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Violin

Bar 75 - glissando into the note.

Bar 235 - motivic figures can be played in any order.

Cello

Bar 34 - 'cello especially plays in octaves, of which the 1st and 2nd fingers

alternate in a light pizzicato on the lower string 

Bar 84 - glissando into the note

Ney

The ney player may choose his/her path to modulate through the

maqams. 

Unison 

only

General notes:

Accidentals: quarter-tone flats and quarter-tone sharps are placed depending on

the context. e.g. quarter-tone flats are used within the context of a maqam.

Accordion:

Symbols

Lower

Octave 

only

Instrumentation:

Soprano

Ney (Arabic flute)

Violin

Accordion

Violoncello

Synopsis:

Every year an estimated 5000 women worldwide are murdered by their own

families in so-called honour killings, 12 of them in the UK.

 

'Silk Moth' places onstage a mother. This one-woman performance raises

powerful questions: What is her role in this horrific 'tradition'?

Is she a victim, submissive, or coldly complicit?

We think the ‘you’ the mother is addressing is the daughter -  we assume the

daughter has already gone and she is mourning her,  but towards the end we

realise that the daughter is still out there. In fact, the ‘you’ on the phone is the

daughter’s father, to whom the mother ultimately gives the nod to do the deed.

Performance Notes:

Higher

Octave 

only

Unison

&

Tremulant

Unison

&

Lower Octave

Unison

&

Higher Octave

SILKMOTH

for Soprano and Ensemble

Music by Bushra El-Turk

Words by Eleanor Knight

dur: 25'

Score in C
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LIBRETTO:

A smart Woman arrives and sits down at a table. She has with her a laptop/smartphone.  

We see the content of the phone projected on a screen.  She drinks her coffee and opens up the screen. 

Image of an adult silkmoth Bombyx Mori – the saver screen. 

This should be a full, beautiful image, possibly moving.

She scrolls through various menus and opens up an Instagram page and sees an old photograph 

of a family of( Iraqi /Kurdish) immigrants: two parents and children, one of them a little girl, 

with suitcases outside a small suburban house. She touches her finger to the little girl in the picture. 

The picture of the girl recurs at various different stages of her young life during the piece. 

The house stood in a line

Of other houses just the same

Not the dust and colour of a village 

Or the rush of war

But safe, anonymous, with ugly windows 

And you, weeping at the door - ‘How did our lives become so small?’

I cried to see you weep 

I held your hand

You went on weeping.

Her phone rings. Yes my love? I’m looking at you in a photograph and you look so cross. 

You look frightened. It was all so new for you. For all of us. I know. I will. I am watching the time.  

Til then. (puts phone down)

How did we live?

I pressed my fingers to my lips and went to work

Late at night so nobody saw

I smelled of sweat and steam and bleach and soiled linen.

Asleep in the afternoons I dreamed of cool silk

Like a sea

TWEET LANDAY – which should have a profoundly unsettling effect on the woman.

You go in and out, my poor father

And you return a little poorer every time.

Woman is unsettled. Where has this message/tweet come from?

Documentary: A child’s voice: Bombyx Mori. The adult female can lay up to 500 pinhead sized eggs in

six days…”

Woman She’s a busy woman….

Documentary: The larvae hatch and spend forty days gorging themselves on mulberry leaves.”

Woman: Forty days! 

More than a dozen weddings all in one

 More than a dozen daughters married to other men’s sons

There was the business

Thanks to your cousin

Nothing was too much trouble

He is an honourable man.

“How did you get work?’ they asked,

 ‘Immigrants.’

(Looking at the moth documentary –we can hear the spoken commentary underneath: 

Documentary: Approximately thirty thousand worms can hatch from a single ounce of eggs. That’s

twenty-five grammes in metric. Between them they will eat a ton of mulberry leaves and spin twelve

pounds of raw silk.  



4

Woman: 

In their own time they are beautiful

In their own time they may be wise

In their own time they want to do to what is right

And we must help them. 

Woman’s phone rings “I’m talking about weddings. Yes I know. Everybody’s here. (indicates guests) OK. As you want.

TWEET/LANDAY Again, this unsettles the Woman.

A woman is like a piece of silk

Precious, rare, and can be laundered at thirty degrees.

Documentary: After all that eating, the larvae are fat and sleepy. It is time for them to make a cocoon. 

Each worm makes about a thousand feet of silk thread and wraps it tightly around its little body.

Woman:Precious, you said

You are beautiful

Perfect

a prize

A thousand feet of silken thread

Woven in a hanging bed

Safe and comfortable until

Deft fingers harvest, boil and strip at will.

Instagram picture flicks up. It’s a group of friends, 

a boy is standing next to the girl, with his hand on her shoulder.

Woman: In their own time, we must help them.

Beautiful, suitable. You are a prize. Hold still.

Without words there is only sound

Without sound there is only silence

Heavy as the sea

And we are all under the sea. 

Music to convey FGM

TWEET/LANDAY

This flesh, pink,  cut, cast down on the floor

Is your promise to them that I will never want more.

Woman answers her phone. I told you, they’re all here. What is happening? 

Have you heard anything? We (indicating audience) can wait I suppose. 

Documentary: The silkworm stays in its cocoon for sixteen days.  When it is ready, it 

excretes proteolytic enzymes to make a hole in the cocoon so it can get out. 

Unfortunately the enzyme damages the silk, so most silkworms are killed before this stage, 

either by boiling the chrysalis or exposing it to a very high temperature.

Woman: (scrolling through pictures of her daughter with friends, it’s clear that certain boys keep reappearing. 

She traces her finger over them)

We dwell within your name as under the shade of a glorious canopy

Bold and strong

Safe

And shame is a little grub, eating away, eating away.
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I learned to want nothing

An absence where there might be need

Anger for love, jealousy

That’s how it always was for me 

A woman is held by a silken thread

You showed me silence for desire

Fear spins a cocoon

And we are safe on the inside.

What is best 

Matters more than

What you want

TWEET/LANDAY

Thank you, mum and dad, for arranging the marriage bed, but

I want a husband like I want a hole in the head. 

And They -

They see everything.

There is not one blind eye amongst Them

They eat up your mistakes with Their looking 

As a starving man gobbles down his bread

You fed Them sweetmeats, titbits,

Meetings 

The mshabbak of your secret greetings

They gorged themselves on your honey

They

Woman’s phone rings. She answers as documentary goes on underneath.

Woman: We are all here. Are you at the place we agreed? Do you have everything you

need? 

My husband, it is in your hands. 
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TWEET/LANDAY

Your rubber gloves are yellow and cheap

They fit your murdering hands perfectly, my father.

Woman: We had new things

In the kitchen – matching plates, electric iron, plastic laundry basket, knives

A new washing line in the garden

And even a freezer for meat.
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Documentary 1

'The silk worm Bombyx Mori. The adult female can lay up to 500 pinhead 

sized eggs in six days. The larvae hatch and spend forty days gorging 

themselves on mulberry leaves'
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Ang For ty- days! More than a do zen- wed dings-

Poco Più mosso (q=112)

E
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Documentary 2

'Approximately thirty thousand worms can hatch from a single ounce of eggs. 

That's twnty-five grammes in metric. Between them they will eat a ton of

mulberry leaves and spin twelve pounds of raw silk.'
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113

p ff pp

p ff pp

cut on cue 

or repeat Ad lib.

3

4

2

4

3

4

4

4

3

4

2

4

3

4

4

4

3

4

2

4

3

4

4

4

3

4

2

4

3

4

4

4

4

4

4

4

4

4

4

4

2

4

4

4

2

4

4

4

2

4

4

4

2

4

4

4

2

4

4

4

2

4

4

4

2

4

4

4

2

4

4

4

&

Documentary 2

'Approximately thirty thousand worms can hatch from a single ounce of eggs. 

That's twnty-five grammes in metric. Between them they will eat a ton of

mulberry leaves and spin twelve pounds of raw silk.'
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Documentary 3
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A woman is like a piece of silk,
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