
Spring 
Treatment for a new opera by Scott Ordway 
Text by Meryem Belkaïd  
on the subject of the Arab Spring 

COMPOSER STATEMENT 

As the Arab Spring unfolded in 2010–12, I was immediately drawn to it as the subject for a piece. The movement 
was laden with tensions that could lead to a powerful new creation for the dramatic stage: tension between 
democracy and chaos, religious freedom and Islamism, activism and terrorism, and peaceful protest and civil war. I 
envisioned a work that could explore the effects of autocracy, protest, and revolution on the inner lives of an entire 
civilization with a degree of nuance and subtlety not possible in even the best news coverage.  

First-hand accounts on social media offered an intimate human perspective on the events, but I wanted to get even 
closer. When I proposed a collaboration to the Tunisian novelist, journalist, and scholar Meryem Belkaïd, who had 
written about the Arab Spring for Slate and The Huffington Post, she suggested that we begin our work with a trip 
to Tunis to speak with people who were in the streets when the regime fell. We went there in July 2014 and, 
through Meryem’s strong personal networks, were able to speak with a broad cross-section of Tunisian society: 
artists, workers, taxi drivers, street vendors, government officials, businesspeople, and students, as well as older 
citizens who had been present for the 1956 independence from France and the brief, hopeful period that followed.   

Working from these first-hand witness accounts, Meryem created a vibrant polyphonic text that explores the 
psychological realities of life before, during, and after the revolution. Her words capture the polyglot essence of 
life in North Africa, moving effortlessly between English, French, and Arabic. Through an intense focus on the 
human aspects of protest, revolution, and political development, it is our hope that audiences will feel a close, 
emotional connection to a complex and distant, but vitally important contemporary issue.  

The musical treatment reflects the multiplicity of voices in Meryem’s text. The music of the four Winds, who sing 
in English and act as our guides through the city, is often cool and detached. When we hear directly from the 
people of Tunis in French and Arabic, the music blossoms into something more passionate, sanguine, and 
subjective. Throughout, I seek to create a music that reflects the richness, depth, and beauty of this ancient city by 
the sea.  

            — Scott Ordway 
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CAST 

Four Winds of the Ancient World: 

HARMATTAN Lyric Soprano   

ZEPHYR   Mezzo-soprano   

SIROCCO  Tenor   

GHIBLI  Baritone  
   

Who speak about, and also speak as seven different residents of Tunis:  

A YOUNG WOMAN OF THE UPPER CLASS ( b. 1992, now 19 years old )  
Before the revolution, she leads a sheltered life. She has some training as a visual artist, but mostly spends her 
time in cafes, going to the gym, and traveling abroad with friends from her high school. The revolution 
frightens her: she can’t understand the motivations of the people in the streets, and their passionate belief in a 
political ideology—whatever it might be—is completely alien to her.  

AN ELDERLY WOMAN ( b. 1938, now 73 years old )  
She was born under French colonial rule and lived through the 1956 transition to independence and, 
subsequently, dictatorship. She still believes that a better future is possible, but her immediate focus is on her 
children and grandchildren, all of whom were educated in the French system (a holdover from the colonial 
period), and now work in Europe or the United States.   

A UNIVERSITY PROFESSOR ( b. 1955, now 56 years old ) 
After high school in Tunisia, he earned degrees in literature in Paris at La Sorbonne Nouvelle. With no 
prospect of a position in Europe, he took a job in 1983 at the University of Tunis. The institution is crumbling: 
the buildings are in poor condition, the faculty is overburdened, and the students are unmotivated. They 
understand that regardless of how they perform in school, they have no prospect of decent employment.   

AN ISLAMIST ( b. 1989, now 22 years old ) 
He finished two years of university in Tunis, dropping out after he came to understand that a university 
education would not lead to work, or to a better life. The Iraq War, which began when he was 14, is the 
defining political moment of his young life. 

A YOUNG STREET VENDOR ( b. 1989, now 22 years old)  
Born in Algiers, his family fled to Tunisia in 1993 following the outbreak of the brutal Algerian civil war, a 
conflict between the Algerian government and a variety of Islamist rebel groups. With neither education nor 
connections in Tunisia, he and his family sell candies, tissues, and cheap cigarettes in the streets.  

A HOUSEKEEPER ( b. 1974, now 37 years old )  
A middle-aged woman with three children aged 9, 8, and 6. Her husband is unemployed. 

A MANUAL LABORER ( b. 1967, now 44 years old ) 
He was born and raised in the southern resort city of Monastir. After several years working in a large hotel that 
catered to middle-class travelers from France, he moved to Tunis to join his uncle as a member of the builder’s 
trade union. Since then, his life has been an unending cycle of strikes, lockouts, and conflict.  
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NARRATIVE STRUCTURE 

A cast of four singers forms a quartet of omniscient narrators, dramatized as the four winds of the ancient 
Mediterranean world. They embody the pristine and temperate North African landscape and observe humans 
with sympathy and care, but without the capacity to intervene directly.  

They speak about the city and people of Tunis in English and in the third person. At times, though, one or 
more of the winds shifts perspectives and speaks as one of the citizens. In these moments, they speak in either 
French or Arabic and in the first person. The music reflects their heightened emotional state. 

The libretto presupposes an active directorial treatment. We envision video, lighting, or other scenic elements 
working together with the text to create an arresting—and clear—dramatic structure. Video or another device 
is needed to clarify who each wind is speaking about and when. 
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SYNOPSIS 

Act I: Before the Revolution  
HARMATTAN; ZEPHYR; SIROCCO; GHIBLI 
July 2010 

From their positions above, around, and outside the city of Tunis, Harmattan, Zephyr, Sirocco, and Ghibli see 
a city frozen in place. People are paralyzed by poverty and hopelessness. Time itself has ceased to exist: there is 
no past and no future, but only the State. Even on the most ordinary days, fear is always present. 

 
Intermezzo: “Dégage!”  
CHORUS (may be performed by either a full opera chorus or the quartet)  
January 2011 

A crowd gathers. Inspired by the self-immolation of an impoverished fruit vendor in the southern city of Sidi 
Bouzid, massive street protests in Tunis lead to the ouster of President Zine El Abidine Ben Ali and the end of 
his dictatorial regime.  

 
Act II: After the Revolution 
HARMATTAN; ZEPHYR; SIROCCO; GHIBLI 
October 2011 

As the first free elections in Tunisian history approach, Harmattan, Zephyr, Sirocco, and Ghibli bear witness to 
the change that has taken place after the fall of the regime. They discuss the possibilities inherent in this new 
freedom, as well as problems that have arisen in the chaos unleashed by the revolution. As they step into and 
out of the roles of each character, we see that the inner lives of the citizens have been irrevocably changed as 
well. Where there was stasis, there is a new motion. Something frozen becomes animated.  

Things start to move again.  
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SCENE-BY-SCENE BREAKDOWN 

INTRODUCTION 
A brief instrumental introduction establishes a setting of profound natural beauty—a bright Mediterranean 
sun, sparkling blue water, whitewashed houses, fragrant flowers, and eucalyptus trees clinging to sheer cliffs— 
while at the same time gesturing toward the grinding, repressive machine that is the State.  

ACT I  

Prologue: How Beautiful, Tunis 
The winds gather as a chorus to describe the city as a whole: its natural natural beauty, the character of the 
streets, and the daily rhythms of the people.  

Scene 1 
Harmattan and Ghibli present a study in contrasts. We meet an indolent young woman of the upper class who 
thinks about exercise, finding a good-looking husband, and perhaps setting up a small business of some kind. 
At the same time, we are introduced to a struggling middle-aged housekeeper. Her children are sick and she 
has neither health insurance nor the money to buy the medicine she needs. She is forced to ask for help from 
her employer, which is deeply humiliating for her.  

Scene 2 
A university professor battles with a car that won’t start as well as the reality of a crumbling university, 
hopeless and disengaged students, and, by virtue of his education abroad, the knowledge that things don’t have 
to be this way. An elderly woman remembers the exuberance of the 1956 independence from French colonial 
rule. With that hope a distant memory, she leads a completely private life and takes joy each day from the news 
she receives from her children and grandchildren abroad.  

Scene 3 
An Islamist and a manual laborer represent two versions of life for a working-class men. The laborer, half a 
generation older, has some sense of identity through his work and membership in a trade union, despite the 
fact that he is constantly unpaid, on strike, or engaged in conflict of some kind or another. The younger man 
was a teenager during the Second Iraq War. He completed two years at university before dropping out. The 
only certainty in his life is his undirected, but powerful anger.  

Scene 4 
A young street vendor, not so different from Mohammed Bouzizi, dreams of life abroad: in Rome, or Paris, or 
Nice. He dreams of working, and of being rich, and of doing something. Instead, he sells candies and cheap 
cigarettes in the street. He whistles at the passing girls. They never respond.  
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INTERMEZZO: “Dégage!” 

A massive street protest. The crowd calls for freedom, dignity, and the end of the regime.  
“Dégage!” (“Get out!”) emerges as the most iconic slogan of the revolution.  

ACT II  

Prologue: How Beautiful, Tunis 
The Winds look out over the city again. They detect small glimmers of hope in the people they see. They are 
impatient, and they still suffer, but they are coming back to life after a long period of stasis and decay.  

Scene 1 
The Islamist still burns with anger, but that anger gradually begins to take shape. He is excluded from the new 
political order. His attention turns to the war in Syria. The young bourgeoise woman is frightened by the 
revolution. She doesn’t understand it, and the forces that brought it about remain invisible to her. She has 
nightmares.  

Scene 2 
The housekeeper remains poor, tired, and hungry. She voted for the first time. The retired woman wasn’t able 
to join the street protests, but they rekindled the sense of revolutionary optimism that she has carried with her 
since Independence in 1956.  

Scene 3 
The revolution hasn’t changed the university. The building are still crumbling, and the students still face 
terrible prospects after graduation. But the professor’s mind comes alive with new dreams, projects, and ideas. 
He can feel a new freedom even if it has yet to manifest itself in his daily life in any tangible way. The laborer 
took part in the street protests: he marched, he chanted, he threw stones. He feels alive for the first time. He 
knows that the real struggle is still ahead.  

Scene 4 
The street vendor was at the periphery of the protests. He knows that nothing will ever really change for him, 
but he finds a new resolve to leave. He recalls his dreams of Europe. But he also hears rumors that a new 
movement is growing in Syria, a movement that will welcome him and give him a sense of purpose. With a 
newfound degree of freedom to determine his own future, the opera ends as the vendor resolves to leave Tunis 
at any cost, whether for Paris, for Nice, or for Syria. 


