
Today’s operatic repertoire shows tectonic 
change beyond established classics,” Robert 
Marx wrote in the spring issue of Opera 
America, and this year’s bumper crop of world 
premieres defi nitely bears out his observation. 

Marx’s essay notes that in the 1983–1984 season, OPERA 
America’s constituent companies offered but one world 
premiere. Compare that to the years 2010–2016, in which the 
organization’s members offered no fewer than 225 new North 
American works in their debut productions. 

“ �� $WV�PWODGTU�CNQPG�FQPoV�VGNN�VJG�YJQNG�UVQT[��6JG�Ƃ�GNFoU�
attitude toward contemporary opera has also changed. 
No longer does the presentation of a new work feel like a 
dutiful chore, tangential to the real business of mounting 
the standard repertory. On the contrary, operas like Breaking 
the Waves (Opera Philadelphia), Fellow Travelers (Cincinnati 
Opera), The Scarlet Letter (Opera Colorado), The Shining
(Minnesota Opera) and Sister Carrie (Florentine Opera 
%QORCP[��t�COQPI�OCP[�QVJGTU�t�UGTXGF�CU�ƃ�CIUJKR�
productions in their companies’ seasons: generating outsize 
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Aaron Blake in Cincinnati Opera’s
Fellow Travelers

Madison Opera’s Little Women,
with Eric Neuville and Courtney Miller 

Kiera Duffy in Breaking the Waves
at Opera Philadelphia 



media attention, attracting donor dollars and bringing new 
audiences to the art form. 
 The vitality of contemporary opera can be seen not only in 
world premieres, but also in myriad revivals of recent works. 
A common complaint of the not-so-distant past cited the 
tendency of new operas to disappear from view after their 
RTGOKGTGU��#NN�VJG�RTGUVKIG��VJG�VJKPMKPI�YGPV��ENWPI�VQ�Ƃ�TUV�
productions; after that, the works themselves languished. 
No longer. In 2016, companies presented second, third — or 
47th — mountings of numerous works from recent decades. 
OPERA America’s accounting of the most-performed 

operas during the 2015–2016 season included (alongside 
the expected /CFCOC�$WVVGTƃ�[, La bohème and Carmen) 
Jake Heggie’s Dead Man Walking (nine productions) and his 
Three Decembers (eight productions). In the past year, Mark 
Adamo’s Little Women has been staged by Eugene Opera, 
Madison Opera and Pittsburgh Opera. Kevin Puts’ Silent 
Night showed up at The Atlanta Opera and Michigan Opera 
Theatre, and his Manchurian Candidate at Austin Opera. Des 
Moines Metro Opera staged Philip Glass’ Galileo Galilei and 
Los Angeles Opera, his Akhnaten. 
 Of the three works in Opera Saratoga’s summer 2016 
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Micaela Aldridge in
Central City Opera’s
Later that Same Evening

Jennifer Rivera, Dennis Jesse and Amy Pfrimmer
in Dead Man Walking at New Orleans Opera

Cellist Joshua Roman, composer/pianist Gregg 
Kallor and mezzo-soprano Elizabeth Pojanowski in 
On Site Opera’s The Tell-Tale Heart 

Brenda Harris in Austin Opera’s The Manchurian Candidate
Florentine Opera’s Three Decembers,
with Lucy Schaufer and Rena Harms 



season, two were of recent vintage: Daniel Catán’s Il Postino 
and Glass’ The Witches of Venice. “New works can speak 
to audiences in a visceral way,” says Lawrence Edelson, 
VJG�EQORCP[oU�CTVKUVKE�CPF�IGPGTCN�FKTGEVQT��6JG�DQZ�QHƂ�EG�
validated his instincts: The season saw a 35 percent uptick
in ticket revenue.

 The need for opera organizations to strengthen bonds with 
their communities has never been more strongly felt — or 
OQTG�VJQTQWIJN[�CFFTGUUGF��1RGTC�KU�PQ�NQPIGT�EQPƂ�PGF�VQ�
the opera house: This past year it could be found in schools, 
community centers, libraries, farmers’ markets, and even 
a basketball court. Companies are proving the art form’s 
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Yijie Shie with a dancer in San Francisco Opera’s world premiere of Dream of the Red Chamber by Bright Sheng and David Henry Hwang

Chanmee Jeong and Dominick Corbacio in The Witches of Venice at Opera Saratoga 
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relevance by grappling with urgent local issues: In the wake 
of the Pulse nightclub tragedy, Opera Orlando staged a 
DGPGƂ�V�EQPEGTV��p1PG�8QKEG�1TNCPFQ�q�#FFTGUUKPI�VJG�GHHGEV�
of the energy downturn on its community, Houston Grand 
Opera offered free subscription renewals to laid-off energy-
company employees. Lyric Opera of Chicago, in partnership 

with the Chicago Urban League, is developing a new musical 
theater work to be written by local youths, based on the city’s 
epidemic of gun violence.
 These trends in no way spell the end of the standard 
repertoire. The great works of the period between Mozart 
and Puccini still form the core of the repertory, often in 
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Greer Grimsley and Katharine Goeldner
in Minnesota Opera’s Das Rheingold

Sarasota Opera’s La battaglia di Legnano, with Martin Nusspaumer, Jennifer Black and Todd Thomas 

Das Rheingold at North Carolina Opera,
with Michaela Martens and Hailey Clark 
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fresh, inventive stagings that serve as reminders of why 
these masterpieces endure. Wagner’s Ring continues to 
serve as the ultimate test of an opera company’s mettle: 
Washington National Opera mounted Francesca Zambello’s 
familiar Ring production this past spring, and Lyric Opera 

of Chicago launched a new David Pountney Ring cycle 
with Das Rheingold. But the Ring is no longer the exclusive 
provenance of the biggest companies: Both Minnesota 
Opera and North Carolina Opera offered Das Rheingold 
as trial balloons for potential complete cycles, to critical 
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“One Voice Orlando” concert, with Jennifer Johnson Cano, Cecilia Violetta López, Alex Mansoori and Mark Walters
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Andriana Chuchman and Sean Panikkar in OperaTheatre of Saint Louis’ 
world premiere of Shalimar the Clown by Jack Perla and Rajiv Joseph Seattle Opera’s Spring Break Camp for children



RNCWFKVU�CPF�DQZ�QHƂ�EG�UWEEGUU��/GCPYJKNG��5CTCUQVC�1RGTC�
closed out its complete Verdi cycle — a monumental, 
28-year effort — with Aida and the rarely heard La battaglia 
di Legnano. Innovative approaches to repertoire, along with 
the ever-increasing role of community engagement

KP�EQORCP[�GPFGCXQTU��TGXGCN�C�Ƃ�GNF�PQ�NQPIGT�YKNNKPI�VQ�
settle for business as usual — and one that’s connected to 
the world at large. • — Fred Cohn
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Houston Grand Opera's world premiere of It's a Wonderful Life by Jake Heggie and Gene Scheer

Lyric Unlimited presented Gregory Spears’ Jason and the Argonauts
as part of its Opera in the Neighborhoods series. 



In what was a banner year for world premieres at its 
member companies, OPERA America saw the dividends 
of its sustained investment in new work and in 
audience engagement. At Fort Worth Opera, an Audience 
Development Grant yielded a six-month-long symposium 

series on John F. Kennedy’s legacy, leading up to the premiere of 
David T. Little and Royce Vavrek’s JFK; Opera Philadelphia raised 
the curtain on Missy Mazzoli’s Breaking the Waves, funded in part 
by the Opera Grants for Female Composers program; and New 
York’s Opera on Tap embarked on an episodic virtual-reality opera 

by Kamala Sankara and Jerre Dye, The Parksville Murders,
with support from a Building Opera Audiences Grant. 
 Dozens of other companies premiered new works, 
experimented with audience-building techniques, and 
established new educational programs thanks to OPERA 
America grants. The organization administered $1 million 
in grant money, awarded to opera companies and individual 
composers, with funds coming from OPERA America’s own 
granting endowment, The Opera Fund, as well from the 
Ann and Gordon Getty Foundation, The Andrew W. Mellon 
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Lucy Fitz Gibbon in the New Opera Showcase, a concert of excerpts from fi ve operas in development 

Stage director Alison Moritz speaks with OPERA America President/CEO Marc A. Scorca
at an event benefi tting the Waomen’s Opera Network.

Vira Slywotzky and Aleksandra Romano
in the New Opera Showcase










