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Douglas Moore, seated at the piano, at the time of the first performance of The Ballad of 
Baby Doe in July, 1956, at the Central City Opera House in Colorado. Shown with him 

are John Latouche (far left), Emerson Buckley, and Hanya Holm. 
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The Perils of Baby Doe 
LEWIS J. HARDEE, JR. 

" ^ H O S E who have seen Douglas Moore's opera The Ballad 
of Baby-Doe—mid few devotees of American opera have 
not—will quickly recall the old turn-of-the-century prints 

that are projected onto a screen for entre-scene atmosphere. If 
these scenes, which have become traditional in Baby Doe produc­
tions across the country, bring to mind an old wild west melo­
drama, consider the reference appropriate: the history of this 
opera is a lively and sometimes perilous one. 

The story of Baby Doe first came to Douglas Moore's attention 
in 1935, during tlie ninth year of his long association with the 
Department of Music at Columbia University. On March 8 of 
that year he read in the New York Times an article, "Widow of 
Tabor freezes in shack; famed belle dies at 73 alone and penniless, 
guarding old Leadvillc bonanza mine." The article recounted the 
glamorous, tragic tale of Baby Doe Tabor, whose marriage to 
Horace Tabor, the Colorado silver baron, had delighted and scan­
dalized the nation. A photograph appeared with the article show­
ing "Elizabeth (Baby Doe Taylor) at the height of her famed 
beauty and social career." (Interestingly, this account parallels the 
scenario of the opera that was ultimately written. The headline, 
in fact, forms the basis for the opera's concluding scene.) 

The inherent poignancy of the story greatly appealed to Moore 
who immediately sensed its appropriateness as an operatic subject. 
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However, the Baby Doe project was destined not to be an easy 
one: twenty years would pass and Moore would write four other 
operas before the idea would become reality. 

The first peril to the Baby Doe opera was lyricist trouble, which 
proved to be an unending peril. Moore first approached his friend 
Pearson Underwood with the idea of turning the Colorado legend 
into an opera. Underwood had poetic talents but lacked a strong 
dramatic sense. The project went nowhere. 

In the earlv 1950's a second attempt with Pulitzer Prize winning 
playwright Paul Green was a disaster. (Yet through this associa­
tion Moore's opera came to have its premiere at the Central City 
Opera House in Colorado.) Prior to meeting Moore, Paul Green 
had been in correspondence with the Central City Opera Associa­
tion which sought to have an opera written and performed in cele­
bration of its centennial. Green himself had previous interest in 
the legend, and had written a movie in Hollywood, Silver Dollar, 
which dealt with Baby Doe's profligate daughter. 

A mutual friend, Donald Oenslaeger, who ultimately designed 
the settings for the opera, brought Moore and the playwright to­
gether. From the outset the two men were incompatible in both 
personality and artistic aims. Green said, 

"I had gotten a lot of material together, and [Donald Oenslaegerl 
thought we could hit it off. . . . I was more interested in a drama, 
Moore in an opera. I was interested in a play for which drama 
would be accompanied by music—he was interested in an opera. 
I wasn't interested in a thirty page libretto. I wanted something 
closer to Kurt Weill's Johmiy Johnson. Moore played Giants in 
the Earth, and that was interesting, but it was drama I was inter­
ested in. Moore has the modern idiom and never does seem to 
climb, seems to 'gravel' along." 

Moore, on the other hand, remarked, 
"I admired Paul Green very much in [his libretto for] Johnny 

Johnson. I thought it was wonderful, and I was thrilled at the idea 
of working with him. But when he sent me an outline of the first 
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scene, it was just aivfid. And I showed it to John Latouche who 
had been wanting to do something with me, and he said, 'This 
sounds as if it were translated from a foreign language.'" 

Moore found the partnership intolerable. He said, 
"You see, I torpedoed the project. . . . I couldn't work with 

him. . . . Paul Green and I had outlined a story and when we sep­
arated we agreed—he was very kind—he said, 'Let's each of us take 
this to have it any way we want. . . .' Then it was subsequently 
commissioned by the Koussevitzsky Foundation and I was free to 
get my own librettist." 

The libretto for Baby Doe was ultimately written by play­
wright-lyricist, John Latouche, among the most gifted and the 
only professional of Moore's several librettists. Latouche's profes­
sional credits in the theatre began early with contributions to the 
1937 revue. Pins and Needles, and included the imaginative, icon­
oclastic musical play, The Golden Apple, which won the New 
York Drama Circle Award for best musical 1953-54. 

But Latouche was a rose that came with thorns. In his work 
habits he was the opposite of Douglas Moore. Whereas the com­
poser was a highly disciplined artist, working regularly, with con­
sistent hours and habits, the lyricist was erratic and unpredictable, 
producing in bursts and fits. On his visits to Salt Meadow, the 
Moore country residence on Long Island, Latouche could be heard 
pottering away downstairs late at night long after the other guests 
had retired. When he worked, he worked quickly, frequently 
with brilliant results, and to any problem had half a dozen solu­
tions easily—the difficulty was in pinning him down. Moore said, 

"In The Ballad of Baby Doe it was a funny arrangement. La­
touche was always disappearing. He was always busy. He was do­
ing something for Carol Channing [The Vai/ip] and something 
for Leonard Bernstein [Candide] and so I was so excited that I 
would go ahead and write [the words]. 

"Because John was always involved in so many things, it was 
hard to get hold of him and he would come down here [to Salt 
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Meadow] and we would imprison him and say, 'Now you can't 
have a cocktail until you get tlnat scene finished.' He would work 
very fast and very well. And the tragic thing was that last scene 
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Early draft in Moore's hand, ca. 1955, of the lyrics 
for tlie "Letter-writing" scene in Act I. 

which was difficult to do. He was bringing it up to the Institute 
[of Arts and Letters] to the Ceremonial to deliver it to me and left 
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it in the taxi and he had to do it all over again. But I suppose it was 
even better the second time. But with John you could never tell 
what you were going to have. . . ." 
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Draft of tlie nuisic for tlie end of tfie "Letter-writing" scene. 

Work began on the vocal score in June 1954 and with it 
Douglas Moore's twenty year flirtation with Baby Doe became a 


