FULL SCORE

THE LEADER

a chamber opera
for five singers and ensemble

Music: Karim Al-Zand
Libretto: Eugene Ionesco






SYNOPSIS

The Announcer and two Admirers are chasing the Leader. Apparently, the Leader is nearby but the trio
always seems to arrive a moment too late. Though he eludes them, they yearn to be in his presence. They
fervently worship him from afar, following his every action with rapt attention. Meanwhile, two Lovers court
each other and profess their mutual affection. Finally, the Leader approaches, the anticipation builds and the
Lovers are swept up in the frenzy. The Leader is coming: his imminent arrival is hailed with increasing zeal.

PROGRAM NOTE

On its surface, Eugene Ionesco’s The Leader is a comedy. Its situations are farcical, its action is madcap,
and its cast is full of outrageous caricatures worthy of opera buffa. The Announcer and Admirers, in their
fawning adulation, repeat the same words over and over again: platitudes and banalities echoed by mindless
followers. Their veneration is preposterous, yet their unquestioning fervor seems all too familiar... As is
common in the so-called “theater of the absurd,” The Leader achieves its effect not through plot machination
or character development, but through exaggerated parody, a kind of irony that forces us to reckon with our
own sense of the world and its predicaments. It was published in 1953, six years before the playwright’s best
known work, Rhinoceros, but shares with the later work its satirical tone, allegorical character and underlying
political critique. Together the plays are often read as a commentary on the rise of fascism in the lead-up to
World War II, and a mockery of its dangerously charismatic leaders. But the cautionary message of Ionesco’s
play is as relevant today as ever. The Leader lays bare the cult of personality which accompanies despotism.
It inveighs against mob mentality and mass conformity. The cloud of uncertainty with which the play ends
shows us the result of such tendencies, and serves as a rallying cry for reason and individual thinking.

SETTING

Modern day. The backdrop is a city scene, but somewhat abstracted: a street “corner” with two walls angled
inwards and a gap upstage center. There are several large objects on stage (suitable for characters to hide
behind), which might represent a car, telephone pole, trash bin, etc. The two walls are papered with posters,
advertisements, playbills, etc. The opera takes place within this single stage setting, and is performed without
discrete scene breaks.



CAST

Announcer (lyric baritone)
An on-camera, reporter-in-the-field type

Male Admirer (baritone)
Female Admirer (mezzo-soprano)
Followers of the Leader

Male Lover (tenor)
Female Lover (soprano)
Young Lovers

The Leader (non-speaking)

INSTRUMENTATION

Flute (doubles Piccolo)
Bb Clarinet (doubles A, Eb Clarinet)
Bb Cornet
Trombone
Percussion (1 player)
vibraphone, xylophone, glockenspiel, snare drum, hi-hat cymbals
pedal bass drum, triangle, suspended cymbal, sizzle cymbal
Violin I
Violin II
Viola
Cello
Contrabass

DURATION

approx. 35 minutes



LIBRETTO
adapted from The Leader «Le Maitre» (1953) by Eugéne lonesco

Setting: a city street corner
Prologue
[Announcer enters, running]
ANNOUNCER: There he is! There he is! There he is! At the end of the street!
[Admirers enter, running]
ANNOUNCER: There’s the leader! He’s coming, he’s coming nearer!
ADMIRERS: Nearer!
Trio (moto perpetuo)
ANNOUNCER: It’s better if he doesn't see us... Watch out!
ADMIRERS: Watch out!
ANNOUNCER: Hooray! The leader! The leader! Long live the leader! The leader! Hooray! Bravo!
ADMIRERS: Hooray! Bravo!
ANNOUNCER: Ah! Too bad! He’s going away!... Follow me, quickly! After him!
[Announcer and Admirers exit quickly]
Duo (Serenade)
[Female Lover enters, idling, Male Lover enters, notices her. |
MALE LOVER: Forgive me, Madame, or should I say Mademoiselle?
FEMALE LOVER: I beg your pardon, I'm afraid I don’t happen to know you!
MALE LOVER: And I'm afraid I don’t know you either!
FEMALE LOVER: Then neither of us knows each other.
MALE LOVER: Exactly. We have something in common. It means that between us there is a basis

of
understanding on which we can build the edifice of our future.

FEMALE LOVER: That leaves me cold, I'm afraid.

MALE LOVER: Oh! my darling, I adore you!

FEMALE LOVER: Darling, so do I!

MALE LOVER: I'm taking you with me. Darling, we'll get married straight away.
[They exit hand in hand]

[Announcer and Admirers enter]
ANNOUNCER: But... the leader swore that hed be passing here.
MALE ADMIRER: Are you absolutely sure about that?



FEMALE ADMIRER: Are we really on his way?

ANNOUNCER: Yes, yes. He should have passed by here, it was marked on the festival program.
MALE ADMIRER: Did you actually see it yourself and hear it with your own eyes and ears?
ANNOUNCER: He told someone! Someone else.

MALE ADMIRER: But who? Who was this someone else?

FEMALE ADMIRER: Was it a reliable person? A friend of yours?

ANNOUNCER: A friend of mine who I know very well. That’s him now! There he is! Hip, hip!

Hooray! Hide yourselves! There he is! Hide yourselves!

Trio
ANNOUNCER: The leader’s coming. He approaches. He’s bending. He's unbending.
ADMIRERS: [leader’s coming]
ANNOUNCER: He's jumping. He’s crossed the river.
ADMIRERS: [he’s jumping]
ANNOUNCER: They’re shaking his hand. He sticks out his thumb.
ADMIRERS: [They’re shaking his hand. He sticks out his thumb.]
ANNOUNCER: Can you hear? They’re laughing.
ADMIRERS: [Can you hear? ha, ha ha, ha!]
ANNOUNCER: Ah...! They're giving him a box of tools. What’s he going to do with them? Ah...!

He's signing autographs. The leader is stroking a hedgehog, a superb hedgehog! The crowd ap-
plauds. He’s dancing with the hedgehog in his hand.

ADMIRERS: [He’s dancing. He’s dancing with the hedgehog in his hand.]
ANNOUNCER: He’s being photographed with his dancer in one hand and the hedgehog in the

other...He greets the crowd...He spits a tremendous distance.

FEMALE ADMIRER: Is he coming past here?

MALE ADMIRER: Are we really on his route?

FEMALE ADMIRER: Is he coming in our direction?

ANNOUNCER: Quite. and don’t move, you're spoiling everything.

FEMALE ADMIRER: But even so...

ANNOUNCER: Keep quiet, I tell you! Didn’t I tell you hed promised that he had fixed his itiner-

ary himself... Hooray! Hooray! Long live the leader! Long live, long live the leader! Long live,
long live, long live the leader!

ADMIRERS: Hooray! Long live the leader!
ANNOUNCER: Quiet! You two, calm down! You're spoiling everything!



Trio
ANNOUNCER: Hooray! Hooray! Long live the leader! He’s changing his shirt. He disappears

behind a red screen. He reappears! He’s changing his shirt. He disappears behind a red screen. He
reappears! Bravo! Bravo! Long live the leader!

ADMIRERS: [Long live the leader!]

ANNOUNCER: He’s putting his tie on. He’s reading his newspaper and drinking his morning cof-
fee! Hooray! Hooray! Long live leader!

ADMIRERS: [Long live the leader!]

ANNOUNCER: He's still got his hedgehog. He’s leaning on the edge of the parapet. The parapet
breaks!

ADMIRERS: Oh! Ah! Oh! Ah!

ANNOUNCER: He gets up...he gets up unaided! Bravo! Well done! Long live the leader! He
brushes his soiled clothes.

ADMIRERS: [Long live the leader!]

ANNOUNCER: He’s mounting the stool! He's riding piggy back, They’re offering him a riding

crop, he knows it's meant as a joke, and he doesn’t mind, he’s laughing. He's mounting the stool. No. He's
getting down.

FEMALE ADMIRER: Ah...! The leader!

MALE ADMIRER: You hear that? Oh! If I were king...

ANNOUNCER: A little girl offers him a bouquet of flowers... What's he going to do? He takes the
flowers!

ALL: He embraces the little girl... calls her “my child”..

ANNOUNCER: He gives her the hedgehog. The little girl is crying, she’s crying...

ALL: Bravo! Bravo! Long live the leader!

MALE ADMIRER: Is he coming past here?
FEMALE ADMIRER: Is he coming past here?
ANNOUNCER: He’s going away! Hurry! Come on!
ALL: Hooray! Hooray!

[They exit in a hurry]

Duo (Reverie)
[The Male Lover and Female Lover enter, arm in arm; she is carrying a basket]
FEMALE LOVER: Let’s go to the market and get some eggs!
MALE LOVER: Oh! I love them as much as you do!



{The Admirers and the Announcer enter, interrupting them]

MALE ADMIRER: Sorry! Sorry, sorry, sorry, oh! Sorry, sorry, so sorry! ]

FEMALE LOVER: Oh! Sorry, sorry, sorry, so sorry! %
MALE LOVER: Oh! Sorry! Oh, oh, oh, oh, oh, oh!
FEMALE ADMIRER: Sorry! Oh! Sorry! J

MALE LOVER: Sorry, everyone!
FEMALE LOVER: Come along... No harm done!
[The Lovers depart]

Trio
ANNOUNCER: The leader is being pressed forward, and pressed back, and now they’re pressing his
trousers!
ADMIRERS: [forward and back]
ANNOUNCER: The leader is smiling. While they’re pressing his trousers, he walks about. He

tastes the flowers and the fruits growing in the stream. He’s also tasting the roots of the trees. He
suffers the little children to come unto him.

ADMIRERS: [The little children to come unto him.]

ANNOUNCER: He has confidence in everybody. He inaugurates the police force. He pays tribute
to justice. He salutes the great victors...

ADMIRERS: Bravo!

ANNOUNCER: ...and the great vanquished.

ADMIRERS: Boo!

ANNOUNCER: Finally, he recites a poem.

ADMIRERS: Bravo!

ANNOUNCER: The people are very moved.

ADMIRERS: Moo!

ANNOUNCER: All the people are weeping.

ADMIRERS: Ah! Woo! Wah!

ANNOUNCER: Silence! They’ve given the leader’s trousers back. The leader puts them on
ADMIRERS: [his trousers back; he puts them on]

ANNOUNCER: He looks happy!

ALL: Hooray! Hooray!

ANNOUNCER: The leader’s sucking his thumb! Back, back to your places, you two, don’t move,

behave yourselves and shout: “Long live the leader!”



ADMIRERS: Long live the leader!

ANNOUNCER: Be quiet, I tell you, you’ll spoil everything! Look out, the leader’s coming!
ADMIRERS: The leader’s coming!

ANNOUNCER: Watch out! And keep quiet! Oh! The leader’s going away. Follow him! Follow me!
[The Announcer and the Admirers depart]

Duo
[The Lovers enter playing a game of cat-and-mouse]
FEMALE LOVER: You won't catch me!
MALE LOVER: Wait a moment! }
FEMALE LOVER: Wait a moment!
MALE LOVER: You won’t catch me! }

[They run off]

MALE ADMIRER: We missed him!

FEMALE ADMIRER: Rotten luck!

ANNOUNCER: It was your fault!

MALE ADMIRER: That’s not true!

FEMALE ADMIRER: No, that’s not true...

[The Lovers enter again, interrupting them with their game]
FEMALE LOVER: You won't catch me! Wait a moment!
MALE LOVER: Wait a moment! You won't catch me! }
{The Lovers run off again; the Announcer and the Admirers continue]
ANNOUNCER: It was your fault!

MALE ADMIRER: That’s not true!

FEMALE ADMIRER: That’s not true...

ANNOUNCER: Are you suggesting it was mine?
ADMIRERS: No, we didn’t mean that!

Finale
ALL: Hooray!
ADMIRERS: It’s from over there.
ANNOUNCER: Hooray! Very well. Follow me! Long live the leader!
ALL: Long live the leader! Hooray!



[They leave; the Lovers enter, still playing their game]

FEMALE LOVER: You won't get me!

MALE LOVER: I'll get you! Wait a moment! }

[The Announcer and the Admirers re-enter, joining them]

MALE ADMIRER: It’s from over there/here.

FEMALE ADMIRER: It’s from over there/here.

FEMALE LOVER: You won't get me!

MALE LOVER: I'll get you! Wait a moment!

ANNOUNCER: The leader, long live the leader. We'll get him, the leader. Follow me!
ALL: Long live the leader! Follow him! We'll get him!

[repeat]

ALL: Long live the leader! We'll get him! Follow the leader! Long live the leader!
ANNOUNCER: The leader is arriving. Here’s the leader.

ADMIRERS & LOVERS: The leader...

ANNOUNCER: To your places! Attention!

MALE LOVER & MALE ADMIRER: My dear, my darling!

FEMALE LOVER & FEMALE ADMIRER: My dear, my darling! }

ANNOUNCER: Silence! To your places! The leader has eaten his soup. He is coming. He is nigh.

ADMIRERS and LOVERS: The leader...
ALL: Hooray! Long live the leader!
[The Leader enters. He has no head. He quickly exits]

FEMALE ADMIRER: But...but...the leader hasn’t got a head!
ANNOUNCER: What’s he need a head for when he’s got genius!
MALE LOVER: Thats true!

ALL [repeating, to each other]: What’s your name? What’s yours?

[The End]



TRANSPOSED SCORE
for Opera in the Heights and Musiqa

commissioned with funds from the Houston Arts Alliance

THE LEADER

a comic chamber opera in one act Music: Karim Al-Zand
for five singers and ensemble Libretto: Eugene Ionesco

SCENE: two angled walls with a gap upstage center: a street corner in a city, but somewhat abstracted. There
are several large objects lying about (suitable for hiding behind), which might represent a car, telephone pole,
trash bin, etc. The walls are decorated with posters, advertisements, playbills, etc.
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[as the accompaniment

- and “Oh!” (E}), ad lib.,

fades, the lovers H
continue to trade back
and forth ‘eggs” (A)

S
8

becoming more ardent,

you  do! 1 love them! Oh! Oh! Oh!_ Oh! T love them! Oh! _____ suggestive, intimate,
~ etc.; eventually, they
~ > ol all parts gradually fade to nothing, the are about to kiss...]
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[the two Admirers (and the Announcer) barge in, but are embarrassed to be interrupting the Lovers. The Lovers, in turn, are embarrassed
to be caught in an intimate moment. They all run around frantically apologizing to each other, themselves, the orchestra, the audience...]
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* This illusion may be accomplished by any number of means,
perhaps most simply by using an overcoat with its collar turned up
around the forehead, topped with a hat. [Tonesco]
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End of the Opera
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