LAURA HARRINGTON PLAYWRIGHT AND LYRICIST LAURA HARRINGTON, 48, HAS WRITTEN WELL-RECEIVED MUSICALS AND STRAIGHT DRAMAS AS WELL AS THE LIBRETTO FOR RESURRECTION, BEING PERFORMED BY THE BOSTON LYRIC OPERA BEGINNING WEDNESDAY NIGHT. SHE ALSO TEACHES PLAYWRITING AT MIT.
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How much do you work on a libretto before the music is composed?

What comes first is the words. Our process was first just figuring out what we were going to adapt for a text. Tod [Mach over, the Resurrection composer] and I come from different worlds. His first opera was based on a science fiction novel, and he seemed to want to follow in that vein. The problem we came up against was the amount of exposition in science fiction. Music carries emotion extremely well, information badly, if at all. We read other novels, but the minute I pulled Resurrection off the shelf, I thought it was going to be the one. I had read everything by Tolstoy, but not this. It's a flawed novel, and that is positive for us. When you're going to tear apart a master's work, it's easier to adapt something that has problems. It's an enormous, 400-plus-page novel, and the published libretto is 40 pages, so the amount of condensation is enormous.

Why do librettists get short shrift?

I used to have a business card: "The Librettists Society: Obscurity Redefined." There were two of us. It's a demanding role to play and a very unsung one. The composer will always be king in the opera world. What draws a librettist to write for opera is the absolute fun and thrill: Where else do you get to put 45 people onstage and hear 33 people in the pit? This is a fantastic writing opportunity.

Does it require an ego adjustment?

I would not want a steady diet of this. What I especially love about writing for music theater is, unlike in the opera world, there is a reasonable amount of workshopping to make things better. I get to spend time with the composer at the keyboard doing things in the moment. The opera composer's model is still very 19th century: They pick up the libretto and disappear.

Machover is experimental; you're more traditional.

I give us a lot of credit for finding common ground, which is facing how difficult it is to write a good opera. Most new operas are never heard from again. [Resurrection had its premiere at the Houston Grand Opera in 1999 and goes to Opera Pacific in Santa Ana, California, in 2003.]

Why did you turn to drama instead of fiction?

I went to graduate school in New York to write a novel. Arthur Kopit, the playwright, was teaching, and I thought, Oh, my gosh, this sounds interesting. I discovered students would be reading each other's work out loud. This terrified me, so I thought, I better do that. He changed my life. I was afraid to be onstage; I've never acted. My love is the poetry, the inherent musicality of language. And I'm a visual person, and theater is completely visual. I'm always trying to communicate this to my students. I tell them: "You know how parents are always saying, `Don't do what I do, do what I say.' But you always do what they do, because whatever we see reads more powerfully than what anyone will ever say to you." Theater and music theater are trying to express in words the inexpressible. The impossibility of that task, the fact that I'll be an apprentice my whole life, hooks me. And the ephemeral nature of something that is live is both heartbreaking and wonderful.

Most of your work deals in history. Why?

I am fascinated with it. I fell in love with Joan of Arc a long time ago. For the past five years, I've been trying to understand how war ends; how do we stop them? I'm working on a trilogy. The first play was Hallowed Ground [coming to the Portland Stage Company in Maine in January], which shows young characters during Sherman's march in the midst of the carnage. The second, Pickett's Charge, is about Civil War reenactors who get their fondest wish and fall through a hole in time. It's about our incredible romance with war. Now I'm writing the third, about Napoleon in exile.

Don't facts get in the way of creativity?

In my musicals Joan of Arc and Martin Guerre, which is based on a true story, it's where the rec ord falls short or silent that something interesting is happening. Hello? There is all my possibility for creation - that's where I imagine my way into the lives of these characters.

What's your model musical?

West Side Story - a perfect integration of story and music.

What lessons do you take from it?

To remain as ruthless with your own work as its creators had to be to have that final shape. To keep pruning until you have something that's really working. You see a work of that quality, and you know how much fine-tuning went into it.

What's the best part of the whole process?

When the audience is in the grip of my world and happy to be there, that's it! Then my story is alive, not just in me but in perhaps 2,000 people.

Is a play onstage so different from the one in your head?

Absolutely. A script is a blueprint. The promise only is there on the page. Realizing it in real time is completely different.

Creating plays, musicals especially, is so risky. What keeps you going?

It's what I'm here to do.

