second trilogy 

from the 1990s revolves around the transformation of the individual—the moral 

and personal dilemmas of a person as opposed to a whole people or society. A corol-

lary to this is the way in which magic and the arts are used to transform the ordinary 

world into a world of transcendence. These three films of Cocteau are meant as a dis-

cussion, description, and instruction on creativity and the creative process.11

Cocteau’s themes attracted Glass but were far from new in the world of opera: “The 

story of Orph�ee may be the most famous and widely set story in the history of opera. 

Monteverdi, Gluck, and Offenbach are the first few that come to mind. There are 

plenty of modern ones besides . . . . The themes of love, life, death, and immortality 

are, for theatre composers and authors, just about irresistible.”12 Although less 

known, there are also several operatic adaptations of the fairy tale Beauty and the 

Beast, mostly based on Jean-François Marmontel’s libretto Z�emire et Azor (I am 

unaware of any opera based on Les Enfants terribles). It seems, therefore, that Glass’s 

interest was not sparked by the novelty or the contemporaneity of these topics but by 

the very personal way in which Cocteau approached them.

One reason for his choice lay in Cocteau’s writing, as Glass explained: 

One of the things that drew me to these films of Cocteau is the pacing of his writ-

ing. If you look at it, it is truly Shakespearean. He knows when to introduce a 
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character, he knows how to develop him, and he knows how many characters are 

needed. The real secret of writing operas is having a good libretto . . . . I chose the 

films of Cocteau because his sense of dramatic development was impeccable.13

Noteworthy here is the fact that Glass was attracted by the quality of the storytelling, 

understood in terms both of structure and of writing, in Cocteau’s films. It means 

that the literary aspect of Cocteau’s films was just as appealing as its visual or sound 

components. Style is indeed important for Glass, who kept the text in French in all 

three operas.14 This observation leads us to acknowledge the very different ways in 

which film can impact opera. And because Glass explained that “each of my 

approaches to the three films was different,” the Cocteau trilogy appears to be a par-

ticularly useful case study to demonstrate the complexity of the relations between 

film and opera in film-based operas.15

Filmic Components in Glass’s Orph�ee

The first opus of the Cocteau trilogy is based on Cocteau’s film Orph�ee (1950), and 

was premiered in Cambridge (Massachusetts) on May 14, 1993. Cocteau altered the 

well-known myth: Orpheus (played by Jean Marais) goes to the Underworld not only 

to seek his dead wife, Eurydice (Marie D�ea), but also to see again the beautiful 

Princess Death (Maria Casar�es), who is in love with him and who killed Eurydice 

out of jealousy. On the way back home, Orpheus becomes increasingly obsessed 

with a car radio broadcasting poetic sentences, while his wife and Heurtebise 

(François P�erier), the Princess’s chauffeur, fall in love. Eventually Orph�ee sees 

Eurydice in the wing mirror; as he is not allowed to look at her, she dies for the sec-

ond time. Shortly after, Orpheus is killed by friends of C�egeste (Edouard Dermit), a 

dead young poet, because Orpheus had published under his own name poems writ-

ten by C�egeste (who actually broadcast them from the Underworld). After Orpheus 

has been reunited with the Princess, she decides to sacrifice herself, thus rendering 

Orpheus immortal.

Glass chose this film for all the reasons laid out above but also, he explains, 

because it had a personal meaning: 

Not long after Candy’s death [Candy Jernigan, his third wife, who died in 1991, 

aged 39] . . ., I began writing Orph�ee . . . . It’s hard for me to believe now, but at the 

time I was working on Orph�ee I had no idea I was reproducing my own life. “No, it 

has nothing to do with Candy,” I said, when I was asked about it back then. But 

thinking back on it, how could it have been otherwise? In the story, the wife dies, 

the poet-musician Orpheus tries to save her, he almost succeeds, and then he 

loses her for eternity. I was in denial, and it wasn’t until much later on that I 

realized it.16

26 | delphine vincent 



The component of the Orph�ee film that attracted Glass was Cocteau’s screenplay: 

“For Orph�ee, I took the film script and treated it like a libretto. The movie is not 

shown—simply, the scenario of the movie is used to stage an opera, with the sing-

ers, sets, and lighting. The stage director doesn’t reference the film at all.”17 Glass 

does not use the visual component of Cocteau’s film and no stage directions refer to 

it. The staging is therefore different for each production because it is up to the stage 

director, who is at liberty to refer to Cocteau’s visual universe or not. Glass’s decision 

not to keep the visual component of Cocteau’s film affected not only the staging but 

also the composition of the music. As Glass explains, he “didn’t have to worry about 

fitting the libretto to the picture.”18 It meant that he was free in his musical writing, 

as he was not forced to keep to a given timing. This is an important aspect because 

singing takes more time than speaking. In the end, the staged version is about 

twenty minutes longer that than the film.19

Glass retained neither the visual nor the sound components of the film. Georges 

Auric’s (1899–1983) film soundtrack for Orph�ee was not an inspiration for Glass’s 

repetitive music. The film music could still have been influential in one place (I, 5), 

where Glass imitates the famous flute solo of Gluck’s Orph�ee et Eurydice. Glass, who 

is a flautist,20 obviously did not need Auric to remind him of the “Dance of the 

Blessed Spirits,” and the radio broadcasting Gluck’s opera is mentioned a few times 

in the screenplay.21 But Glass could nevertheless have been recalling the film: 

although it would seem more logical to quote Gluck’s Dance from the start of the 

piece, Glass begins with the central section of the piece, just as Auric had done in 

his arrangement.

Does the fact that the visual and sound components of Cocteau’s film are (quasi) 

absent from Glass’s opera mean that Glass could have composed the same opera 

without even having seen the film, working only from its screenplay? No, because 

Glass draws attention to the opera’s debt to another parameter of the film: “The only 

element which we actually kept from the film was the sense of the time, the tempo. 

I wanted to keep the film tempo in the opera. The transition from scene to scene 

occurs very quickly; I wanted no breaks between the scenes.”22 In the opera, the 

music rarely pauses but goes on (almost) continuously. Its pace is frenetic: some-

times because of its tempo, but mostly because of the repetition of motifs, which 

keeps the musical phrases constantly moving forward. Cocteau’s editing is decisive 

for Glass, but his music does not reproduce the effect of the editing. The pace of 

Cocteau’s film is largely determined by the frequency of cuts: a low frequency, which 

does not create a frantic atmosphere. In other words, aspects of the film which influ-

ence the work of the composer do not necessarily translate directly into the operatic 

score. In this case, Cocteau’s editing stimulates Glass’s creativity but the result is 

very different: the pace of the opera is frantic whereas that of the film is relatively 

slow. It would, in short, be impossible to notice this influence of the film on the 

opera if unaware of Glass’s statements.
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A Screenplay-based Opera

The film-based opera Orph�ee draws above all on the literary component of Cocteau’s 

film. Glass even claimed that “every line from the movie is included in the libretto, 

every scene from the movie is in the libretto, so in a real way, the libretto for the 

opera was by Cocteau.”23 This approach evokes the practice of Literaturoper, a term 

applied to an opera based, verbatim, on a pre-existing literary text. In Literaturoper 

the composer does not work with a libretto, i.e., a text which reformulates its literary 

source (or, though far less often, its original subject) to fit the technical requirements 

of a musical setting.24 Because Glass uses the screenplay, I have proposed elsewhere 

to define this type of adaptation as screenplay-based opera or, by analogy with the 

German Literaturoper, as Drehbuchoper.25 By retaining pre-eminently the literary 

dimension of a film, and opting for a classic adaptation process, Glass seems to take 

a traditional approach to opera despite using an unusual source. This idea is con-

firmed when looking more closely at the score. Contrary to what he asserts, Glass 

cuts a great number of lines (as is also often done in Literaturopern). He is obviously 

motivated here by the need to limit the length of the opera. As the process of cutting 

is never neutral, it is particularly interesting to study what is edited out.

As I have shown elsewhere, the cutting process serves several purposes.26 One 

is to eliminate descriptive lines that could restrict the stage director’s creativity. For 

example, Heurtebise says to Orph�ee “Entrez . . . par cette fenêtre qui vous est si 

commode pour sortir” (Come in . . . by this window, which is so convenient for you 

to go out through).27 These descriptive lines are not important to Glass, who does 

not use Cocteau’s visual setting. The removal of the cars and the car radio, which 

broadcasts messages from Death’s realm, seems to serve a similar purpose of not 

hindering the stage director’s creativity. It was actually a deeper problem for Glass: 

“When I first saw the film I thought: ‘Oh my God! How do I deal with the car, how 

can I bring this and this onstage?’”28 What is at stake here is more than creative 

staging; it is the difficulty or impossibility of transposing certain filmic situations 

onto the stage. As the cars and the car radio are central to Cocteau’s film, Glass 

could not simply cut every situation involving them. He has to adapt: for example, 

the two car crashes (I, 1; I, 9) occur offstage in the theater wings. In this way he 

gives full power to the spectator’s imagination and avoids non-credible action 

onstage. Adaptation is therefore necessary when an action cannot be cut. For 

example, in the film Eurydice dies for the second time when her husband sees her 

in the car’s wing mirror. In the opera, there is no car: Eurydice is about to touch 

Orph�ee’s cheek when he suddenly turns around and looks at her and provokes her 

second death (II, 7).

Differences between what is feasible in cinema and on the operatic stage result 

in some situations being difficult or impossible to transpose. It is not surprising to 

see that Glass removes dialogue that is related to special effects in the film. Some 
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characters can vanish into thin air and some lines refer to this supernatural event, 

such as C�egeste asking the Princess: “Madame . . . Est-ce que je pourrais disparâıtre 

et apparâıtre comme Heurtebise?” (Madam . . . Could I disappear and reappear like 

Heurtebise?)29

Glass is also forced to adapt the sequences that use numerous changes of camera 

angles and crosscutting editing. The latter is of course a technique native to screen 

media and impossible to implement onstage. At the beginning of the opera, Glass 

indicates in the stage directions two distinct places onstage instead of Cocteau’s 

crosscutting between the inside and the outside of the Caf�e and the square. As a 

result, the opera spectator sees the events simultaneously, whereas the film spectator 

sees them successively, which obviously represents a major difference in the story-

telling. Moreover, the desire for unity of place means that Glass has to restructure 

some sequences. For example, the film shows Orph�ee chasing the Princess while 

the Commissioner leads a cross-examination at the police station. Glass removes 

the crosscutting and locates the seventh scene of act 1 at the police station, while the 

eighth shows Orph�ee chasing the Princess. Unlike the film, Glass’s opera groups 

together all the actions which occur in the same place, producing two continuous 

scenes each taking place in a single location. By doing so Glass restores more con-

ventional spaces and follows operatic custom.

Glass is also confronted with meaningful close-ups, another component of cine-

matic grammar unavailable to the stage. In some sequences, Cocteau makes use of 

close-up to show the spectator something essential to the understanding of the plot. 

If this element is not communicated by spoken lines as well, it has to be adapted in 

order to make the action comprehensible. The postman brings an anonymous letter 

in Cocteau’s film and a close-up shows its content to the spectator. In this case, 

Glass has to make the writing audible and Orph�ee sings the words of the letter 

“Vous êtes un voleur et un assassin. Rendez-vous sur votre tombe.” (You are a thief 

and a murderer. We will meet on your grave.)30

Glass also has to deal with voice-over, often used by Cocteau in his film. Even if 

the voice-over could conceivably be kept in a Brechtian operatic dramaturgy, Glass 

chooses to cut or adapt it. Voice-over occurs notably when the Princess watches 

Orph�ee sleeping. Glass edits it out of the fifth scene of act 1: “Et, cette premi�ere nuit, 

la Mort d’Orph�ee vint dans sa chambre, le voir dormir. Le surlendemain . . . .”31 

(And this first night Orpheus’s Death came into his bedroom to see him sleeping. 

Two days later. . . .) The scene is merely instrumental, without any comment. Most 

of the time Glass cuts the voice-over, but when it is essential to understanding the 

plot he simply gives it to a character. This occurs only at the end of the opera. The 

voice-over of the film declaims: “La mort d’un po�ete doit se sacrifier pour le rendre 

immortel.” (The death of a poet must sacrifice itself to render him immortal.)32; and 

in the opera this key sentence is sung by the Princess. Glass also reallocates lines in 

another context. He chooses to reduce the number of protagonists, which is not 
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surprising as opera generally uses fewer characters than cinema. In some cases, his 

method is to merge characters: for example the three judges who become a single 

Judge, a role which also assimilates that of the court clerk.

Contrary to his assertions, Glass does not use Cocteau’s screenplay verbatim but 

largely edits it out. My survey of the cuts shows that most of the cutting or rearrange-

ment relates to cinematic devices in the screenplay in order to create a libretto better 

fitted to operatic convention. The result is an opera that treats the screenplay like 

any other textual source. Glass’s modifications allowed him to return to a classic 

operatic dramaturgy. Cocteau’s Orph�ee was nothing more for Glass than a good and 

well-written story; he did not use Cocteau’s film in order to develop a cinematic 

dramaturgy. In this light, one understands better why Glass has not openly acknowl-

edged that he made an adaptation of Cocteau’s work. By insisting on his Werktreue 

to Cocteau’s film, he was able to support the absolute novelty of his dramaturgical 

approach.

Filmic Components in Glass’s La Belle et la Bête

The second opus of Glass’s Cocteau trilogy is based on Cocteau’s film La Belle et la 

Bête (1946) and was premiered in Sevilla on June 4, 1994. Cocteau adapts Jeanne- 

Marie Leprince de Beaumont’s well-known fairy tale. Belle (played by Josette Day) is 

a good young girl, who does not aspire to wealth and glory like her two evil sisters, 

Ad�elaı̈de (Nane Germon) and F�elicie (Mila Par�ely). When her father (Marcel Andr�e) 

believes that fortune is coming, Belle only asks for a rose. Unfortunately, he picks it 

in the Beast’s garden and is sentenced to death by the Beast (Jean Marais). Belle 

offers to take his place. The Beast proposes every night but is refused by Belle even 

if she becomes fond of him. When her father is dying, the Beast allows her to go 

back home. Her brother, Ludovic (Michel Auclair), and her suitor, Avenant (Jean 

Marais), decide to go into the Beast’s realm to kill it and steal its treasures. Avenant 

is killed during the process and becomes the Beast, while Belle looks at the Beast 

with love and frees him from his curse. Turned into a beautiful young Prince, he 

flies with his lover into his kingdom, where they live happily ever after.

Glass’s opera for ensemble and film offers a totally different experience from 

Orph�ee. In La Belle et la Bête, Cocteau’s film is projected silently as a backdrop, while 

the performers who sing the film dialogue and the orchestra are positioned in front 

of the screen. Glass’s music replaces Auric’s original score. In La Belle et la Bête, 

Glass kept the visual and literary components of Cocteau’s film but retained nothing 

of the soundtrack.

For Glass, this mixed-media work challenges the very identity of opera, and goes 

beyond the great divide between high and low arts. He explained: “‘I don’t want to 

sound pretentious . . . but I think I can help to bring film back from the commercial 

world to the world of art and at the same time help to revitalize opera.’”33 
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Challenging the traditional high/lowbrow association of opera and cinema was not 

Glass’s only concern. He also aimed to revamp opera: “‘I’m trying to find ways to 

bring a very traditional art form back to life in our times . . . . ‘Not just me; others 

are, too. We’re trying to make opera again an important art form of our time.’”34

During the same decade, opera composers were indeed looking for contemporary 

subjects. Some composers were using news events, such as John Adams in The Death 

of Klinghoffer (1991), based on the hijacking of the passenger liner Achille Lauro by the 

Palestine Liberation Front in 1985. Stories of celebrities, too, attracted composers: 

Marilyn Monroe’s life is told in Ezra Laderman’s Marilyn (1993), and Jacqueline 

Onassis’s in Michael Daugherty’s Jackie O (1997). Thomas Ad�es resorted to the sex 

scandal and highly mediatized divorce in 1963 of Margaret Campbell, Duchess of 

Argyll, in Powder Her Face (1995). Glass’s path to revitalizing opera is quite different: 

Beauty and the Best is a classic fairy tale, but the mixed-media presentation is quite 

innovative. In Glass’s La Belle et la Bête, it is the operatic form that is brand new.

As Glass explained, this unique way of conjugating opera and cinema challenged 

the audience’s habits: 

This presentation had some surprising and unexpected results. We soon discovered 

that the audiences, for almost the first eight minutes, simply didn’t understand 

what was happening. They could see the film and the singers, but it took that long 

for them to understand that the voices of the singers had become the voices of the 

actors on the screen. There was a learning curve taking place and it happened with-

out fail at every performance. Then, at almost exactly eight minutes into the film, 

the entire audience actually “saw it.” There could often be a collective audible 

intake of breath when that happened. From that instant on, the live singers and the 

filmed actors had merged into a double personae and stayed that way right through 

to the end of the singing and the last image of the film.35

As Jeongwon Joe noticed, “This radical use of cinematic images creates an intrigu-

ingly strong tension between the operatic voice and the cinematic bodies, between 

the live and reproduced, between stage and screen.”36 Joe interprets this disruption 

of “the traditional unity between the voice and the body” as speaking “of the frag-

mentary and decentered subject privileged in postmodern art”37 and liberating “the 

body from traditional constraints of emotional and psychological representation.”38 

Most researchers working on Glass’s La Belle et la Bête comment on this disembodi-

ment of the singer’s voices. Among them, Jelena Novak likened it to a ventriloquist 

“who takes someone else’s ‘dummy’ (moving images of Cocteau’s film in this 

case) . . . [in order] to create the illusion that the singing is produced by the charac-

ters of silent film.”39

John Richardson underlined a consequence of this disembodiment: 

“Undoubtedly Glass’s opera conforms to an aesthetic of montage and audiovisual 
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counterpoint, which is implied primarily through the looseness of the audiovisual 

contract.”40 Nevertheless, Joe affirmed that “Glass restored to music a signifying 

function that Cocteau has refused” with his application of accidental synchroniza-

tion.41 In fact, even if Cocteau claimed otherwise,42 James Deaville and Simon 

Wood argued convincingly that “[Auric’s] music was composed to match not only 

Cocteau’s general poetic intent, but to synchronize with dramatic and technical con-

figurations of numerous specific scenes.”43 They added: “Auric employs a series of 

themes and motives in the development of the score . . . . His motives are not simply 

used to evoke particular characters, but to project that character’s emotions, and 

states of mind—most importantly, the love that develops within Belle for the 

Beast.”44 Glass made use of the same technique, but linked it to traditional opera 

standards: 

I wanted to use some of the techniques found in traditional operas whereby a 

musical theme is linked to a person: when a character appears, their music is 

heard. This is the traditional operatic system of leitmotifs. There was a theme for 

Belle and a theme for La Bête. There was a theme for when they are together and 

another for when they’re traveling toward each other. As the opera progresses, 

those themes return. That was the chosen musical strategy of the film.45

The end of his statement makes it clear that Glass is perfectly aware that Auric used 

the same technique in his film music. Moreover, Glass arguably has too much expe-

rience with the film industry not to know that leitmotifs (or more exactly recurrent 

motifs) are very common in films as well. Auric’s music could therefore have been 

as much a stimulant for this aspect of Glass’s score as operatic tradition. In addition 

to this possible influence, one element of the film’s soundtrack is kept, as Novak 

underlines: 

When Glass decided to remove the existing soundtrack of the movie, diegetic 

sound left the soundtrack, too; however, the unique roar of the Beast from the film 

was kept in Glass’s opera, and it unexpectedly shows a sound rupture between 

human and inhuman. The monstrous is here restaged from film to opera, from 

speaking to singing, and the roaring voice is kept as a proof of the non-human, ani-

mal, monster within the human.46

Glass’s insistence on his use of traditional operatic techniques supported his claim 

to “help to bring film back from the commercial world to the world of art.”47 

Acknowledging the potential influence of film-music techniques would have under-

mined this assertion. The result is that Glass seems, unfortunately, to concur with 

those who think of film music as an inferior musical genre, even though the com-

poser himself wrote a considerable number of soundtracks.
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Lip-sync and Dialogue Adaptation

Silencing a film and replacing its dialogue with singing is challenging. As I have 

already noted, singing takes more time than speaking, and so lines must be cut to 

allow the singing to finish when the filmic character stops speaking (or more exactly 

in a silenced film a character stops opening his/her mouth). Doing so is problem-

atic, however, because it will result in loose synchronization, which is often inter-

preted as a fault in technique. As Joe notes: 

Cocteau’s Belle was an especially good choice for an operatic adaptation because it 

has little dialogue. Moreover, Cocteau’s dialogue is stylized rather than naturalistic 

without much simultaneous talking by more than one character. This is an advant-

age for an operatic adaptation in terms of the clarity of the text. Cocteau’s film is 

already filled with abundant background music by George [sic] Auric, used mostly 

for silent scenes without spoken dialogue, and thus allowing much room for oper-

atic reworking.48

Novak adds: “The enunciation time of the spoken dialogue, especially between the 

principal characters, seems closer in their rapidity to the enunciation time of singing 

than to that of speech, allowing the composer to bridge the gap between the sung 

and spoken body more easily.”49 In fact, the rapidity of enunciation differs greatly 

depending on which character is speaking. The flow of dialogue from Belle’s sisters 

is fast, and they repeatedly interrupt each other. The Beast, by contrast, speaks 

slowly. Glass is therefore not faced with the same problems of timing for each 

character.

Even if Glass was concerned with synchronization, he was also aware that any-

body watching a dubbed film is dealing with loose synchronization: 

It seems my time working on doublage in Paris in the 1960s . . . had been more 

useful than I had ever anticipated. I knew from those years that the synchroniza-

tion of image and sound did not have to be 100 percent throughout. In fact, all that 

was needed was a good moment of synchronization every twenty to thirty seconds. 

After that, the spectator’s own mind would arrange everything else. This gave a lot 

of flexibility in placing the sound on the lips. I also knew that words beginning 

with labial consonants such as m, v, or b in English and associated with the lips 

being closed were the best for those “synch” moments.50

Despite using this lip-sync technique, Glass was forced to cut some lines. Here 

again there is a conflict with Glass’s memoir, where he claims that he assured the 

representative of the Cocteau estate, Edouard Dermit (who played the roles of 

C�egeste in Orph�ee and of Paul in Les Enfants terribles) that it would be unnecessary to 

outline cuts: “Nothing from the movie was cut. No changes were made.”51 Glass’s 
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statement and the fact that the film is shown in full seem to indicate that all the lines 

are sung. A closer look at the score, however, reveals that this is not the case. The 

cuts are fewer than in Orph�ee but nevertheless frequent. Here again, Glass’s insist-

ence on his Werktreue to Cocteau’s film is a way of highlighting the absolute novelty 

of his dramaturgical approach and emphasizing his compositional abilities in the 

face of so many difficulties.

Glass manages, however, to make the majority of cuts imperceptible to the spec-

tator who is not reading the screenplay while watching the show. He often edits out 

lines spoken by a character offscreen. For example, Avenant says in the film: “Etes- 

vous folle? Nous irons avec Ludovic et nous tuerons cette �epouvantable bête.” (Are 

you mad? Ludovic and I will go and we’ll kill this terrible beast).52 Glass cuts “Etes- 

vous folle?” but it is impossible to realize this without the screenplay as Avenant is 

offscreen when saying it. He obtains the same result when a character is hidden by 

another. For example, F�elicie is not seen when saying “Vous trâınez, vous dormez 

debout, vous avez bu” (You dawdle. You are asleep on your feet. You have been 

drinking) because a footman is standing in front of her, allowing Glass to cut 

“debout” unnoticed.53

Other situations offer no indication that the character is currently speaking, par-

ticularly when filmed from behind, such as Belle when saying: “Je ne peux vivre 

sans aller voir mon p�ere. Je vous supplie de me le permettre.” (I cannot live another 

day without seeing my father again. I beg you to allow it.)54 Thanks to this framing, 

Glass’s cutting of “Je vous supplie de me le permettre” is imperceptible. A similar 

case is La Bête speaking while only his paws are being filmed: “Encore! ‘La Bête’ 

vous ordonne de vous taire. Vous avez vol�e mes roses et vous mourrez. A moins . . .

A moins . . . qu’une de vos filles . . . Combien en avez-vous?” (Again! The Beast 

orders you to remain silent. You have stolen my roses and you will die. Unless . . .

Unless . . . one of your daughters . . . . How many do you have?).55 Glass cuts the rep-

etition of “�a moins.”

Another aspect of framing also allows Glass to edit out lines: in the long shots 

the details of the characters cannot be seen. It is therefore not possible to read the 

words on their lips. For example, Belle and La Bête are walking in the garden and 

seen in a long shot. Belle says: “Je n’ai plus faim la Bête, et je pr�ef�ere me promener 

avec vous.” (I am not hungry anymore, Beast, and I would rather take a walk with 

you).56 In Glass’s score, she sings only: “Je pr�ef�ere me promener avec vous.”

Even if Glass was not able to avoid editing out some lines spoken by characters 

in close-up, for example when Belle’s tears change into diamonds, the previous 

examples show the meticulous care he took when cutting lines. That said, one has 

to add that Glass did not make use of the possibilities offered by offscreen or distant 

characters only to reduce lines. He also used them to group together certain lines 

that are spoken by different characters in the film. For example, Ad�elaı̈de and F�elicie 

are offscreen at the beginning of the film. Ad�elaı̈de exclaims “Oh, celle-l�a!” (Oh, that 
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girl!) and F�elicie answers “Tu la connais, elle ne sait rien faire.” (You know her, she 

can’t do anything right.)57 In Glass’s score, Ad�elaı̈de sings: “Oh, celle-l�a. Elle ne sait 

rien faire.” Glass not only cuts a few words but also gives all the lines to Ad�elaı̈de. 

This grouping gives him more time to develop his music. This process appears a 

few times, generally for the two sisters, whose exchanges are rapid in Cocteau’s 

film. Editing out is therefore more than a means of solving certain synchronization 

issues; it also gives more liberty for composing. Only the visual part of Cocteau’s La 

Belle et la Bête is therefore fully kept: the literary part is, even with the film being pro-

jected, slightly modified. Nevertheless, Glass’s La Belle et la Bête proposes a new way 

of creating opera by subjecting it to the logic of film and thus making it cinematic.

Filmic Components in Glass’s Les Enfants terribles

The final opus of the trilogy, Les Enfants terribles, was premiered in Zug on May 18, 

1996. It is a dance opera based on Cocteau’s novel (1929), which was adapted into 

film by the author and shot by Jean-Pierre Melville in 1950. Cocteau was reluctant to 

film his novel himself: “I had decided never to make a film of the Les Enfants terribles 

novel. The book had found its path and his legend . . . . I suddenly changed my 

mind when Melville offered to take it on. He was new, not encumbered with routine 

. . . . He agreed to follow me, to not change the work.”58

Les Enfants terribles tells the story of the siblings Elisabeth (played by Nicole 

St�ephane) and Paul (Edouard Dermit), who are left to themselves as their father is 

dead and their mother (Maria Cyliakus) ill. Paul is obsessed with a schoolmate 

Dargelos (Ren�ee Cosima), who injures him by throwing a snowball with a stone 

inside it. Paul is then too ill to go back to school and the room he shares with his sis-

ter becomes the center of their world. They play the Game, in which the winner is 

the one who has the last word, and are strongly bonded. G�erard (Jacques Bernard), 

Paul’s schoolmate, is enthralled by the siblings and spends a lot of time with them. 

After their mother dies, the siblings go to the seaside with G�erard and his uncle 

(Roger Gaillard). When they return, Elisabeth takes a job as a model and meets 

Agathe (Ren�ee Cosima), who is the spitting image of Dargelos. She marries Michael 

(Melvyn Martin), a wealthy American, who dies before their honeymoon. The four 

protagonists move into Michael’s large house inherited by Elisabeth. Paul realizes 

that he is in love with Agathe, but Elisabeth, who refuses to share her brother, inter-

cepts his love letter. As Agathe is also in love with Paul, Elisabeth manages to manip-

ulate everybody and eventually Agathe marries G�erard. G�erard meets Dargelos, who 

sends some poison to Paul for the treasure he keeps with Elisabeth. This childish 

treasure contains many trifles but its showpiece is a gun. Out of despair, Paul kills 

himself by taking the poison. Elisabeth chooses to follow him into death and shoots 

herself.
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In Les Enfants terribles, Glass’s approach is different from the previous operas of 

the Cocteau trilogy: “In my rethinking of this film as an opera, I sought to introduce 

dance into the mix. Dance was the only modality of theater that had not yet been 

addressed in the trilogy and was the one with which I had had the most direct work-

ing experience.”59 Glass took care to develop a new adaptation strategy for each 

opera of the trilogy and this one was very challenging as the film does not contain 

dance. It meant that the visual element would be different, and one might expect 

the literary element to be modified because dance would change the way the story is 

told.

According to Glass, the soundtrack, on the other hand, proved stimulating: 

“With Les enfants terribles what I did was [a] little bit different. If you might remem-

ber the original score was the Concerto for Four Harpsichords by Johann Sebastian 

Bach. So I decided to do a multi keyboard piece, and I use three pianos.”60 In the 

film, Bach’s Concerto is of course played by four pianos, as it was the custom in 

1950. The film music therefore suggested the instrumentation to Glass: the singers 

are accompanied by only three pianos. Glass’s music is obviously quite different 

from Bach’s. It shares, however, some principles with Baroque writing, mostly the 

motivic repetition which creates an endless forward motion. This is not insignifi-

cant, as Melville used Bach’s concerto to express how, in Cocteau’s terms, “fate 

moves forward with its light and implacable walk.”61 Using different means, Glass’s 

music similarly creates a sensation of relentlessness.

Even if Glass’s score mentions “adapted from the work of Jean Cocteau,”62 the 

previous statements show that Glass worked with the film rather than the novel, as 

the film music is the main influence on his musical writing and was obviously 

absent from the novel.63 It is not surprising that the music of the film made an 

impression on Glass. In Melville’s film, the dialogue is mostly spoken during 

sequences without music. Music often appears in sequences without speech or 

sometimes with Cocteau’s voice-over decoding what is happening: it is therefore 

very audible and powerful.

A Dance Opera

When choosing to compose a dance opera, Glass decided to “add movement and 

‘interpretation’ to the film.”64 His adaptation, made in collaboration with the 

American choreographer and dancer Susan Marshall, is radical, the number of char-

acters being reduced to five (Elisabeth, Paul, G�erard, Agathe, and Dargelos). The 

mother, G�erard’s uncle, the headteacher, the servant, the doctor, the salespersons, 

the manager of the clothes shop, and even Michael are edited out. This reduction of 

the number of characters means that some capital lines need to be reallocated—for 

example those spoken by Michael, sung in the opera by Elisabeth.
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Moreover, Glass uses only four singers: the mezzo soprano sings both the 

Agathe and Dargelos roles. In doing so, Glass follows Melville’s film and not 

Cocteau’s opinion on the subject: “Melville insisted on entrusting his [Dargelos’s] 

part and Agathe’s part to the same girl. But, Dargelos is such a male character . . .

that no female actor’s talent would suffice to make it plausible.”65 He added else-

where that “he would have preferred to entrust [Dargelos and Agathe’s parts] to two 

young artistes of similar types.”66 By following the same distribution of roles as the 

film, Glass is able to score for each vocal type, including two female and two male 

voices: Lise is a soprano, Agathe/Dargelos a mezzo soprano, G�erard a tenor, and 

Paul a baritone.

Glass and Marshall also cut numerous sequences, notably the train journey to 

the sea and the holidays. By doing so, they centered the action in Elisabeth and 

Paul’s room, which is already essential in Cocteau’s narrative and described as “the 

Room.” Combined with the reduction of the number of characters, this concentra-

tion of the action in the Room exacerbates the intimist quality of Cocteau’s drama.

There are also many cuts in the lines of the four protagonists, but there is no 

rewriting. Cocteau’s style is, as in Orph�ee, preserved. In some places, the cuts require 

lines to be rearranged. For example, the seventh scene in the opera opens with the 

first lines of the corresponding film sequence (from “N’ouvrez pas la bouche 

G�erard, vous diriez des bêtises” [Don’t open your mouth, G�erard, you talk nonsense] 

to “On ne vous mangera pas” [We won’t eat you]). Then the lines are taken from the 

end of the sequence (from “Ecoutez, G�erard, il veut un lustre” [Listen, G�erard, he 

wants a chandelier] to “Je refuse de vivre avec ce malotru” [I refuse to live with this 

brute]). At this point, Glass and Marshall go back to the lines they had skipped 

(from “Ecoutez, les enfants” [Listen, kids] to “Oh, les ignobles, les lâches, frappez 

une femme!” [Viles, Cowards! Hitting a woman!]). The scene ends with the same 

lines as the film sequence (from “Maman, elle m’a gifl�e” [Mum, she slapped me] to 

“Paul! Arrive! Je crois que maman est morte” [Paul! Come here! I think mother is 

dead]).67 This rearrangement of lines was made necessary by a cut in the dialogue, 

as G�erard reacts to a premonitory sentence written on the mirror “Le suicide est un 

p�ech�e mortel” (Suicide is a mortal sin) and is reprimanded by Elisabeth and Paul for 

his curiosity.68

In addition, the elimination of certain characters means that lines are not only 

reordered within a scene but also moved from one sequence to another. In 

Cocteau’s film, Elisabeth takes care of Paul, then the doctor comes and examines 

Paul; the doctor speaks with Elisabeth, who resumes looking after Paul. As the doc-

tor does not appear in the opera, Glass and Marshall have to move some lines.69 A 

voice-over comment (“Aucune gêne n’existait entre la sœur et le fr�ere . . . .” [There 

was no embarrassment between brother and sister . . .]) in the last sequence is 

moved to the very beginning of the fourth scene.70
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Despite the numerous cuts, Glass and Marshall keep most of the voice-over spo-

ken by Cocteau in the film, explaining the actions and emotions of the characters or 

even announcing what is going to occur. It means that Glass did not follow the 

same route as in Orph�ee, which edits out most of the voice-over. This is probably 

linked to the goal assigned to dance: 

Each character of the film is first performed by a singer, then by three dancers, 

which makes four performers for one character. For the audience, the work is 

played on four different levels. Each performer presents an acting style slightly dis-

tinct from the others. It is like watching an unedited film, like being asked a ques-

tion and giving a single answer even though you have two or three in your head. 

Les Enfants terribles takes us to that moment in time just before you choose one 

answer from so many that come to mind. It is a non-selective reinterpretation of 

the film: there are multiple possibilities when the characters meet.71

From this viewpoint, the voice-over, presented as objective and a kind of voice of des-

tiny, offers another layer of possible interpretation.

The substantial cutting and reordering of the dialogue, like the editing-out of 

characters and sequences, is similar to Glass’s approach in Orph�ee and helps create 

a more “operatic” dramaturgy. Les Enfants terribles is, however, quite different in the 

end because of the dance. Thanks to dance, Glass and Marshall offer multiple inter-

pretations of the characters and their actions. In doing so, they incorporate into the 

opera a characteristic of Melville’s film. In the film, some shots remain on the same 

character during a dialogue, thus making it impossible to see the reactions of the 

other characters. Conversely, some sequences mostly show reactions and do not 

reveal the emotions of the character who is speaking. With this framing and editing, 

Melville arouses the curiosity of the spectator, who is forced to imagine motivations 

and reactions. The device increases the number of possible readings of the story, 

and in the opera the dancers do the same.

Conclusion

When discussing with his French friends his idea of basing operas on Cocteau’s 

films, Glass had to defend Cocteau from the accusation of being a “populist and a 

dilettante, because he did drawings, he wrote books, and he made movies.”72 His 

answer was: “‘What he was doing was looking at one subject—creativity—through 

different lenses.’”73 This affirmation also applies to Glass’s attitude toward film- 

based opera: his Cocteau trilogy shows the many possibilities for adapting a film 

into opera.

The richness of film components does indeed offer numerous choices to com-

posers. Depending on which elements are kept and which are edited out, the 
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difficulties for the composer are different. For example, keeping the silenced film as 

in La Belle et la Bête implies a given length for the music, which is not the case when 

the visual is simply cut as in Orph�ee and Les Enfants terribles. The way the adaptation 

is realized is also crucial as the cuts are not neutral. Glass’s adaptation of Cocteau’s 

Orph�ee shows that cutting can be used to remove all the elements that are problem-

atic in conventional operatic dramaturgy. Glass’s different approaches to the voice- 

over in Orph�ee and Les Enfants terribles confirm that different adaptation options exist 

for each film parameter.

It is therefore not possible to anticipate what will be kept from the film in a film- 

based opera and in what ways the film will be present in the opera. This observation 

leads to a difficulty for the researcher. The terms “film-based opera” and “opera 

based on film” encompass very different realities. Including a corpus of operas 

under this same banner could give the false impression that they can be directly 

compared. Yet the very different ways in which Glass adapts the three films high-

light the difficulty of comparing them. What is at stake for the composer is not the 

same depending on the adaptation choices, and the risk of false equivalences is 

high. It is for this reason that I advocate the creation of subcategories in film-based 

opera, and especially for the introduction of the “screenplay-based opera” tag.

The problem is even more complex in that some film-based operas exist in differ-

ent versions. As Glass explains, La Belle et la Bête “is sometimes performed without 

the film . . . or it can be performed with the film in which I synchronized the sounds 

of the words with the movements of the lips of the people on the screen.”74 When 

Glass’s La Belle et la Bête is performed without the film projection, it becomes a 

screenplay-based opera. It is not, however, fully comparable with Orph�ee, which was 

freely composed. Even if the visual part of Cocteau’s film is not present in this new 

version of Glass’s La Belle et la Bête, it affected the way Glass composed the music. A 

comparison of the vocal melodies for example in the two operas should take into 

consideration the original constraints Glass was facing.

Staging can also influence perceptions of a film-based opera: some stage direc-

tors of Orph�ee refer to Cocteau’s film, for example Francesca Zambello at the 

American Repertory Theater in 1993,75 or even show clips from the original film, as 

Netia Jones did at the London Coliseum in 2019.76 These stagings could give the 

impression that Glass’s intention was to make visual reference to Cocteau’s film. 

This is not the case, as becomes very clear when looking at the parts of the screen-

play that were removed.

As for Les Enfants terribles, it is not always staged as a dance opera, as in 

St�ephane V�erit�e’s production in Op�era national de Bordeaux in 2011.77 The impres-

sion of conventionality or avant-gardism of these three operas is highly dependent 

on the staging options. For example, Jones’s staging of Orph�ee could suggest that 

Glass’s opera is more innovative than it really is because it hides the fact that the 

film is adapted in such a way as to produce a traditional operatic dramaturgy. This 
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aspect is also important regarding the high/low divide and Glass’s ambition to 

revamp opera. The original version of his La Belle et la Bête challenges the very idea 

of what an opera is. The version without the film projection offers a more conven-

tional vision of opera and cannot contribute in the same way to revitalizing the 

genre.

Glass presented his Cocteau trilogy as “a project of exploration of the connec-

tions between cinema and theatre.”78 This exceptionally diverse and thought- 

provoking corpus highlights the potential for film to stimulate opera and open up 

many routes for its future. That many composers have explored this potential in the 

wake of the Cocteau trilogy of the 1990s suggests a fascinating new phase of opera 

history.
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