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City Opera Vancouver 

City Opera is committed to the production  

of rare and remarkable chamber operas. We draw  

on a repertoire extending from opera’s beginnings to  

our own time, including the exploration of new works.  

In February 2009 we gave the British Columbia 

premiere of Der Kaiser von Atlantis (Theresienstadt 

1944)  in co-production with the Vancouver Holocaust 

Education Centre. The company’s first commissioned 

opera will be Pauline, with music by Christos Hatzis 

and libretto by Margaret Atwood. Set at Vancouver in 

March 1913, it will star Judith Forst in  

the role of Pauline Johnson.  

www.cityoperavancouver.com

Blackbird Theatre

Incorporated in October 2004,  

Blackbird Theatre Company has made some 

extraordinary advances in its short lifetime. The 

Company has presented six stellar productions and 

garnered 17 Jessie award nominations and three 

awards—best production in 2007 and 2008 and  

best director in 2007. It has quickly established  

its niche both by its choice of plays and by its  

superb execution of these choices.

Blackbird’s unique mandate is to  

present classic theatre in Vancouver and the  

Province of BC, to educate and interest young people 

in the performance of classic theatre, and to pinpoint 

classical drama’s importance in the development 

of contemporary theatre and its relevance to 

contemporary events. Blackbird also exists to give 

actors, theatre technicians, directors and students 

unusual opportunities to work in this specialized 

métier. The Company was created to fill a niche— 

that of a dedicated classical performance  

producer—and continues to do so.

Blackbird’s “home” theatre is the Vancouver  

East Cultural Centre, (The Cultch), which  

has provided the ambience particularly  

suited to presentations of Euripides, Schiller, 

Marivaux, Ibsen and Pinter.  

www.blackbirdtheatre.ca

UBC Department of Theatre and Film 

The UBC Department of Theatre and Film offers 

undergraduate and graduate degrees (BA, BFA, MA, 

MFA, PhD) in Theatre and Film Studies; Theatre Acting, 

Directing, Design and Production; and Film Production, 

including joint graduate programs with Creative Writing 

in both Theatre and Film. The Department produces a 

full student-centred theatrical season in the Frederic 

Wood, Telus, and Dorothy Somerset theatres on 

campus, as well as frequent co-productions  

with professional companies.  

www.theatre.ubc.ca/index.shtml

Fujiwara Dance Inventions

Fujiwara Dance Inventions is a repertory dance 

company devoted to the creation, production, and 

touring of dance works and concerts. It conducts 

activities for the professional development of the 

Company and the dance community, and promotes an 

appreciation for the art of dance in the general public. 

Started in 1991 to house Denise Fujiwara’s  

endeavours as a solo choreographer and performer, it 

has facilitated the creation of new work, commissioned 

and acquired work. It has seen the creation of five solo 

concerts which have toured broadly to good critical 

notices. The company’s touring has expanded to 

international festivals and the repertoire is  

expanding to include ensemble works.  

www.fujiwaradance.com

Vancouver Cantata Singers

The Vancouver Cantata Singers have built a strong 

reputation for choral excellence. Under the artistic 

leadership of Eric Hannan since 2002, the choir has 

continued to enrich the cultural life of Vancouver and 

surrounding communities. Recently known for its 

innovative collaborations with regional and international 

artists and ensembles, the choir also commissions 

new works from critically acclaimed composers, 

ensuring the presentation of a rich variety of sought-

after works from baroque to contemporary repertoire. 

The Vancouver Cantata Singers’ refreshing approach 

to music has propelled the group into the ranks of 

Canada’s foremost choral ensembles. In the 2008 CBC 

National Choir Competition, The Vancouver Cantata 

Singers placed first in the Chamber Choir category in 

addition to winning the coveted Healy Willan Grand 

Prize, awarded to the choir giving the most  

convincing performance in musicianship,  

technique and program.  

www.vancouvercantatsingers.ca
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Greetings from the President
 

Welcome to City Opera Vancouver’s production of Sumidagawa | Curlew River. We are 
delighted to offer you this unique evening, made possible through our partnerships with 
Blackbird Theatre and the University of British Columbia’s Department of Theatre and Film.

Sumidagawa and Curlew River brings you a binary vision: a story told from the perspectives 
of two different cultures. In the everyday act of seeing, our minds receive images sent by 
each eye. We use those two images to create a third, an image with depth. In the same way, 
by presenting these twinned performances, we hope to bring a depth of insight into this 
story and its meanings. 

This is City Opera’s second chamber opera production, following Der Kaiser von Atlantis, 
presented in February 2009. Our binary offering—Britten’s opera paired with a Japanese 
dance interpretation—is a premiere. Where should such a premiere occur but in Vancouver, 
where the cultures which produced Sumidagawa and Curlew River have put down deep 
roots side by side? 

The conception of the performance—a joining together—is also reflected in our production 
team. We believe that our creative enterprise and our audiences will benefit from the talents 
and specialized knowledge brought to our productions through partnerships with other 
performing arts organizations and cultural groups. Last year, we were fortunate to join with 
the Vancouver Holocaust Education Centre in presenting Der Kaiser von Atlantis. This 
year, we are equally lucky in joining with Blackbird Theatre and UBC’s Department of 
Theatre and Film. Both have brought exciting ideas and invaluable skills to the production. 
Fujiwara Dance Inventions realizes our binary vision with a mesmerizing performance. 
And Vancouver Cantata Singers, renowned among our city’s choirs, enrich us with their 
distinctive sensitivity and precision.  

I would like to express my gratitude to our donors, our sponsors and our public funders, and 
to all those generous and gifted friends of the company who have given freely of their time 
and thought. Their assistance has been essential. 

It is City Opera’s intention to continue to bring new, unusual and inventive opera to Metro 
Vancouver audiences. We welcome you tonight to Sumidagawa | Curlew River, and hope 
you will join us on many future occasions.

 
Nora Kelly

Sumidagawa|CURLEW RIVER
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Sumidagawa  
and Tonight’s Double Bill 
Harvey De Roo 

 

 

During a visit to Japan in 1956 Benjamin Britten saw the Noh play Sumidagawa and was 
captivated, attending twice in one week. What enthralled him, apart from the poignant 
story, was the dedication and skill of the cast, the mixture of chant, speech, and song, the 
intense slowness of movement, and the economy of forces. 

Noh drama was fashioned in the 14th century from more than one type of representational 
singing and dance, noh itself meaning ‘ability’—characterizing the high degree of artistic 
skill demanded for its performance. Noh integrates mask, costume, music, dance, mime, 
and speech with the aesthetic aim of spiritual truth through intense refinement, the 
outstanding formal means to which is extreme economy—of numbers, of stage, of gesture. 
Sumidagawa employs three instrumentalists (flute and two drums), four actors, a chorus 
of eight, and a stage bare save for a mound with a willow branch (for the emergence of the 
ghost-child) at stage rear in front of the drums. So refined is Noh that there is rarely conflict 
between characters, of whom there is virtually only one, the shite, the others functioning 
simply as witnesses or facilitators.

Britten had long been fascinated by challenges of economy and had achieved amazing sonic 
and dramatic resonance with limited forces; in taking on the severity of Sumidagawa, then, 
he brought previously honed skills to bear on Curlew River, employing five players, seven 
instrumentalists, and an eight-man chorus to stunning effect. Britten echoes other technical 
features of Sumidagawa as well. He employs an all-male cast; he mimics the stylized 
entrance of the players with a procession of Christian monks; and he matches the ritualistic 
formality of the music by framing his in plainchant, from which the musical modes and 
motifs of the work derive. 

Sumidagawa belongs to the kyōjo mono or “madwoman” subgenre of Noh, where the source 
of madness is loss of a loved one, most often a child. Elsewhere in this repertoire the woman 
finds her child alive and is freed from distraction by their happy reunion; Sumidagawa is 
tragic, the woman discovering that her child is dead. This situation is shared by Curlew 
River, which employs essentially the same narrative. In both, the woman has journeyed long 
in search of her son stolen by slavers, and comes to a river on the far side of which lies his 
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tomb. In both, she has arrived during a religious festival focused on the boy (in Sumidagawa, 
an invocation of the Buddha for release of his soul; in Curlew River a commemorative 
prayer at the site of his Christian burial, where miracles occur). In both, she encounters the 
ferryman, who, after initial resistance, is moved by her pleas and gives her passage, reciting 
the terrible story of the boy’s ill treatment and death. From his account she recognizes the 
boy as indeed her child. In both, the woman is persuaded to pray, spurring the ghost of her 
son to speak and appear. In Sumidagawa the encounter between mother and child—real or 
imagined—leaves the woman disconsolate. 

Sumidagawa’s sorrowful ending points to the chief difference between the two tellings: 
Noh is saturated with Buddhism, whereas Curlew River is Christian. Sumidagawa shows 
the hardship of the journey toward detachment, the woman moving from madness to grief; 
Britten’s opera tells of the triumph of God’s grace, Madwoman moving from disturbance 
to consolation. Britten and librettist William Plomer go so far as to employ features of the 
genre of miracle (or mystery) play, in which a miracle at the shrine of a saint points the 
way to Christian resolution—in this case the promise of reunion in heaven. Yet, despite 
this easing of the tragic sting, Curlew River remains a deeply moving music drama: for its 
portrayal of the woman’s agonized search for her son and of the cost of achieving Christian 
acceptance. Also, the intensity of the woman’s suffering reinforces our human sense that 
spiritual consolation can never wholly remove the pain of such loss. 

While not a Noh play, Curlew River could be said to exploit the central dictate of Noh, 
that balance be achieved between monomane “imitation” and yūgen “hidden meaning 
(through refinement)”. The subject of imitation—a mother’s agony over the death of 
her child, its witness and the facilitation of its miraculous cure by Ferryman, Traveller, 
chorus, and child—is highly charged yet communicated in music of spare restraint, staying 
generally within the narrow intervals of the opening hymn. Zeami Motokiyo (1363-1443), 
the playwright who perfected Noh and provided much of its theory, said that hidden 
meaning—never fully graspable—should reach ten out of ten whereas imitation can reach 
only seven out of ten. In other words, what we see in the action never extends as far as the 
truth implied. The monomane of Curlew River moves us deeply on the human plane, while 
its yūgen—conveyed largely through the austerity of its music—elevates it to the level  
of the sacred. 

A second major difference between Sumidagawa and Curlew River is that the former—like all 
Noh—resonates with echoes of classical Japanese and Chinese literature. Noh employs a high 
degree of pastiche, its characters speaking lines borrowed from ancient texts. This provides rich 
perceptual and emotional layers of experience, with echo upon echo of stories past. For example, 
the query of the birds in both the Japanese and English tellings has echoes in Sumidagawa of 
the 10th-century Tales of Ise, where the exiled hero Narihira asks the birds if his beloved is still 
alive (see synopsis, p. 12). While the plight of the lover is referred to in Curlew River, it lacks 
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the cultural layering of the ancient story; and its impact on the situation of the madwoman 
is less intense than in Sumidagawa, where it provides a resonance that is deeply poignant. In 
Sumidagawa, too, the woman’s recitation of this poem provokes from her a frantic dance of 
longing, not found in Curlew River.

But Curlew River makes up for this with its own devices of resonance and depth, its 
constant insertion of arresting imagery, metaphor, and paradox into the Madwoman’s 
emotional utterance. While this echoes Noh rhetorical practice, there is no source in 
Sumidagawa of a number of the Madwoman’s more poetic outbursts, such as her agonized 
cry of “Let me in! Let me out!” where she begs entrance to the self to escape the self. And 
Britten has at the service of his story the power of Western music, of which he was a 
20th-century master.

The principle of yūgen mentioned earlier is the most important feature of Noh, and is 
central to both our works. It is brilliantly realized in Natsu Nakajima’s Sumida River, 
a 20th-century Butoh dance—itself as elegant as Noh, and following its traditional 
modulations through jo ha kyu jo “slow, break (into action), urgent, slow”*—to tell her 
version of the story. The depth, mystery, and hidden meaning lie in Ms Nakajima’s use of 
image and movement in a non-linear way, with the Butoh principle of transformation and 
the employment of ma. The former refers to the dancer’s freedom to undergo or effect 
radical shifts: for example, in section 1 the mother’s hat morphs into the child; at other 
moments the dancer is the child pulling on the string of a kite, or is it the mother holding 
a thread that connects her to the spirit of her child, or is she floating as if on a cloud? Ma 
refers to that energy of potentiality that lies in in-between time-and-space, manifested by 
the dancer and actualized from moment to moment. Ma accounts for the intensity within 
the slowness of movement.

Adding to the yūgen is Ms Nakajima’s choice of performance tradition. Jūrō Motomasa’s 
script calls for the employment of a kokata (child actor) to represent the child’s spirit 
appearing and speaking to the mother. However, Zeami, Motomasa’s immediate 
predecessor in the art form (and his actual father), argued that the play would be more 
effective with no actor representing the child, thus sharpening focus on the mother’s state 
of mind. Ms Nakajima’s telling stands somewhere between: no kokata is employed, but 
the lone figure of the dancer shows transformations into and out of the child and ideas of 
the child. Each mode of telling works well, as we see tonight: Denise Fujiwara’s stunning 
performance will keep our focus on the woman’s emotional journey; Britten’s opera will 
bestow a compassionate community and spiritual consolation upon it.    

* Ours is an excerpted version, beginning with the ha movement.  
I wish to thank Ms Fujiwara for several points of clarification on the Butoh dance. 



The Original Noh Play, by Frank Hoff  

Spring is the season of the Noh play, Sumidagawa, written in the early fifteenth century. For 
its Japanese audiences, the play is so well-known that a few simple references to the place, the 
season of the year, the boat, the boatman, and the distraught mother (perhaps only seeing the 
performer carry the bamboo that denotes her anguished state of mind) are sufficient to clue 
them into what they are seeing.

The situation in this drama—a mother’s grief over her lost child—is universal. The son has 
been kidnapped and taken away to the north by a merchant who hopes to sell him (evidently 
a popular profession at the time.) The boy, however, sickens and dies along the way.

One year later, the local people gather along the banks of the Sumida River where he is 
buried to perform a ceremonial dance in his memory. At just this moment, the boy’s mother, 
driven to distraction by a prolonged search for her son, arrives at the river, where she asks a 
boatman to ferry her across. The sorrowful experience of travel has deranged her mind. Once 
on board the boat, she asks the boatman about the people gathering on the other shore.  
He tells her the story of the death of a boy, a stranger to the area, exactly one year ago.

From the story, the woman recognizes the boy as her son. She is taken to the grave and joins 
in prayers for his salvation. Her son’s voice can be heard chanting in the background. She is 
reunited with his spirit and her madness is transformed into a deep sorrow. The play closes 
with the merged voices of mother, the on-stage chorus, and the ghost of the boy:

Sumida River 
Butoh Dance by Natsu Nakajima

A Note from the Choreographer Natsu Nakajima

This choreography is a contemporary interpretation of the renowned 15th century Noh play 
Sumidagawa by Motomasa. It is the universal story of the tragedy of a mother who has lost 
her child and the difficult inner journey of a woman. The choreography does not attempt to 
narrate the story but rather, has sought to approach the core of the dance in a contemporary 
way through image and metaphor. What you will see today is an excerpted version of the 
dance. We find the woman in the midst of a long, arduous and so far, fruitless search for her 
son. Her mind has been deranged by her anguish and the difficulty of her journey. 

Frank Hoff, is Professor Emeritus, Department of East Asian Studies, University of Toronto

Is it you, my child? 
Is it you, my mother? 
And as she seeks to grasp it by the hand, 
The shape begins to fade away; 
The vision fades and reappears 
And stronger grows her yearning. 

Day breaks in the eastern sky. 
The ghost has vanished; 
What seemed her boy 
Is but a grassy mound 
Lost on the wide, desolate moor. 
Sadness and tender pity fill all hearts, 
Sadness and tender pity fill all hearts!
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Playwright  

Jūrō Motomasa (1395-1431) was a 
distinguished writer of medieval Japan. 

Son of Zeami Motokiyo, he became a 
great proponent of his father’s treatise 
on Noh, Transmission of the Flower of 

Acting Style. Today, his best-known 
work is the revered Noh play,  

Sumidagawa.

  Sumida River Team 

 Choreography Natsu Nakajima

 Performer Denise Fujiwara

 Technical Director Roelof Peter Snippe 

 Costume Design Natsu Nakajima

  Michiko Nakamura 

  Cheryl Lalonde

 Lighting Design Roelof Peter Snippe

 Composers Soga Masaru

  Junko Handa

  Makoto Sato

  Jean Michel Jarre

  Mum 

  Michael Stearns

 Music Compilation Natsu Nakajima

 Set Design Michiko Nakamura

 Set Construction Cheryl Lalonde

 Rehearsal Directors Elizabeth Langley

  Philip Shepherd 

Sumida River premiered at the 
Canada Dance Festival, National 

Arts Centre, Ottawa, June 1994. It 
was created with assistance from the 

National Association of Japanese 
Canadians, the Japan Foundation, 
the Ontario Arts Council and the 

Canada Council for the Arts.  
www.fujiwaradance.com  
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Denise Fujiwara Madwoman 

Denise Fujiwara is a legendary dance artist in Canada. Upon 
completing an Honours BFA in Dance at York University (1979), 
she became one of the founders of TIDE (Toronto Independent 
Dance Enterprise). She has created and toured five exquisite solo 
concerts. Sumida River has been featured in dance festivals in Seattle, 
Washington DC, Calgary, Copenhagen, Ecuador and India. It was 
named the Best Dance Performance of 2000 by Toronto’s  
NOW Magazine. 

There’s never a move that’s made, not so much as the blink of an eye, 
that’s without significance. The concentrated energy that she brings to 
her dance heightens details, so that each short solo is like a full-length 
drama… Employing Butoh dance principles, she’s an ever-evolving 
expressionist painting in which hidden emotions rise to the surface and 
an inner life is briefly glimpsed. 
 —Susan Walker, Toronto Star

Denise Fujiwara is a Toronto dance legend whose career spans a 
quarter of a century. Elegant and stately on the one hand, risky and 
experimental on the other, Fujiwara is always redefining herself. 
 —Paula Citron, The Globe & Mail, Toronto

A Butoh dance of remarkable purity… this noble allegorical tale 
[Sumida River] of great depth, brilliantly brought together by dancer 
Fujiwara and choreographer Nakajima. 
 —Valerie Lehmann, Le Devoir, Montreal

 … [M]ost couldn’t help but adjust their expectations and be  
enveloped in the beauty of Fujiwara’s performance. The meticulous 
attention to detail and Fujiwara’s painstaking believability in all of her 
movements captured the hearts and minds of the audience. An eerily 
mystic and tragic story of a mother who loses her child and spirals into  
a world of insanity. 
 —Lindsay Tsuji, Nikkei Voice

Sumida River
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Natsu Nakajima Choreographer 

Natsu Nakajima, choreographer of Sumida River, was born on 
Sakhalin in 1943. She trained in classical ballet before studying 
modern dance with Masami Kuni. At 19, she entered the Kazuo 
Ohno Dance Institute and only one year later became a founding 
member of the first Butoh dance activity with the late Tatsumi 
Hijikata. In 1969, Natsu Nakajima formed the Muteki-Sha Dance 
Company. Her extraordinary performances, Niwa in 1985 and Sleep 
and Reincarnation in 1989, have taken her on tours throughout 
North America, Australia, Asia and Europe. In 1989 she received 
support from the Saison Foundation to present her work at La Mama 
in New York City. In 1992 she established The Class for Body and 
Mind and Dance Education for the Handicapped in Tokyo. She is an 
Assistant Professor at Nihonbashi Gakkan University in Japan and 
continues to teach and lecture internationally. 

Ron Snippe Technical Director

Ron Snippe began his professional lighting design career with 
Toronto Workshop Productions under the direction of George 
Luscombe. In 1973 he began a long working relationship with 
Toronto Dance Theatre, creating designs for over one hundred and 
fifty works in the repertoire. Over his long and distinguished career 
as a lighting designer, stage manager and technical director, he has 
worked with major dance, theatre and opera companies across Canada 
and abroad, including The Danny Grossman Dance Company, and 
Dancemakers. He has also worked with many independent artists, and 
has been a long-time collaborator with Denise Fujiwara, for whom he 
has previously designed Sumida River, NO EXIT and most recently  
Lost and Found. 
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Sumidagawa opens with the placement of the child’s burial mound at stage rear and 
the ritual entrance of the musicians. A ferryman of the Sumida River (in present-day Tokyo) 
enters and introduces himself. He tells us that today a great invocation is going to occur by the 
river. A traveller enters, describing the hardships of travel. They hear someone coming and the 
traveller informs the ferryman that it is a madwoman from Miyako (present-day Kyoto), at whose 
tormented ravings people are taking amusement. The ferryman decides to wait for her.

The madwoman enters, telling us that she has been wandering the country in search of her young 
son, who was stolen by a slave trader. She then encounters the ferryman and begs entry to his boat. 
He asks where she is from. She says she is from Miyako and he requests that she sing a mad song 
for him. She upbraids him and he comments on the Miyako elegance of her manner of speech. 
She then tells him that on this very shore the ancient hero Narihira, in exile from Miyako and the 
woman he loved, asked a ferryman the name of the birds in front of them. Upon hearing they were 
called Miyako birds, he spoke these lines: O Miyako birds/ If you are true to your name/ I ask you: 
is the one I love alive or dead? The woman then asks the ferryman the name of the birds in front 
of them and he replies that they are gulls. She reproaches him for not calling them Miyako birds 
(for that would allow her to ask of them Narihira’s question: Is the one I love alive or dead?). The 
chorus and the ferryman repeat her story with her, now understanding its poignant import. She 
queries the birds anyway, calling them Miyako birds, but they remain silent and she reproaches 
them for rudeness. She again begs entry to the boat and this time it is given. 

During the crossing, the traveller questions the ferryman about the crowd gathered near a 
small mound on the shore ahead. The ferryman explains that a year ago an exhausted boy was 
abandoned by a slave trader and died there. The mound is his grave, and the people are praying 
for the release of his soul on the anniversary of his death. Before he died, the boy told the story of 
his abduction and revealed he was from Miyako, the only son of Lord Yoshida. He died calling on 
Amida Buddha (who saves the weak from suffering). The woman weeps at this story and questions 
the ferryman, who repeats it, adding that the boy’s name was Umewaka-maru.

The woman realizes the grave is that of her lost son and tells the others so. The traveller says he 
will remain for the day to pray for the boy. The ferryman comforts the woman and suggests they 
pray together for the release of her son’s soul. She laments for her child, saying she cannot pray. 
The ferryman urges her and she relents, invoking Amida Buddha. She hears the boy’s earthbound 
ghost echo her words. The ferryman, also hearing the child’s voice, falls silent to allow the mother 
solitary prayer. The child appears and speaks briefly with his mother. More than once she tries to 
grasp him, but each time he slips back into his mound. At dawn he vanishes and in the place where 
he stood all she can see is wild grasses on the tomb. Disconsolate, she weeps. 

C U R L E W  R I V E R
Chamber Opera by Benjamin Britten

Comparative Synopses
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CURLEW RIVER   takes place in The Fens on the east coast of England. It opens with a processional 
to the hymn Te lucis ante terminum—a prayer for Compline asking God’s protection through the 
night—in which all performers, including the musicians, walk to the performance area and take 
their places. At a cue from the organ the Abbot, who acts as narrator, introduces the “mystery” to be 
presented, a story of innocence outshining evil through the working of God’s grace. The monks who 
are to play the Madwoman, Ferryman, and Traveller are ceremonially robed—to stately instrumental 
accompaniment—after which the work begins.

The Ferryman introduces himself and informs us that today is an important day of commemorative 
prayer at a grave across the river, where the river folk believe miracles occur. The Traveller 
approaches and tells of the hardships of travel. He begs entry to the boat, and the Ferryman grants 
it, asking about the noise up the road. It is a madwoman, protesting the mockery she is encountering 
along the way. As she enters lamenting her state, the Ferryman and the others hope for a display 
of mad singing. She tells her story and begs passage but the Ferryman demands to know where 
she is from. She informs him and he and the others request a song. She rebukes them, recounting 
the story of a famous traveller who once queried the Curlews of the fens (essentially the same 
incident as Narihira’s in Sumidagawa). As in Sumidagawa, the men repeat the story sympathetically, 
recognizing its pertinence to the Madwoman’s situation, and the others request the Ferryman to 
allow her to board, which he does.

As they cross the river, the male passengers characterize it as a barrier between people that must be 
crossed, and ask that the Ferryman facilitate reunions. The Traveller asks the Ferryman about the 
people on the other side. The Ferryman says a memorial is to take place there today and tells the 
story of how a year ago he took across the water a heathen slaver and a Christian boy. The boy was 
ailing and unable to travel; the slaver beat him and abandoned him. The sympathetic river folk 
gained from the dying boy the story of his abduction and origins. The boy died praying. The river 
folk believe him a saint and talk of miracles.

As they land, the male passengers repeat their characterization of the river as barrier and their 
request of the Ferryman to facilitate reunions. The Traveller says he will stay the day to offer prayers 
for the boy and the Ferryman notices the woman is weeping. The woman queries the Ferryman. 
From his answers she realizes the boy was her child, and proclaims that no realm of innocence exists. 
All express pity and ask her to pray at the tomb. Grief-stricken, she feels unable to pray, but the 
sympathy of the others convinces her to try. As she prays, the men ask the prayers of all the saints 
in heaven and sing the Vespers hymn Custodes hominum, asking the protection of the angels. At the 
climactic moment, when all the men are chanting together, the voice of the boy is heard echoing 
them. The Ferryman and Traveller withdraw to allow the woman to pray alone. The child’s spirit 
appears above the tomb to reassure his mother: 

Go your way in peace, mother. 
The dead shall rise again 
And in that blessed day 
We shall meet in heaven. 

At this point, the Madwoman is redeemed and her madness lifts. Britten depicts the moment with the 
Madwoman letting out a joyful, melismatic Amen, the final note of which resolves into a long-delayed 
unison with the full cast—a signal of return and acceptance. The robing-ceremony music returns as at the 
start, and the players resume their normal dress. The Abbot reiterates the moral and bids the audience 
farewell. The full cast then recess to the same plainsong with which the work began.
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Composer 

Benjamin Britten (1913-1976)  
was one of the 20th-century’s 

pre-eminent composers.  
His operas include Peter Grimes (1945), 

Albert Herring (1947), Billy Budd (1951), 
The Turn of the Screw (1954), and  

Death in Venice (1973). His chamber  
opera / church parables include  

Curlew River (1964), The Burning Fiery 
Furnace (1966), and The Prodigal Son 

(1968). He wrote in most media, and was 
especially well regarded in his music for 

the voice. His War Requiem (1961)  
is one of the greatest Western  

works on that theme.

Librettist

William Plomer (1903-1973)  
was a novelist, poet, and editor,  

who lived in Japan for several years.  
He served as Britten’s librettist  

for Gloriana, Curlew River,  
The Burning Fiery Furnace, and  

The Prodigal Son. Curiously, he was also 
editor to Ian Fleming for many of his 

James Bond novels. 
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Isaiah Bell Madwoman      

Isaiah Bell is a “rising star opera singer” praised for his “beautiful, 
pure tenor” (Times Colonist), his confident, exciting performances 
(Review Vancouver) and his ability to communicate with his audience 
(Cleveland Classical). His roles include Tamino (Die Zauberflöte), 
Almaviva (Il barbiere di Siviglia), Benedict (Berlioz’ Béatrice et 
Bénédict) and Martin (Copland’s The Tender Land), as well as roles in 
numerous Canadian pieces. A composer himself, Bell is devoted to 
the creation, performance and promotion of new and lesser known 
works; in addition to frequently performing new music as a singer, 
he has written and produced three original operas. 

A student of renowned Canadian tenor Benjamin Butterfield, Bell 
trained at Calgary Opera’s Emerging Artist Program, the Pacific 
Opera Victoria Young Artist Program, the University of Victoria 
School of Music and the Universität Mozarteum in Salzburg, Austria. 
He was also recently awarded 1st prize in voice at the National Music 
Festival of Canada. Not limited to opera, Bell has appeared on the 
recital stage in performances of Erik Satie’s symphonic monodrama 
Socrate, Schumann’s Liederkreis, op. 39, Janáček’s manic cycle of 
nursery rhymes Ríkadla, and Benjamin Britten’s Serenade for tenor, 
horn and strings. Equally at home in Baroque music, he has sung 
the Evangelist in both of Bach’s Passions, and tenor solos in Handel’s 
Jephtha, Messiah, Ode on St. Cecilia’s Day and Dettingen Te Deum. His 
international professional debut was made in this repertoire, singing 
Bach’s Christmas Oratorio and Cantata 78 at the prestigious Baldwin-
Wallace Bach Festival in Cleveland.

 
John Minágro Abbot

John Minágro is a singer of vast experience and wide repertoire. 
Last year, he stunned City Opera audiences with his vivid portrayal 
of Death in Der Kaiser von Atlantis. He has also performed for 
such companies as San Francisco Opera, Oakland Opera Theatre, 
Berkeley Opera, West Bay Opera, Pocket Opera, Festival Opera, and 
Livermore Valley Opera, taking such roles as Scarpia, Amonasro, 
Banquo, Cadmus, Capulet, Don Basilio, Elder McLean, Escamillo, 
Fernando, Gianni Schicchi, Friar Lawrence, Mephistopheles, Pogner, 
Ruslan, Sarastro, Schaunard, Sciaronne, Sharpless, Sparafucile, 
Tomsky, and Tonio. In 2007 he created the role of General Howell 
Cobb in the San Francisco Opera premiere of Appomattox, by Philip 
Glass and Christopher Hampton.

John has also enjoyed a major career in musical theatre, appearing 
in such shows as Annie Get Your Gun, Applause, Man of La Mancha, 
Nine, The King & I, and for six years in Phantom of the Opera at the 
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Curran Theatre in San Francisco. He has also appeared with such 
orchestras as the San Francisco Symphony, Redwood Symphony, 
Oakland Symphony, and the Napa Symphony in such works as the 
Deutsches Requiem, Carmina Burana, the Mozart, Dvorak and Verdi 
requiems, Bernstein’s Mass, and Beethoven’s Ninth. He sang regularly 
in the San Francisco Opera Chorus from 1985 to 2004, where he also 
created the role of Astradamors in that company’s US premiere of 
Ligeti’s Le Grand Macabre.

 
Joel Klein  Traveller

Vancouver-based baritone Joel Klein has sung professional leading 
roles in La Bohème, The Merry Widow, Rossini’s L’Italiana in Algeri, 
and both Dr. Bartolo and Figaro in various productions of Il barbieri 
di Siviglia, along with the title role in Don Giovanni, Sid in Albert 
Herring, Harry Easter in Street Scene, and Schlemil in The Tales of 
Hoffman. Recent performances have taken him throughout Eastern 
Europe and Saskatchewan, Alberta, and British Columbia, in which 
province he has sung with nearly every professional orchestra. Most 
recently his performing career has focused on a mixture of Baroque, 
Early Romantic and New Music, in which field he has been privileged 
this year to perform the world premieres of Lloyd Burritt’s cantata 
Lake of Souls and Jerry Semchychyn’s eerily timely new micro-opera 
Poema Letkoho Mista, which he looks forward to repeating at the 
Winnipeg Symphony Orchestra New Music Festival early next year. 

 
Sam Marcaccini Ferryman 

Sam Marcaccini was born and raised on the West Coast of Canada 
and is now resident in Victoria. Mr. Marcaccini has studied with 
renowned Canadian baritone Theodore Baerg, and has had the 
pleasure of being a soloist in many oratorios and concerts throughout 
British Columbia. He has also performed such roles as Peter in 
Hänsel und Gretel, and Frank Maurrant in Street Scene with Opera 
NUOVA in Edmonton. He has also given the roles of the Count in 
Le Nozze di Figaro at Powell River’s Opera Academy, and Dr. Bartolo 
in The Barber of Seville with Pacific Opera Victoria’s Young Artist 
Program touring program. In 2007 Mr. Marcaccini sang the title 
character in Gianni Schicci in Victoria. He also had the privilege 
of playing the character of Norimo in the world premiere of Tobin 
Stokes’ opera The Vinedressers. Mr. Marcaccini was featured on a 
television documentary for CBC TV, and in 2005 found himself 
playing a stylized opera character in an international TV commercial. 
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Janet Lea Co-Producer

Janet Lea produced several well-known programs for CBC Radio 
Music in Vancouver as well as producing recordings of Vancouver’s 
fine choirs. She served as Head of Music for CBC English Radio 
in Toronto and as Director of Cultural Programming for CBC in 
British Columbia. She continues to be active as an arts consultant, 
working for Ballet British Columbia and Blackbird Theatre, and 
as a Director on the boards of the Vancouver Cantata Singers, the 
Vancouver Academy of Music, and City Opera. She was co-producer 
of City Opera’s Der Kaiser von Atlantis last season. 

 
Nora Kelly Co-Producer 

Nora Kelly first heard opera on her grandparents’ LPs, the music 
wafting down the hall to her bedroom along with the sound of 
glasses clinking. She joined the board of City Opera Vancouver in 
2006 as its founding president. In 2009, she was associate producer 
of the company’s first staged opera, Der Kaiser von Atlantis. She has 
written novels and short stories and is currently collaborating on a 
chamber opera. She has chaired several community organizations 
and has a doctorate in History from Simon Fraser University. 

John Wright Stage Director

John Wright has directed plays ranging from Aeschylus to 
Ayckbourne, as well as film and television dramas and documentaries. 
He holds a BA from UBC and an MFA from Stanford. In the 1970s 
he turned to filmmaking, writing and directing an award-winning 
feature film, The Visitor, starring Eric Peterson. His most recent 
documentary was Children of Bach (introduced by Ben Heppner). 
He was Head of Theatre, Film and Creative Writing at UBC from 
1994 to 1999. John was a member of the Vancouver Cantata Singers 
for twenty years, and co-produced the Juno-nominated CD A 
Venetian Vespers of 1640. Motivated by the resonance of classic 
works in the modern world, he founded Blackbird Theatre with 
Paddy Macleod in 2004. Plays he has directed for Blackbird include 
Schiller’s Mary Stuart, the Durbach/Ibsen Peer Gynt, ( Jessie Award 
for Outstanding Production), Euripides’ Hecuba and Albee’s Who’s 

Afraid of Virginia Woolf ?.
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Charles Barber Music Director

Charles Barber holds masters and doctoral degrees in conducting 
from Stanford. His teachers include George Corwin, Andor Toth, and 
Carlos Kleiber, and he has worked as assistant to Sir Charles Mackerras 
at The Met (The Makropulos Case) and San Francisco Opera (Semele, 
Der Rosenkavalier). In addition to a wide operatic and symphonic 
repertoire, given in the United States, Canada, Japan, South Korea, 
Singapore, Morocco and Spain, Barber has also conducted for Stan 
Getz, Sarah Vaughn, Linda Ronstadt, Carly Simon, Mel Tormé, and 
Francis Ford Coppola, and as assistant to Marty Paich on such films 
as Prince of Tides, Alive, The Fugitive, Flatliners, Dave, For the Boys, 
Wyatt Earp, and Grand Canyon. He has been published by Cambridge 
University Press, Rowman and Littlefield, Oxford University Press, 
Carnegie Hall, and New Grove 2000. In 2009 he conducted the 
British Columbia premiere of Der Kaiser von Atlantis for  
City Opera Vancouver.

 
Robert Gardiner Scenography     

Robert Gardiner has designed stage scenery and lighting at theatres 
in North America including the Arts Club (Vancouver), Charlotte 
Martin (Seattle), Organic (Chicago), Belfry (Victoria), Gateway 
(Richmond), and Centaur (Montreal). His designs have received 
four Jessie Richardson awards, and been represented in the Canadian 
National Exhibition at the Prague Quadrennial. He is Professor of 
Scenography at the University of British Columbia, and has been a 
member of various boards, panels, and juries for civic, provincial, and 
national agencies and not-for-profit organizations. 

 
Marti Wright Costume Designer    

Marti Wright is a graduate of National Theatre School, Emily Carr 
Institute of Art & Design, and has an MFA in Theatre Design from 
UBC. After pursuing a film career she has now returned to theatre as 
the Resident Designer of Blackbird Theatre, where she has done the 
set design for Peer Gynt, and set and costume design for The Birthday 
Party, Mary Stuart, Hecuba, and Pinter’s Briefs, as well as the set design 
for Patrick Street Productions’ Into the Woods, Costume Design for The 
Eighth Land, and Set Design for Gateway’s The Foursome. She worked 
for City Opera last year, doing the set and costume design for the BC 
premiere of Der Kaiser von Atlantis. Her most recent work is set design 
for Blackbird’s Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf ?, and Gateway’s Around 
the World in 80 Days.  
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Robert Eberle Production Manager   

An Associate Professor in the Department of Theatre and Film at 
the University of British Columbia, Bob Eberle specializes in theatre 
management and production. For 23 years he was concurrently the 
Director of Production for the Vancouver International Children’s 
Festival. He has worked in theatre, film, special events, and exhibit 
design. Bob has been an active volunteer in Vancouver’s cultural 
sector. He served on the Steering Committee for the Carnegie 
Centre’s community play, In the Heart of the City. He has served 
on a number of committees for the City of Vancouver as a project 
adjudicator and consultant. Bob is an active member of the Canadian 
Institute for Theatre Technology (CITT), where he has served in 
numerous positions at both the provincial and national level. He is 
the Director of Ceremonies for the 2010 Seniors Games, and a board 
member of the Pantages Theatre Arts Society. 

Rebecca Craster Stage Manager 

Rebecca Craster is a stage manager for theatre and opera. She 
has stage-managed for the Firehall Arts Centre, George Brown 
College, Suspect Package Theatre and UBC Opera among others. 
She has assisted on five seasons at Bard on the Beach including 
the memorable productions of Cymbeline, Much Ado About 
Nothing, and Troilus and Cressida. This fall Rebecca will be joining 
the Vancouver Opera for her seventh season, touring her third 
production with Opera in Schools, Cinderella. She is a graduate of 
York University  
in Toronto. 

 
Collette Brown Assistant Stage Manager

Collette Brown has just completed her second year at UBC in 
the BFA in Theatre Design and Production Program. Theatre 
always has and always will be the focus of her life. Favourite shows 
include Arms and the Man, Unity: 1918 (Assistant Stage Manager, 
Theatre at UBC), Pink Floyd’s The Wall (Stage Manager, Livestage 
Performance), Jesus Christ Superstar (Assistant Stage Manager, 
Theatre Under The Stars – Rising Stars Internship Award for 
Professional Development), Our Town, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, 
Fast Food (Stage Manager, West Vancouver Secondary School), A 
Little Box of Oblivion (Director, West Vancouver Secondary School 

– Outstanding Direction, Outstanding Production). Collette would 
like to thank her friends and family for their incredible support in 
everything she does.
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City Opera Vancouver...
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Thank you

Special Acknowledgements
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publisher and copyright owner.
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2010 – 2011 
SEASON 

NOVEMBER 18 – 20, 2010
BALLET BC  •  Songs of a Wayfarer and other works 
World Premiere by José Navas (Montreal)
World Premiere by Kevin O’Day (Ballet Mannheim)
Songs of a Wayfarer by Emily Molnar (Ballet BC)

 
DECEMBER 29, 2010 – JANUARY 1, 2011
BALLET BC presents The Nutcracker 
NEW! A stunning new production by Alberta Ballet 
with live music by the Vancouver Symphony Orchestra.

 
FEBRUARY 17 – 19, 2011
BALLET BC  •  VOLO 
1st Flash by Jorma Elo (Boston Ballet)
World Premiere by Shawn Hounsell (Montreal)
World Premiere by Medhi Walerski (Netherlands Dance Theatre)

 
MARCH 18 – 19, 2011
BALLET BC presents Alvin Ailey® American Dance Theater
“possibly the most successful dance company on the planet” 
–New York Times

 
APRIL 14 – 16, 2011
BALLET BC in collaboration with the TURNING POINT ENSEMBLE

25th Anniversary Celebration 
For these special evenings Ballet BC will collaborate with the 
Turning Point Ensemble, one of Canada’s leading chamber orchestras. 
We will present four world premieres from noted Canadian-based 
choreographers Gioconda Barbuto, Serge Bennathan, 
Wen Wei Wang, and Ballet BC’s own Donald Sales.

SUBSCRIBE NOW!
Call 604 732 5003 or visit BALLETBC.COM 

C

M

Y

CM

MY

CY

CMY

K

5.5x8.5_BBCseason.pdf   1   21/04/10   11:53 AM


