
Greetings from our President

Commissioning Dark Sisters is the logical way for Gotham Chamber 

Opera to celebrate the anniversary of its first ten years.  What better 

opportunity to fulfill our mission to produce chamber works than 

to add to that repertory? Our loyal patrons know that Gotham has 

always been artistically ambitious, but to undertake this challenge 

—with our partners Music-Theatre Group and Opera Company of 

Philadelphia—establishes a new level of artistic engagement for 

GCO. Just as opera needs to develop a new audience to thrive, it 

must also continually create new works to challenge and nourish 

that audience. Gotham is proud that in ten short years we have 

developed a sustaining network of support that allows us to 

contribute fundamentally to our chosen art with the creation of  

Dark Sisters.

Current events with their attendant sociopolitical concerns have 

inspired operas from Fidelio to Nixon in China. Nico Muhly and 

Steven Karam have likewise adapted a story with topical resonance. 

And as with all great works in the repertory, Dark Sisters operates 

on both the grand scale of historical developments as well as the 

intimate scale of personal emotional conflict. This production also 

follows historical precedents in employing inspired dramaturgy and 

contemporary technology to create a visual landscape as exciting 

as the musical drama it is intended to enrich.

Thank you for being a part of this thrilling enterprise.

Ted Trussell Porter

behind the curtain  |   fall 2011

Gotham Chamber Opera is the nation’s foremost 
company dedicated to producing rarely-performed 
chamber operas from the Baroque era to the present.

Our mission is to present innovative, fully-staged 
productions of the highest quality in intimate venues.
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Notes from our Artistic Director

After a gestation of five years, 

the premiere of Dark Sisters is 

nigh upon us. That is not to say 

that Nico Muhly and Stephen 

Karam have been working on 

Dark Sisters for five years—but  

I have.

In 2006, on the occasion of 

Gotham’s fifth anniversary, I 

decided that the best way to 

celebrate our tenth would be to 

commission a chamber opera 

that would enter the standard 

operatic canon. Where to begin?

Step 1: Choose the composer. I was familiar with all the usual 

suspects, but none of them quite fit the bill. Gotham needed 

someone young, brash, confident, surprising, scrappy yet elegant, 

intelligent, and above all, substantive—a daunting and somewhat 

contradictory list of attributes. As I began to despair of ever finding 

the right person, one day I chanced upon Nico Muhly on WNYC’s 

Soundcheck. Though virtually all of his music was instrumental or 

symphonic rather than vocal, I suspected we had our man. After 

Gotham commissioned a song from him, I knew we did.

Step 2: Choose the forces. In order for an opera to enter the 

standard repertory, it needs to fit the requirements not only of 

chamber opera companies like our own but also of large opera 

companies and conservatories. This means employing an orchestra 

that can fill a big theater without overwhelming the capabilities of 

more modest venues. Nico and I ultimately settled on an orchestra 

of thirteen virtuoso players, equivalent to that of Benjamin Britten’s 

universally performed chamber operas. Further, I concluded that in 

order to be attractive to conservatories, the opera should have a 

majority of female roles.

Step 3: Choose the source material. Knowing that we needed a 

dramatically gripping story with great emotional resonance and a 

preponderance of female characters, I solicited recommendations 

from Gotham’s board members and friends, as well as from Nico 

himself. After many delightful months of reading, I realized that I had 

gone about this in the wrong order.

Step 4: Choose the librettist—who could help choose the source 

material. This meant locating someone brilliant in his own right but 

also someone Nico would find artistically compatible. Knowing that 

the most successful libretti closely resemble highly distilled plays, 

Gotham Executive Director David Bennett and I enlisted the aid of 

our friends Linda Chapman and Jim Nicola of the New York Theater 

Workshop, whose work so often embraces that ideal. Over the 

course of a few hours together, we winnowed an enormous list of 

candidates. It was they who led us to Stephen Karam, for which we 

owe them a huge debt of thanks.

Step 5: Let the composer and librettist choose the source material 

together—or invent something new. Indeed, a few months later, 

Nico and Stephen proposed a number of plots, some original and 

some based on earlier works such as The Children’s Hour by Lillian 

Hellman. We all agreed that one of the originals—about a woman 

breaking out of her severely repressive society—would be just the 

ticket, especially because this particular society was composed 

largely of other women in the same circumstances.  

Now that Dark Sisters has completed its five-step program, will it 

enter the standard operatic canon? Being the proud matchmaker, I 

have no doubt about it—and our partners at Music-Theatre Group 

and Opera Company of Philadelphia are equally enthusiastic. I hope 

you will agree.

— Neal Goren



Staging a Contemporary Opera

Gotham’s Artistic Director Neal Goren, composer Nico Muhly, and 

director Rebecca Taichman discuss the music of Dark Sisters and 

how the staging draws its inspiration from Muhly’s score. 

rebecca taichman  One of the questions you asked us to think 

about is, “How is the music guiding the staging?” I was thinking in 

some ways it’s Shakespearean in that there are stage directions 

encoded in every choice you [Nico] made. I feel you see it in your 

mind, down to the character impulse. It’s incredibly specific. It’s 

driven through motivation and need. Obviously the meter is set, 

encoded in it, and then you give us this space to explore it and 

make it our own.  

nico Muhly  It’s pretty chilled out. I’m interested to see what you’ll 

do with the staging in some of the interludes, which are very few. 

There is the opening and there are two sort of mountain climbing 

things, and that’s it. But really it’s a lot to do.

neal Goren  Nico, did you think of those visually when you were 

writing them?

nM  The way that I thought about these things is as if I were 

squinting from the last row, how would I describe it to someone 

who is blind [whispers “She’s walking up a hill!”] You know, the most 

basic things like “someone goes up a hill.”

rt  But then you have such meticulous detail in there, as if she’s 

looking back at what she’s leaving behind. It’s really incredibly 

evocative.  

nM  But if I leave it a little smudged then there’s room for a million 

interpretations.

nG  Yesterday we were doing the final chorus (the hymn), and it was 

sort of passive; people were not invested in it. I said, “What are you 

all feeling here?” Wisely, one person said, “I think we’re all feeling 

something different.”  And I said, “Let’s discuss. What are you 

thinking as you sing this hymn? What’s your reaction to what’s going 

on?”  And once they articulated it, we sang it again and it came into 

full color.

nM  The piece does something strange which is that at the very, 

very end, in the last fifteen minutes, there are two embedded 

hymns. The first is “Abide with Me,” which is a kind of American 

standard funereal thing, and the second is “Love at Home,” which is 

a very specifically Latter Day Saints traditional hymn and you hear 

it all over the place. I was just reading in one of the accounts of the 

[Warren] Jeffs trials, that one of the other elders got a phone call 

during the deposition, and his ring tone was “Love at Home.” 

nG  Can we put that in the show? [Laughter]

nM  The show? I put it in my phone! So, “Love at Home” appears. 

And the other thing that’s interesting is that in a lot of the memoirs 

of people who have left the FLDS you hear them say things like, 

“One of the things we used to do every week is sing ‘Love at Home’ 

and how ironic it is that our home was so messed up.” So I thought 

it was appropriate to end with this, and it’s a very beautiful and very 

American-sounding tune.

rt  I had an incredible experience in our last workshop.  We had 

done all this table work, which is a real luxury because of the way 

you guys have created the schedule. 

nG  Actually, can you explain what table work is, because opera 

people don’t know.

rt  OK. In table work you basically sit at a table and you chunk it 

down to talk through motivations, needs, and objectives – really 

basic character analysis.

nG  And this is the first time in my entire career in opera that we have 

ever done this.  And this is the first time for everybody in the cast.



rt  There was one singer, when we did the final sing-through after 

a lot of table work, she cried at a certain point. Because it’s really 

dripping in grief, the piece, and then you find a kind of courage to 

pass through that grief and gain power from it.  She was very upset. 

She said, “How am I going to do this? I’m so moved by the material 

but I can’t cry or I can’t create the sound that you need me to create.” 

nG  What’s so interesting is what you were saying, Rebecca: opera 

singers are not used to having their characters being so repressed. 

rt  It’s as if the pot is boiling over but the lid is on, and those 

moments when the lid pops off, they’re the shocking ones.  But 

they are people who are trained in repression and in the repression 

of feeling, and so when feeling bursts out it’s incredibly raw and 

vulnerable and strange. It’s an incredibly powerful place from 

which to begin. It feels as if it is guided totally from the music: if you 

feel that what is valued is stepping in sync with everybody else in 

perfect obedience and sweetness with everybody else, then those 

moments of inability to do that are the moments where the drama 

really starts to crackle.  

nM  And this comes from my awareness of two very different vocal 

traditions, one being operatic and one being in the experimental 

music of the sixties, or in the world of plainchant or of sixteenth-

century vocal music. You didn’t get these structural maps for when 

the climax should be. Sometimes the most moving moments are 

the quietest and sometimes they’re these kind of weird turns of 

phrase. For instance, in Ruth’s second act aria the most moving part 

is the end when it’s in this crazy transition which is not a traditional 

operatic trope. Normally you build it up, you build it up, and you give 

her a mad scene and bring in all the gongs and she throws herself 

off a cliff….

nG  …on a high C. And in this one it’s a low G!

nM  Yes, it is!  Which is a funny thing because she does have high 

notes before when she sings “Take me to my babies,” that’s one 

point.  But the other point is even crazier, at the end, so this is 

something I’m eager to see how you’ll handle. 

You can hear the entire conversation in a series of podcasts on 

www.gothamchamberopera.org and www.darksistersopera.org.

Upcoming: April 2012

il  soGno di  scipione
by Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart

Tenth Anniversary Production

Conductor: Neal Goren

Director: Christopher Alden

Scenic Design: Andrew Cavanaugh Holland

Costume Design: Fabio Toblini

Lighting Design: Allen Hahn

Scipione: Michele Angelini

Costanza: Marie-Ève Munger

Fortuna: Susannah Biller

Publio: Arthur Espiritu

Emilio: Chad A. Johnson

Licenza: Rachel Willis-Sørensen

april 11-21, 2012

Gerald W. Lynch Theater at John Jay College

opening night Gala Wednesday April 11 at 7:30 pm 

To purchase tickets to the opening night gala, please call  

212-868-4460. 

For all other performances, call Ticket Central at 212-279-4200.

In celebration of its Tenth Anniversary Season, 
Gotham Chamber Opera has launched a new Web site at 
www.gothamchamberopera.org. 

The site features photos and videos of Dark Sisters and 
Il sogno di Scipione, past productions, featuring complete 
casting information, selected reviews, photos and video 
clips from the last ten years; and a Learn More section with 
recommended reading lists, a selection of commercially 
available recordings of the works in Gotham’s repertoire, 
and podcasts related to the current season’s productions.



Notes from the Executive Director 

From September 6 to September 25 the entire Dark Sisters

team—composer, librettist, conductor, director, designers, singers, 

orchestra and production staff—assembled in preparation for the 

opera’s World Premiere. These creative forces worked together  

for nearly a month to bring the physical, dramatic and musical  

world of Dark Sisters to life. Many of you were able to join us for 

one of the two preview performances, pictured so beautifully  

here in this newsletter. 

By the opera’s November 9 World Premiere, the Dark Sisters 

artistic forces will have been working together for more than four 

months—a highly unusual circumstance. The risks are very high for 

all opera productions, and particularly so with a new work. We hope 

that by providing the luxury of time, spent together as a creative 

team, we will ensure artistic success and a long life for Dark Sisters.

Of course, the luxury of time is only possible with the help of many: 

the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation, Opera America’s Opera Fund, 

the National Endowment for the Arts, the New York State Council 

on the Arts, the New York City Department of Cultural Affairs, and 

many, many very generous individuals. 

For those of you who have helped bring Dark Sisters to life, we  

are extremely grateful. For those of you who still wish to help,  

you can use the donor form in this newsletter, donate online by 

visiting our Web site (www.gothamchamberopera.org), or call  

our office at 212.868.4460.

We look forward to sharing the World Premiere with you in 

November.

David Bennett
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Opening night gala  

November 9 at 7:30pm
To purchase tickets to the opening night gala, 
please call (212) 868-4460

All other performances:
November 11, 12, 15, 17, 19 at 8:00 PM
Tickets $30-$125

Purchase tickets through Ticket Central by calling  
(212) 279-4200 or www.ticketcentral.com


