
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Facts change all the time. Smoking has gone from doctor-recommended to 

deadly. We used to think Earth was the center of the universe and that Pluto 

was a planet. For decades, we were convinced that the Brontosaurus was a real 

dinosaur. In short, what we know about the world is constantly changing. But it 

turns out there’s an order to the state of knowledge, an explanation for how we 

know what we know.” (Samuel Arbesman) 

 

LISTEN TO TRACK ON SOUNDCLOUD 

 

 

Gentlemen, Wash Your Hands 

 

Composer: Raymond J. Lustig (USA) 

Concept: Karmina Šilec (SI) 

Libretto: Matthew Doherty (USA) 

Music direction: Karmina Šilec (SI) 

Set and Costumes: CStudio (SI) 

Light design: Andrej Hajdinjak (SI)  

Sound design: Danilo Ženko (SI) 

Stage movement: Rosana Hribar (SI) 

 

Performed by:  

Carmina Slovenica Ensemble (SI), 8 singers  

Soloists: Aco Bišćević (SI), tenor 

  Nina Dominko (SI), soprano 

  Neža Vasle (SI), soprano  

Funtango Ensemble (SLO): Marko Hatlak, Dejan Gregorič, Andrej Pekarovič, Jošt 

Lampret, Jan Sever  

Instrumentation: piano, violin, accordion, double bass, bas violin, guitar, 

percussion, harpsichord, celesta  

 

Production: Carmina Slovenica 

Supported by: American Opera Projects, Alfred P. Sloan Foundation and 

Ensemble Studio Theater, Ministry of Culture of the Republic of Slovenia, 

Slovene National Theatre Drama Ljubljana  

https://soundcloud.com/carminaslovenica/gentlemenwash-your-hands/s-iCS9L
https://soundcloud.com/carminaslovenica/semmelweis/s-UBbC5
https://soundcloud.com/carminaslovenica/semmelweis/s-UBbC5


 

 

 

 

 

 

We humans are rational beings, distinguished by logical thinking and decision-

making in accordance with our own interests but also the interests of wider 

community. Often, we do not realize that our thinking is not rational but 

biased.  

Have we anytime definitively dismissed or mocked an idea without giving it a 

second thought? How many times have we walked away because of the 

Semmelweis Reflex?  

 

This project deals with an idea of "negative confirmation bias" which influences 

a dismissal of information that confirms our position over the information that 

does not fit it. Actually, it is not the position, but the position of one’s peers. 

And it is done so readily and reflexively one may not even realize it. It is a 

metaphor for the reflex-like tendency to reject new evidence or new 

knowledge because it contradicts established norms, beliefs or paradigms.  
 

Confirmation bias affects many different areas: it influences memorisation, 

information interpretation, search for information or hypothesis testing, and 

ultimately, our perception. Ambiguous stimuli are more than often accepted in 

a way that they comply with one’s previous beliefs as this can be more 

acceptable for many different reasons. Studies show that such bias does not 

depend on intelligence; its more important predictor is critical thinking. 

Confirmation bias is also reflected in the higher social levels: both in politics 

and economy, as well as in science and the academic world. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Project background 

 

About 1848 in Vienna, a Hungarian-born obstetrician Ignaz Semmelweis 

(1818─1865) was pushing the boundaries of knowledge in the noble quest to 

save lives. Working at Europe’s premier hospital, Allgemeines Krankenhaus der 

Stadt Wien, he was drawing upon every experience of his life as he struggled to 

find the solution to one of history’s most devastating childbed fever epidemics, 

which was killing mothers at a horrific rate. Why were his brilliant doctors 

losing more women than the midwives next door?  

Why did the physical proximity to sick patients not seem to be of more relevant 

importance in transmitting the fever?  

The tragic death of his dear friend and colleague Jakob Kolletschka provided 

him with a valuable clue, but he had to search wider and further. He introduced 

a strict rule: before examining pregnant women, hands had to be washed and 

disinfected with chlorinated lime solutions. The doctors were highly offended 

by the esteem deflating suggestion. But each new death began to remind him 

of a murder, and the ghosts of dead women haunted him to madness … 

The story is told through the tumultuous mind of a complicated 

revolutionary. Dr. Semmelweis is not only haunted by the women he couldn’t 

save but also by his childhood events from Budapest. Similarly, the story 

unfolds through dreams, memories, and visions; it drops straightforward 

dramatic style, and follows a continuous song cycle mediated by symbols, 

emotions, dreams, and memories, incorporating a true story only as the thread 

running through its core. 

 The libretto is abstract with regard to the plot. It has not attempt to tell that 

complicated and dense story directly, it is rather heavily oriented toward 

symbols and their recurrence in variable contexts. 

 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Confirmation_bias
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ignaz_Semmelweis
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Puerperal_infections


 

 

 

Synopsis  

 

Part I 

The work opens with an ethereal texture of women’s choral voices. The “story” 

of the work comes to us as if seen through the shattered mind of the dying Dr. 

Semmelweis, his life passing before him in fragments, distorted and disordered. 

One woman recalls a Hungarian marketplace from her youth, where she 

watched old women cut delicate paper foldout dolls. Semmelweis sings of the 

“archaeology” of his work, his dig through human ground in search of truth. 

The songs of this part deal with the most primal archetypal symbols and 

metaphors ─ motherhood, cutting, digging, blood, and water ─ as if products of 

a dream. These symbols evolve into metaphors for exploration, mystery, and 

discovery, confounded by physical 

attraction, tragically enmeshed. The tension of interpersonal strife is there, and 

Semmelweis is, in the afterglow of his defeat, even more tortured by the 

women he could not save. Bowls of water, which his students had refused to 

use to wash their hands, begin to “sing” to him. The bowls soon sound with the 

bells rung for the dead mothers as Semmelweis rages in desperate fury. After 

an interlude, he retraces his own “dark disgrace” as he acquiesces to take a 

leave from his work to visit Venice, recuperate, and find inspiration in art and 

architecture. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Part 2 

While away, Semmelweis is rocked by news of the sudden death of a dear 

physician colleague, the strange circumstances of which provide the grim final 

clue. The shock swirls together with images of the Venetian artworks, canals, 

cathedrals, candles lit from one to the next, holy water, and a sea of strange 

memories, telling him something extraordinary, and extraordinarily 

devastating, something no one could see, something no one will be able to 

bear: that it has been the doctors’ hands themselves that have been carrying 

the disease from the dead to the healthy living. 

Semmelweis’ mind is portrayed as a limb of a larger collective consciousness 

encompassing that of the doctors, midwives, nurses, patients, his family, and 

the totality of human experience.  His “best idea” ─ at once his own and not his 

own ─ soon begins to wither, as if born into the wrong mind. The revolution he 

thought himself a part of has been absorbed into the old order, in which he has 

no place. His own wife wonders if she, bearing their five children in good 

health, has been less a wife than an experiment. 

In the end, Semmelweis is alone, beaten by asylum guards, himself dying of 

infection. A final memory of a traumatizing incident in his childhood, recast in 

light of his failure, confronts him with the enormous price he has paid for his 

devastating insight.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

ON CREATIVE TEAM 

 

Composer 

Raymond J. Lustig 

Press on his creative work: 

“… entrancing … surreally beautiful … ecstatic … rapturous.”  

(New York Times on Latency Canons) 

 

“inspired ... arresting ... hauntingly beautiful … gorgeous success."  

(Slate on Latency Canons) 

 

“Lustig is writing music charged with intensity and leavened with intelligence.”  

(American Academy of Arts and Letters) 

 

“… emotionally jarring and playful … deeply satisfying in a way that 

contemporary serious music rarely is, yet restrained.”   

(Imagine Science Films on Compose Thyself) 

 

“… strange and dazzling … a wild and reckless musical landscape … the way 

forward through one of Lustig’s compositions is rarely a straight line … 

creating a meta-composition that will linger in the listener’s memory long 

after it concludes.”  

(Metropolis Ensemble on Compose Thyself) 

 

Composer Raymond J. Lustig’s ever-evolving work ranges from symphonic, to 

chamber, technological, multimedia, and, most lately, theatrical.  

Born in Tokyo and raised in Queens, New York, Lustig received his B.A. from 

Holy Cross College, where he pursued his interests in music and the sciences.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Before coming to Juilliard to complete his DMA degree in composition, Lustig 

was a published researcher in molecular biology at Massachusetts General 

Hospital and Columbia University.  As a composer, he remains deeply inspired 

by science, nature, and the mind. 

Commissions, performances, and support have come from Grand Rapids 

Symphony, American Composers Orchestra, American Opera Projects, Town 

Hall Seattle, The Academy (A Program of Carnegie Hall, The Juilliard School, and 

The Weill Music Institute), Copland House, the Chamber Music Festival of 

Lexington, the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation, New York State Council on the Arts,  

 

 

New York City Ballet’s Choreographic Institute, American Music Center’s Live 

Music for Dance Project, the Juilliard Orchestra, the New Juilliard Ensemble, the 

Juilliard Beyond the Machine Festival, the European American Musical Alliance 

in Paris, and other. 

Awards include the Charles Ives Fellowship from the American Academy of Arts 

and Letters, ASCAP’s Rudolf Nissim Prize for his orchestral work UNSTUCK, and 

the Aaron Copland Award from Copland House.  

An active blogger-in-music, Lustig’s regular micro-composition series 

#composagrams has spawned a novel genre and pioneered use of social media 

feeds as a new 21st-century “concert hall” ─ an artistic space with its own 

creative benefits and boundaries.  

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.instagram.com/raylustig/


 

 

 

 

 

Director 

Karmina Šilec  

is an artistic director of Carmina Slovenica ensemble and Choregie – new music 

theatre, conductor and stage director. With her unique concept of Choregie 

and its innovative interventions, she has brought freshness and originality to 

the world of vocal music and theatre, opened wider artistic spaces and set 

trends worldwide. Her projects are provocative and daring; her ideas break 

taboos, both those of the society and music. Conducting and directing, she 

creates projects with various companies, opera houses and ensembles 

worldwide, as well as her productions get performed on stages and festivals of 

the highest esteem all over the world.  

Karmina Šilec has received more than 20 highest international awards at choir 

competitions, further:  

• a prestigious ITI award Music Theatre Now, in the category Music 

beyond Opera,  

• a theatre award Golden Mask, and  

• International Robert Edler Prize for Choral Music for her exceptional 

contribution to the world choir movement.  

She also works as an artistic adviser for choral music, a university professor for 

conducting, a guest conductor and a jury member of festivals and 

competitions.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Librettist 

Matthew Doherty 

Massachusetts-born writer Doherty has published poetry and prose in The 

Atlantic Monthly, The New York Times, Poetry, and Glimmer Train (a 

literary quarterly). He was a Steger Fellow in poetry at Stanford University and 

has an M.F.A. in creative writing from the University of Alabama. 

He has lived and taught abroad in China, Poland, Saudi Arabia, and elsewhere, 

has worked as a long-haul truck driver in the U.S. and Iraq, and is currently 

completing a law degree at Boston College Law School. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

Carmina Slovenica, Partizanska 5, 2000 Maribor, Slovenia / M. +386 (0)41 695 112  
I. www.carmina-slovenica.si / E. carmina.slovenica@guest.arnes.si 

https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/1999/10/on-the-big-road/377810/
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/1999/10/on-the-big-road/377810/
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems-and-poets/poets/detail/matthew-doherty#about
http://www.zbor-carmina-slovenica.si/

