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Doctor Atomic | The Metropolitan Opera 
Activity

Documentary Collage in Doctor Atomic 

[video excerpt from Act I: 1:13:10–1:20:45]

In this excerpt from the end of Act I of Doctor Atomic, J. Robert Oppenheimer reveals his inner turmoil on the eve of the
first atomic bomb test. As he thinks about what he has created—a weapon that represents both the triumph of human
ingenuity and the possibility of human destruction—Oppenheimer recalls a sonnet by John Donne, a text that expresses
the poet’s personal crisis when confronting the immense power of god. 

Background Reading

John Adams’ Doctor Atomic

Doctor Atomic, by the American composer John Adams, explores a momentous episode in 20th-century history: the
invention and detonation of the first atomic bomb. The opera centers on Dr. J. Robert Oppenheimer, the brilliant physicist
who oversaw the Manhattan Project, the government initiative to develop atomic weaponry. Scientists and soldiers were
secretly stationed in Los Alamos, New Mexico, for the duration of World War II as they worked to bring this monstrous
weapon to life; Doctor Atomic focuses on the days and hours leading up to the first test of the bomb on July 16, 1945.

The real Oppenheimer was a supremely cultured man of literature, music, and art. He was conflicted about his creation
and exquisitely aware of the potential for devastation he had a hand in designing. To represent this intense inner conflict
through the language of opera, John Adams’s librettist, Peter Sellars, created a literary collage out of historical
documents, poetry, and spiritual texts associated with the real-life counterparts to the opera’s characters. In the case of
“Doctor Atomic” himself (Oppenheimer), Sellars drew primarily from three vastly different sources that the physicist knew
and loved: the 17-century English poet John Donne, the 19-century French poet Charles Baudelaire, and the Hindu
sacred text called the Bhagavad Gita.

Discussion Questions

• What is gained from hearing Oppenheimer speak in quotations rather than natural dialogue? What might be lost?

• What do students think of the sources that Oppenheimer quotes? Do they seem representative of his character?

• All three of these sources are very old; are there modern voices that the authors might have quoted to convey
Oppenheimer’s inner life?

Teaching Tips



9/9/2021 PBS LearningMedia

https://ny.pbslearningmedia.org/print_support_material/151030/210825/ 2/3

If your class has not already discussed the basic circumstances and plot of Doctor Atomic, take some time to introduce
the opera’s story; a synopsis is available in the Met’s full-length Educator Guide
(https://d43fweuh3sg51.cloudfront.net/media/media_files/2167b7c7-ab85-46fc-be6d-4b747fd628ca/20e32e48-d26f-4a23-
8dbb-6db4cfb2f2b0.pdf). Be sure your students understand that the characters are all based on actual people who lived in
the middle of the 20th century and were present (in one way or another) for the invention of the atomic bomb. Given that
these characters are real, ask your students how they might go about putting words in the characters’ mouths if they were
writing a libretto for this opera. Would they imagine characters’ personality traits and styles of speech, and then write
words to match? Would they try to quote actual sentences spoken by the characters’ real-life counterparts? 

Explain that in Doctor Atomic, the librettist Peter Sellars compiled a “documentary” libretto using pre-existing texts. Prompt
students to comment on this approach. 

• Do they think it makes the opera “more true”? Why or why not?

• What advantages might it have over made-up dialogue? What disadvantages might it have? 

• Do any other art forms incorporate pre-existing items or combine different materials to create a single work (for instance,
sampling in hip-hop or collage in the graphic arts)? 

• What insight might this approach give us into a character’s innermost thoughts? 

• If students were tasked with writing this libretto, where might they look for sources? 

Students may come up with a variety of ideas, including interviews, memoirs, autobiographies, and letters. Affirm that all
the ideas are valid, and note that all of these were used in the Doctor Atomic libretto. 

However, one problem with this method is that J. Robert Oppenheimer, the main character of the opera and the leader of
the team that invented the bomb, never wrote a memoir or autobiography, and the composer chose not to quote directly
from Oppenheimer’s letters. Instead, in the opera, Oppenheimer speaks almost exclusively in the words of three texts he
is known to have read and loved: the poetry of Charles Baudelaire and John Donne, and the Hindu spiritual text the
Bhagavad Gita.

Next, play the video excerpt for students, setting it up by explaining that in it, Oppenheimer is speaking through one of
these quotations—in this case, the 17-century poet John Donne. Donne was one of the “metaphysical” poets of late 16th-
and early 17th-century England, authors who wrote about the soul, about beauty, about religious and philosophical
matters. In particular, one of Donne’s “Holy Sonnets” refers to a “three-person’d god”—the Christian notion of god as a
“trinity” consisting of a father in heaven, the son Jesus Christ, and the holy spirit. Oppenheimer would name the atomic
test site in New Mexico “Trinity”; he would later recall that at the time, he had been thinking of the sonnet quoted in this
excerpt.

After viewing the video excerpt, distribute the student handout
(https://d43fweuh3sg51.cloudfront.net/media/media_files/94aeebf8-0a8a-4d0e-8ba5-359b798d09af.pdf), which
reproduces Donne’s sonnet in full. Have the class read and discuss the text, then express their opinions on what the text
says about Oppenheimer. Encourage all student responses and insights; clarification of some of the poem’s more difficult
phrases and one possible close reading are provided below.

https://d43fweuh3sg51.cloudfront.net/media/media_files/2167b7c7-ab85-46fc-be6d-4b747fd628ca/20e32e48-d26f-4a23-8dbb-6db4cfb2f2b0.pdf
https://d43fweuh3sg51.cloudfront.net/media/media_files/94aeebf8-0a8a-4d0e-8ba5-359b798d09af.pdf
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Donne wrote his sonnet in the voice of a man crying out to the “three-person’d” Christian god—the origin of the term
“Trinity.” Donne uses the metaphors of a conquered town and a lover: Only if god “imprisons” him can he resist evil and
thus become truly free. The speaker imbues this god with tremendous power—but remains uncertain about the deity’s use
of that power: what is the speaker asking god to do? Why might J. Robert Oppenheimer think of this sonnet on the eve of
the first atomic blast?

In the second stanza, the speaker begins to weave a metaphor. Students may need help clarifying some of the phrases:

• like an usurpt town (a town that has been conquered)

• to another due (controlled by a force other than the speaker or his god)

• I... labor to admit you (seek to allow god into my heart)

• reason your viceroy in me (the speaker considers rational thought, not faith or feeling, the representative of god)

• me should defend (that is, reason should be enough for me to protect myself)

• but is captiv’d, and proves weak or untrue (reason itself is held prisoner and cannot overcome the un-godly force)

At “dearly I love you,” the metaphor changes from that of a conquered town to that of a would-be lover, engaged, however,
to be married to god’s enemy. As if this were not enough to heighten the passion of the speaker’s plea, he asks god not
only to “divorce” him from his current engagement but to “imprison” him under god’s own enthralling spell. 

Though Oppenheimer attributed his choice of the term “Trinity” to this poem, there is no record of his connecting the
poem’s broader sentiment to his thoughts about the Manhattan Project. Why might have Adams and Sellars chosen to put
this entire sonnet, with all its passion and despair, in their protagonist’s mouth? Is their Oppenheimer suffused with guilt
and a sense of utter powerlessness? How does this aria reflect the theme of moral decision-making that runs through
Doctor Atomic?
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