
Sante Fe Opera 2026
(But don’t let the smoke get in your eyes...)

An Engaging Eugene Onegin

Perhaps the most cherished moments for an opera 
lover are those when the beauty and enchantment of 
a performance become so breathtaking that all else 
disappears and time seems to stand still.  Over the 
years, the Santa Fe Opera has supplied many such 
moments, sometimes even before the orchestra has 
played a note. This was the case at this year’s Eugene 
Onegin on August 6th as we in the audience looked 
from Tatyana’s home, the Larin estate, past a cluster of 
aspen trees to a golden field beyond. Also on this night, 
one of those glorious Santa Fe sunsets illuminated the 
expanse of hills to the west beyond the set, adding 
luster to the mellow lighting. 

Alas, however, as we had picnicked before the 
opera, a distant plume of smoke some 30 miles north 
arose over the Pecos Wilderness of Santa Fe National 
Forest, providing a portent of things to come - the 
devastating rapidly-expanding Frijoles fire. Its smoke 
during the next week would cause the unprecedented, 
but understandable, cancellation of three operas in 
succession, August 10-12:  Madama Butterfly (after 20 
minutes), Rodelinda, and Onegin.  

But this night we were fortunate. The hit of the 
season for many, including me, was Tchaikovsky’s 
poignant and powerful lyrical drama, in which the 
bucolic opening scene gave little hint of the bleak 
events to unfold in the opera as well.  In the hands of 
Director Alessandro Talevi, the opera came through 
as the intimate set of “lyrical scenes” Tchaikovsky 
intended, much as I had first encountered it in 1972 at 
Moscow Conservatory’s Maly Theatre (since renamed 
Stanislavski Theatre). It had premiered there in a student 
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production about a century before in 1879 as rather an 
intimate chamber opera with few grand scenic effects.  
Santa Fe Opera first performed the work in 1978; then 
five years ago in 2021, the current production premiered, 
although in a somewhat scaled down version because 
of Covid restrictions.

 
In this year’s expanded revival, Director Talevi 

still captured the basic intimacy of the work, aptly 
managing the occasional larger crowd scenes  to keep 
focus on the protagonists. At the same time, Mr. Talevi  
paid tribute also to one of the most beloved works of 
Russian fiction, Pushkin’s acerbic 1833 novel-in-verse 
of the same name. His ability to work in this way was 
no surprise to me, having some years ago reviewed his 
mesmerizing production of Handel’s Amadigi in the 
miniscule theater at Central City Opera in Colorado.  
His directorial concept there, in a confined Renaissance 
studiolo, served as a liberating background for the 
emotional and psychological fluctuations of the opera’s 
four characters.  

This Santa Fe Opera production worked in much 
the same way, isolating with a detached irony the 
two emotionally torn principals, Tatyana and Onegin. 
Ukranian soprano Olga Kulchynska, in her house debut, 
wonderfully caught the essence of the simple, 17-year-
old bookworm, Tatyana: “As timid as the sylvan 
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doe,” said Pushkin; “in her own family / she seemed 
a strangling.” The dreamy country girl fell instantly 
in love with the visiting Onegin, 24, an already jaded 
aristocrat from the big city, perfectly embodied by 
Italian baritone Mattia Olivieri (another house debut), 
with his aloof demeanor and resonant voice. 

Her famous letter scene, as she writes in a 
nocturnal burst of passion to Onegin soon after 
meeting him, becomes the lynchpin to the opera. Ms. 
Kulchynska made it even more poignant with her 
expressive outpouring.  Her bedroom - her studiolo, 
metaphorically speaking - was more than simply a 
place of repose, with or without books; it reflected 
her imaginative and romantic state of mind. In this 
scene, macabre dancers and masked supernumeraries  
lingered unobtrusively in the background; they seemed 
to catch the detached, ironic tone explicit in Pushkin’s 
intrusive narrator, who disparages Tatyana’s passionate 
confession of love with the devastating preamble:

	  Who taught her all that touching tosh,
	 Mad conversation of the heart
	 Both fascinating and injurious?

Indeed Tatyana was much more present in this 
revised production with sets by scenic and costume 
designer Gary McCann. Sets often ranged from indoors 
to outdoors, highlighted by Rick Fisher’s always-
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effective lighting. As described in Kirsten Paige’s fine 
program notes, “inside and outside are not so separate.  
Trees dot Tatyana’s library in the countryside and crop 
up elsewhere too, resisting demarcating exteriors and 
interiors.” And as director Talevi further notes: “Each 
scene could be in the present and yet it could equally 
be in the past, with Tatyana as a witness.”  Just as 
Pushkin’s narrator is an intrusive presence, so too are 
the dancers of choreographer Athol Farmer,  providing 
ironic contrast to Tatyana’s romantic longing. At  
times indeed, some of the oddly-costumed group of 
eight dancers would even coax Tatyana to join them.   

Even so, at just the right moment, the dancers 
would stop, letting the singers take the spotlight, 
as for example  in the quartet preceding  the letter 
scene.  In it  Onegin and his friend Lensky, and 
the two Larina sisters, Tatyana and Olga, the lovely 
mezzo soprano Lindsay Ammann, also in her SFO 
debut, were separated into respective pairs as they 
sang carefully sculpted phrases in Russian from 
Pushkin. The men casually appraised the girls as 
the love-struck Tatyana recognized in Onegin the 
“somebody for whom her soul had been waiting.” 
Throughout the opera, the sensitive conducting of 
the esteemed Keri-Lynn Wilson (in another SFO 
debut) further illuminated such poignant ensembles.

The same pattern of interuptions continued for the 
remaining two acts.  In Act II the country waltz, staged 
as an odd homey dancing lesson for Tatyana and Olga, 
halted abruptly as all reacted in horror to the burst of 
antagonism between Onegin and Lensky which led 
to the duel.  This, the largest ensemble of the opera 
included the chorus (not singing from the bleachers as 
they had in the 2021 production for  social-distancing 
reasons) plus the quintet of principals, now including 
the venerable Mezzo-soprano Susan Graham as Larina, 
the girls’ mother. For the duel itself soon to follow in 
the dreary wintry landscape, time stopped again  as 
Lensky, Peruvian tenor Iván Ayón-Rivas sang his 
farewell to Olga with touching lyricism.  

In the Act III polonaise, often a sweeping grand 
tableau for dancers and chorus, just a few of the surreal 
dancers served as the backdrop to Onegin’s return from 
abroad after six years. Still miserable over the tragic 
duel, he encountered a now sophisticated and married  
Tatyana.  Then with  yet another pause in time, Prince 
Gremin, formidable Romanian bass Alexander Köpeczi 
(another SFO debut), extolled the many virtues of his 
happy marriage to Tatyana in his heartfelt aria.

 A literary critic once called Pushkin’s intrusive 
narrator’s voice “a kind of spiritual air-conditioner.” 
But in the final scene of this production, the “air-
conditioner,” – the oddly choreographed intrusions 
and choral interruptions – were shut off completely.  
The concluding romantic melodrama between Tatyana 
and Onegin unfolded by itself with raw emotional and 
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dramatic force.  Tatyana, having rejected Onegin despite 
her love for him, merely exited. In the 2021 version of 
the production,  Onegin, as distraught as Tatyana once 
was, rather surprisingly just dropped into a black hole.  
Correcting that rather unrealistic conclusion, in this 
revival the grieving Onegin simply collapsed on stage, 
in appropriate verismo fashion.  Dramatic instincts and 
vocal prowess were all that was needed in that crowd-
free final scene. The end was devastating in itself.  

Rodelinda in the Shadows

The production I had most looked forward to 
this summer was Handel’s magnificent opera of 1725, 
Rodelinda, regina d’Longobardi, a relatively rare showing 
of a baroque opera at Santa Fe Opera, which I had hoped 
to see twice.  But alas, once on August 7th  had to suffice 
as smoke from the Frijoles fire swept closer.  

Especially enticing was the conducting of 
assiduous Handelian, Music Director Harry Bicket, 
with his outstanding cast.  In the last two decades 
Maestro Bicket has had but three chances to lend his 
expertise and artistry to Handel among his 16 Opera 
productions in Santa Fe: – Agrippina in 2004 in his 
Santa Fe debut, Radamisto in 2008, and Alcina in 
2017.  But chances abounded elsewhere of course, for 
example at the Met, where he made his debut in 2004 
as well, conducting the spacious Stephen Wadsworth 
production of Rodelinda.   Notable too are his annual 
English Concert performances at Carnegie Hall (and 

elsewhere), which in 2023 included Rodelinda with 
the same acclaimed two leads as in Santa Fe, Lucy 
Crowe and Iestyn Davies. Admirably in all these large 
scale venues, the crisp conducting of Maestro Bicket, 
demonstrated how indeed Handel could hold up well 
beyond the intimate 850 seat King’s Theater in London 
where it was first performed roughly three hundred 
years ago.      

Another draw for me was R.B. Schlather, an 
innovative director whom I have come to admire also. 
Coincidentally, I was first acquainted with his work in 
his Santa Fe debut in 2019, directing Cosi fan Tutte, 
conducted also by Maestro Bicket.  The collaboration 
of the two made for an engaging evening indeed. As I 
wrote at the time, the two teamed up to create a spare, 
timeless production of musical drive and theatricality:  
“with no scenery to speak of, save the occasionally 
windowed wall and careful spotlighting, the focus was 
on the often silhouetted characters  - and on the inner 
working of the heart and mind still relevant today.” 

Another engaging encounter with Schlather’s 
work came in 2025 at the intimate Hudson Opera in 
upstate New York where he directed a spare, captivating, 
and comically-tinged Giulio Cesare, anchored by 
Rukus, the conductorless period instrument ensemble 
of twelve.  This was the second in a series of three 
Handel operas for Hudson that began the year before 
with Rodelinda – the production “re-envisioned” for 
Santa Fe Opera this year. As Mr. Schlather wrote in his 
brief introductory program book in Hudson regarding 
the physicality and sheer energy of Handel’s music:  
“that’s the vibe for this Handel series in Hudson: bold, 
visceral and unapologetically thrilling.”

Alas, the re-envisioned Rodelinda at Santa Fe 
this year with Maestro Bicket and full orchestra, for 
all its exquisite musical worth, somehow fell short 
on communicating such a scintillating “vibe.” To be 
sure, Schlather’s staging produced at times a certain 
amount of visceral tension, especially with the 
studiolo effect of having all action take place in the 
claustrophobic darkness of a single room, albeit with 
revolving turntable to facilitate transitions and occasional 
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ominous eavesdropping’s.   And with no scenery 
to speak of, save the occasionally windowed wall 
and careful spotlighting, as in Hudson by Lighting 
Designer Masha Tsimring, the focus was effectively 
on the often ominously silhouetted characters and 
their emotional effusions.   But in the more expansive 
venue of the Santa Fe stage, for all the effective use of 
shadows on blank walls, the effect was less “visceral” 
than it had been in the more confining and intimate 
Hudson Opera setting. 

Another problem for me was the unrelenting 
gloomy mood of this production.  Back in 1725, 
Handel’s Rodelinda  capped an extraordinary twelve 
month sequence for The Royal Academy of Music 
that began first with Giulio Cesare  and continued 
next with Tamerlano. Esteemed Handel biographer 
Winton Dean metaphorically compared these works 
to Mozart’s final three final symphonies: the brilliant 
and flamboyant Giulio Cesare to the buoyant C-Major 
Jupiter Symphony; the emotionally intense Tamerlano 
to the G-minor symphony; and Rodelinda, with its 
“combination of power and energy with deep feeling” to 
the E flat Major  symphony.   Rodelinda he concluded, 
“stands in complete contrast to the annihilating gloom 
of  Tamerlano.” 

 Such was not the case with Santa Fe’s doom-
laden production.  Director Schlather describes his 
concept for Rodelinda as a “noir melodrama gangster 
story,” capturing as stated in the program notes, “the 
intriguers’ murderous schemes and backstabbing 
intent in a relatable context for modern viewers.”  
All well and good, had more breathtaking chances 
for the nuance of emotional, even cathartic, release 
called for in many arias been allowed.   Rodelinda 
is a more humane and expressive work, much 
more than simply a convoluted gangster story with 
a convoluted plot. It deserved more, with all due 
respect for the wizardry of Schlather’s ubiquitous 
and imaginative shadow effects. After all, among 
Handel’s some forty Italian operas, Rodelinda 
stands out as one in which he gave expression to 
just about the full range of human experience.

Fortunately, musical forces compensated.  
Soprano Lucy Crowe as Queen Rodelinda was 
commanding right from the start on the shadowed 
dark stage with her opening aria  “ho perduto il caro 
sposo” where with noble simplicity she mourned her 
husband Bertarido’s supposed death at the hands of the 
tyrannical usurper Grimoaldo. Eventually Ms. Crowe 
becomes the opera’s strongest character as, with her 

Opera con Brio, LLC	 August 2026

5

Iestyn Davies as Bertarido; Hugh Cutting as Unulfo; Meridian Prall as Eduige; Anthony Gregory as 
Grimoaldo; Lucy Crowe as Rodelinda; William Guanbo Su as Garibaldo          Photo: Bronwen Sharp



extraordinary range of expression through eight 
arias, she moves from her immersive outpourings of 
grief to become a courageous and determined heroine 
- one of Handel’s greatest, with shades of Leonora 
in Beethoven’s Fidelio (without disguise as a man).  
Finally with a sense of joyful release in her last 
aria, “Mio caro bene,” she celebrated her husband’s 
good fortune, with an exquisite burst of heartfelt 
coloratura, a fitting close to the opera’s exemplary 
theme of marital love triumphing over evil. 

As for her imprisoned husband, Bertarido, 
ethereal-voiced countertenor Iestyn Davies, with 
his pure tone and equally expressive dynamic range, 
was an ideal complement to Rodelinda, right from 
the start in his entrance aria “Dove sei,” an aria well 
known out of context, where he longs to be comforted 
by his wife.   In the later prison scene, “Chi de voi,” 
Davies was even more impressive as the bleak 
restless phrases of the aria itself follow every turn 
in the action and in Bartarido’s emotions.  (Charles 
Burney wrote, “this was one of the finest pathetic 
airs that can be found in all Handel’s works.”)  His 
final aria,”Vivi, tiranno!” was breathtaking in its 
agility.  If one were to pick a single highlight from 
the opera it would perhaps be his poignant duet with 

Ms. Crowe ending Act II, “Io t’abbraccio,” their 
only one in the opera. In this wrenching, tragic duet 
in f-sharp minor, with him bound and separated 
from her at the other end of a long wooden table, 
their plaintive well-matched voices wove tightly 
together despite the space between them.

The remaining cast, equally consistent and 
credible, were all on the same level. Tenor Anthony 
Gregory in his house debut gave a solid portrayal 
of the tyrant-with-a-conscience Grimoaldo, as 
he moved from initial bravado to his final aria 
of  introspective remorse,  “Pastorello d’un 
povero armento.” Bass William Guanbo Su as the 
irredeemable tyrant Garibaldo, serving Grimoaldo 
as henchman,  was full of villainous glee and 

bravado with a menacing husky tone in his two 
outbursts.  Former SFO Apprentice mezzo-soprano 
Meridian Prall, fresh from her comprimario role in 
Onegin as the old nurse, was  equally expressive in 
her wide-ranging vocalism as Eduige, Bertarido’s 
loyal sister, determined to help him. Finally, clarion 
countertenor Hugh Cutting in his house debut as 
Unulfo, a Lombard nobleman, advisor to Grimoaldo, 
but secretly loyal to Bertarido, effectively rounded 
out this impressive cast. Together, they produced an 
impressive outpouring of refined Handelian vocalism.
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A Sparkling Magic Flute

Mozart’s forever beguiling Magic Flute, seen on 
August 4, evidently the day the impending forest fire ignited 
in Frijoles Canyon, was  happily also in the capable hands 
of Music Director Harry Bicket.  The vibrant co-production 
with England’s Garsington Opera moved easily from the 
smaller venue into the more expansive Santa Fe stage. 
Maestro Bicket and his fellow British collaborators made 
this an enchanting evening indeed. Director Christopher 
Luscombe  adapted the style of 19th century English 
pantomime (not that far removed from comedia del arte); 
Scenic Designer Simon Higlett evoked with his set a  jewel 
box theatre of the same period; and illusionist  Chris Fisher 
creatd  breathtaking scenic illusions, far removed from the 
austere shadow effects of Rodelinda.

All this involved frequent gags and mimed actions 
(even audience participations), an imposing smoke 
breathing dragon confronting Tamino early on (egads, 
more smoke), enchanting circus animals as he later plays 
his flute, an elevated steamboat for the arrival of the three 
boys, and myriad other levitating creatures.  As Emanuel 
Schikaneder’s 1791 first singspiel production was in the 
vernacular German with dialogue, so this production was in 
the vernacular English, with a fine, quite singable English 
translation by Jeremy Sams.   Through it all Mr. Bicket 
drew a fleet and supple performance from the orchestra.  
The playing was emphatic, without being forced.  With all 
the stage antics, one had to lean in and listen, but was it all 
ever worth it!

The exceptional young cast was led by Canadian 
tenor Josh Lovell, in his SF debut, a real discovery for 
me. His bright tone and idiomatic English made him the 
perfect panto hero.  Soprano Joélle Harvey, also in her SF 
debut, was not a surprise to me from her recent Pamina’s 
at the Met where she was equally impressive with a vocal 
technique that bloomed to its fullest when needed. 

Will Liverman, former SFO Apprentice Artist, 
may have hammed it up as Papagano (rightly so), but 
he did so without sacrificing his  firm baritone voice.
Soprano Jeni Houser (another house debut) was bright 
and concise in her brilliant high vocal acrobatics as 
the menacing Queen of Night. Finally, bass Alexander 
Köpeczi as her nemesis Sarastro was as firm and 
consoling as he had been as Prince Gremin in Eugene 
Onegin. The evening was a delight on every level.  
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Coda – The Joy of Song

On Sunday afternoon August 9, two lead singers 
from the above performances, soprano Lucy Crowe 
and tenor Josh Lovell, gave an engaging recital for the 
Lensic Performing Arts Center’s Festival of Song at the 
First Presbyterian Church in downtown Santa Fe.  Little 
did I suspect, with the upcoming cancellation of operas 
soon to begin the next day, that this would be a farewell 
to the season, at least for me. But what a farewell it was. 
Ms. Crowe, as with her poignant Rodelinda, brought 
tears to our eyes (and hers) with her impassioned 
immersion into Strauss’s Four Last Songs, his sublime 
meditation on life, death, and acceptance.   Mr. Lovell 
for his part opened the concert with an engaging song 
cycle by contemporary Canadian pianist, conductor 
and composer John Beckwith (d. 2022), “Young Man 
from Canada.” With the clear, idiomatic expressiveness 
he brought to Tamino, his engaging performance 
animated this collection of songs and/or arrangements 
of traditional songs from different Canadian regions. 

And what a joy these performances were, with the 
vibrant, sensitive accompaniment of Robert Tweten, 
renowned Canadian collaborative pianist and vocal 
coach. But they were not finished with Strauss; Mr. 
Lovell and Mr. Tweten kept the evocative Strauss flavor 
going, opening the second part with the famous Op. 
27 “Four Lieder,” a wedding gift for Strauss’s bride, 
Pauline.  The final song was “Morgen” (“Tomorrow”), 
perhaps Strauss’s most well known song, with its 
serene piano introduction and profound stillness. After 
that, Ms. Crowe closed with three delightful songs 
from “Seven Shakespeare Songs” by contemporary 
English composer and singer Madeline Dring. 

 
Yet what lingered for me was the beauty and 

tranquility of “Morgen,” a fitting reminder of how 
Strauss had for so many years dominated the Santa 
Fe Opera scene. I recalled my first encounter there 

some 45 yeas ago in 1981 when I wrote how “the cool 
New Mexican breeze fluttered the diaphanous veil 
of Daphne (Roberta Alexander) in the final glorious 
transformative scene of Strauss’s magical ‘Bucolic 
tragedy.’” “Morgen” too was deeply beautiful, 
consoling, and indeed transformative.  

No wonder that Strauss some hundred years 
ago  would state in 1924: “I cannot bear the tragedy 
of the present time; I want to create joy.” These two 
fine singers did so as well, as did all of the talented 
performers and creators involved in Santa Fe Opera’s 
mostly smoke-free season.
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A Sunset lingers behind the stage at Sante Fe Opera
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