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At WNO’s American Opera Initiative, an age
of anxiety raises its voice
Washington National Opera’s annual American Opera Initiative concert presented the world premieres of three 20-
minute operas.

7 min 3

Review by Michael Andor Brodeur

“Most experiments fail,” sings Maude, a character from “Mud Girl,”
one of three 20-minute operas that made their world premiere
Saturday at the Kennedy Center as part of the American Opera
Initiative.

Maude — a former scientist who lives under a bridge in a dystopian
landscape flooded with chemicals and plastic trash — may have a
point. The thing with experiments is that you have to perform them to
find out.
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Now in its 12th year, the ambitious opera laboratory run by the
Washington National Opera pairs teams of composers and librettists
with professional mentors — in this case the composer Gregory
Spears and former U.S. poet laureate Tracy K. Smith — for a year of
consultations, workshops, rehearsals and a trio of premiere
performances. (The program repeats Thursday at Kaufman Music
Center’s Merkin Hall in New York.)

Working with WNO staff, musicians and singers from the Cafritz
Young Artists Program, the creative duos spend their year creating
concert-ready 20-minute operas — and, to be clear, these are not
billed as “one-act” operas. For one thing, the average operatic act
would require twice as much time to unfold. For another, most of the
(un)finished projects presented at AOI feel somewhere between a
sketch and a pitch. Some hint at a shape to come; others compress
their ideas into an operatic concentrate.
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And sometimes, these experiments produce real-world results: Last
summer, the Des Moines Metro Opera gave the world premiere of
“American Apollo,” drafted by composer Damien Geter and librettist
Lila Palmer at AOI in 2021. And Huang Ruo and David Henry
Hwang’s “An American Soldier” originated in a 60-minute version at
AOI in 2014 before receiving a full-length premiere at the Opera
Theatre of St. Louis in 2018.

As they step into an art form steeped in centuries of traditions and
tropes, this year’s batch of AOI composers and librettists seem far less
concerned with stories of the past than with predictions of the future,
more averse to toxins than villains and more invested in the world we
are making than the one we’ve long left behind. Conductor George
Manahan led a 13-piece ensemble of players from the Washington
National Opera orchestra, and director Chloe Treat sparsely
appointed the clever semi-stagings.

There were no 20-minute miracles at this year’s AOI, but each
experiment found success on a different front. It was an evening of
promising talents, high anxieties and delightful absurdities.

Take “Tati.” The evening’s opener, by composer Kyle Brenn and
librettist Lex Brown, is set within the belly of a massive,
bioengineered whale.

Through various circumstances, a trio of characters find themselves
swallowed by Tati and left to fathom their futures in the ocean’s
depths — and periodically pump the whale’s failing heart. These
include expectant mother Maysoon (soprano Viviana Goodwin); her
political fugitive partner, Osvaldo (bass Sergio Martínez); and Connie
(soprano Anneliese Klenetsky), the billionaire biotech investor who
got everyone into this mess.

Brenn’s music bristled with keenly composed sound effects and
atmospherics all borne atop a current of endearing melodicism —
strings that rock like waves, a tense pulse of piano, sudden sonic
contractions that reminded me just how due the baby was. And the
three singers handled his quizzical melodies with confident
naturalism — well, as natural as one could expect given the
circumstances.

But my favorite part of “Tati” was the lush language of Brown’s
libretto, which offered a “pixel of hope” as the three try to turn their
fates around in this “chapel of bones” and “float to providence
through the baleen.”

Brown’s also got a wry sense of humor that makes the surrealism
easier to swallow: At one point, Maysoon laments not reading the
popular book “What to Expect When You’re Expecting a Baby Inside a
Whale That You’ve Been Stuck in for Two Years.”

Next came “Cry, Wolf,” from composer JL Marlor and librettist Clare
Fuyuko Bierman. While many of the operatic canon’s great works end
up being unintentional studies of toxic masculinity, Marlor and
Bierman’s opera directly wrangles with a panoply of issues centered
on contemporary manhood — particularly those castaways of the
“male loneliness crisis” — and the strange, often downward turns
American masculinity has taken in the 21st century. (A topic of
particular interest to this critic.)

Marlor’s music churned with an appropriately subdued fury —
tinnitus strings, mocking woodwinds and comic-tragic bleats of brass
that intensified the alienation of the three male characters. There’s
Zach, a fedora-sporting manfluencer sung with appropriate snarl by
tenor Nicholas Huff; Austin, sympathetically sung by baritone
Jonathan Patton, a vulnerable borderline incel who hates his jawline
and falls under Zach’s spell; and Austin’s kid half brother, Ethan, who
sees his older sibling slipping and starts to lose his footing himself,
sung with precise pathos by tenor Sahel Salam.

Apart from some revelatory writing about the battlefield of male
beauty standards — the “good genes” and “bad genes” — not much
actually happens in “Cry, Wolf,” which ultimately comes across more
like a scenario than a story, more predicament than parable. But then
again, its stasis does evoke the life of the lonely 21st-century male.

Where “Cry, Wolf” succeeds most is in its bold effort to usher a
necessary conversation to the stage. We see these men howl (no,
really — it’s a chilling finish), but we never get to watch them
transform.

The evening’s final entry was “Mud Girl,” from composer Omar Najmi
and librettist Christine Evans, which Evans described in a pre-
performance video as “a fable for end times.”

Set in the toxified ruins of a “future flooded world,” the opera
introduces a primary duo: There’s Maude, the aforementioned
scientist turned bridge dweller, powerfully embodied by mezzo-
soprano Winona Martin. Then there’s her young charge, River, whom
Maude found in “an orange shopping basket from Safeway” and who
gives soprano Kresley Figueroa the star turn of the evening. She’s a
strong actress and an even better singer.

When not trapping rabbits and skinning the main ingredient of
“froggy stew,” Maude plays pretend, fighting isolation by creating her
own bestie out of mud and biohazardous trash (or “water for blood
and sticks for bones”). “Poly,” as the bestie is known, is played by the
duo of soprano Tiffany Choe and mezzo-soprano Michelle Mariposa,
who smoosh themselves together into a garish rag doll and whose
twinning melodies made for the evening’s most stirring duets.

This cultivation of scorched earth into creative terrain is reminiscent
of a work from last year’s cohort: composer Elizabeth Gartman and
librettist Melisa Tien’s “Forever,” a postapocalyptic rom-com that
involves two polyfluoroalkyl substances and a meddling tardigrade.

But “Mud Girl” has legs — and I don’t mean the sticks. In addition to
Evans’s libretto, which finds ingenious ways to turn “polyvinyl
chloride” and “polymethyl methacrylate” into musical compounds,
Najmi’s score is intoxicating (in the good way). Gorgeous string
writing, beguiling winds and (heartbreakingly) Lynchian sound effects
carry the story like a river of “poison from the past.”

Most experiments do fail — “Mud Girl” seems trapped in the
aftermath of this fact — but this year’s AOI had its own built-in
success story: A good way to change opera is to make opera about
change, to find a place for the future in the forms of the past. Or, as
Maude puts it, “to live in more than one world in a single lifetime.”
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Sergio Martínez (Osvaldo), Viviana Goodwin (Maysoon) and Anneliese Klenetsky (Connie) in “Tati,” one of
three world premieres as part of the American Opera Initiative. (Bronwen Sharp)
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From left, Nicholas Huff (Zach), Sahel Salam (Ethan) and Jonathan Patton (Austin) in “Cry, Wolf.” (Bronwen
Sharp)
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Michelle Mariposa (Poly 2), Tiffany Choe (Poly 1) and Kresley Figueroa (River) in “Mud Girl.” (Bronwen
Sharp)
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