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San Diego Opera set to present
new American opera
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Opera composer Jake Heggie, whose sensational
"Moby-Dick" will be seen at San Diego Opera in February
2012, walked onto a stage recently and said, "Hi, I'm a
living composer.” The affable Heggie explained that he is
one of only a few American composers who earns a living
writing grand opera.

On Oct. 3, Heggie, 49, presented an afternoon of his own
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arias and songs, assisted by mezzo-soprano Suzanna production of the opera "Moby-Dick,
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"Dead Man Walking," and the composer's piano reduction
of the prelude to "Moby-Dick."

Premiered at San Francisco Opera in 2000, "Dead Man Walking" may be the most frequently
performed contemporary opera, having stunned audiences in the States as well as abroad, from
Capetown to Calgary and from Dublin to Dresden. Houston Grand Opera, which staged the world
premieres of Heggie's "End of the Affair" and his popular "Three Decembers," stages a 10th
anniversary production of "Dead Man Walking" next year.

With libretto by Gene Scheer and staging by Leonard Foglia, "Moby-Dick" astonished the opera
world when it premiered at Dallas Opera in April. The first act was interrupted repeatedly with
applause from the fervid opening night audience, which gasped and exclaimed over the sweep of
the music, the visual impact, the riveting nature of the story and the amazing capabilities of the
singers, each an accomplished actor.

Maestra Karen Keltner, who conducts the San Diego Opera performances, attended the Dallas
opening, as did General Director lan Campbell. Campbell reports that attendees were so thrilled at
the opera's conclusion that they tore programs into confetti, which rained down on the new
Winspear Opera House. Many signed up immediately for additional Dallas performances of the
work, which presents the essence of Herman Melville's Capt. Ahab and his obsession with the
great white whale.

"Moby-Dick" was commissioned by Dallas Opera, San Francisco Opera, Calgary Opera, State
Opera of South Australia and San Diego Opera. Ahab will be sung here by heldentenor Jay Hunter
Morris, who will have made his role debut in Melbourne. Morris is familiar to local audiences as
Grigori in "Boris Godunov” and the drum major in "Wozzeck."

Other major characters in "Moby-Dick" are Starbuck, sung by baritone Morgan Smith, who
originated the role; Greenhorn, the only survivor of the wreck of the Pequod, sung by tenor
Jonathan Boyd, Queequeq, sung by New Zealand-born baritone Jonathan Lemalu, who originated
the role; and Pip the cabin boy, sung by soprano Talise Trevigne, who originated the role and will
make her San Diego Opera debut as Micaela in "Carmen" next season.

The production will use eight principals, also including Robert Orth, Matthew C'Neill and Jonathan
Beyer. a men's chorus of 40, and 15 supernumeraries, some of them experienced mountain
climbers. As director Foglia says, partly in reference to the climbing and partly in regard to Ahab's
wooden leg, "No one ever sings with two feet on the ground." Having been present at the Dallas
premiere, the writer assures readers that one has to see and hear the opera to believe it

Asked whether modern opera audiences will relate to an opera about 19th-century whalers,
Heggie talked briefly about guilt and said, "We're still looking for a white whale to blame for all our
woes."

"Moby-Dick" will have four San Diego performances, Feb. 18, 21, 24 and 26, 2012. Tickets will go
on sale in roughly a year for non-season subscribers.
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