


The two adult children of  a famous actress, Madeline
Mitchell, have not come to terms with their mother’s
absorption with her career and resultant neglect of  them.
Their father, an actor, died in an accident when they were
very small and Madeline (Maddy) rationalizes that as a single
mother and breadwinner, it was necessary to put her career
first.  Maddy’s daughter Beatrice and son Charlie are dealing
with enormous problems:  Bea is unhappily married and
seeks comfort from alcohol, while Charlie is about to lose
his partner to AIDS.  When Madeline is nominated for a
Tony, she invites Charlie and Bea to attend the awards cere-
mony.  She and Bea plan to meet at her apartment before-
hand to get dressed, but Maddy doesn’t show up on time.
Once again let down by her mother, Bea drinks.  When
Maddy finally arrives and sees the state Bea is in, she com-

pares her to her father, setting off  a chain reaction of
recrimination, revelation, and at long last, resolution. The
three central characters struggle to know and love each
other over the course of  three different holiday seasons,
each ten years apart.  “It is the universal story about the
family we wish for and the family we wind up with.” 

Three Decembers first premiered in 2008 with famed mezzo-
soprano Frederica von Stade who created the role of
Madeline Mitchell.  Under the working title, Last Acts, the
piece was first produced by Houston Grand Opera and
based on the unfinished play, Some Christmas Letters, by
Terrence McNally.  This intimate chamber opera incorpo-
rates a small cast of  three singers and approximately ten
instruments.  

THE STORY
SETTING:  Holidays 1986, 1996, 2006

Jake Heggie is the composer of the operas Dead Man Walking, Moby-dick, It’s
a Wonderful Life, Great Scott, Three Decembers, Out of Darkness: Two
Remain, and the choral opera, The Radio Hour, among others.  He has
also composed nearly 300 songs, as well as chamber, choral and orches-
tral works.  The operas—most created with writers Terrence McNally
and Gene Scheer—have been produced on five continents.  Moby-
Dick (Scheer) was telecast throughout the United States as part of
Great Performances’ 40th Season and released on DVD
(EuroArts). Dead Man Walking (McNally) has received 60 inter-
national productions and has been recorded twice.  Three
Decembers (Scheer) has received nearly two dozen international
productions.  The composer was recently awarded the Eddie
Medora King prize from the UT Austin Butler School of Music,
and the Champion Award from the San Francisco Gay Men’s
Chorus.  

A Guggenheim Fellow, Heggie has served as a mentor for the
Washington National Opera’s American Opera Initiative and is a fre-
quent guest artist at universities, conservatories and festivals throughout
the USA and Canada.  He and Gene Scheer are currently at work on If I Were
You, based on the Faustian story of Julien Green, for Merola Opera Program’s
2019 season.

Composer’s official biography, jakeheggie.com
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Gene Scheer’s work is noted for its scope and versatility.  With
the composer Jake Heggie, he has collaborated on many pro-
jects, including the critically acclaimed 2010 Dallas Opera
world premiere, Moby-Dick, starring Ben Heppner as Captain
Ahab; Three Decembers (Houston Grand Opera), which starred
Frederica von Stade; and the lyric drama To Hell and Back
(Philharmonia Baroque Orchestra), which featured Patti
LuPone.  

Other works by Scheer and Heggie include Camille Claudel: Into
the Fire, a song cycle premiered by Joyce di Donato and the
Alexander String Quartet.  Mr. Scheer worked as librettist with
Tobias Picker on An American Tragedy, which premiered at the
Metropolitan Opera in 2005.  Other collaborations include the
lyrics for Wynton Marsalis’s It Never Goes Away, featured in Mr.
Marsalis’s work Congo Square. With the composer Steven
Stucky, Mr. Scheer wrote the oratorio August 4, 1964, for the
Dallas Symphony Orchestra.  The work was nominated for a
Grammy in 2012 for best classical composition.  In 2015, Mr.
Scheer collaborated with Joby Talbot on the opera Everest,
based on the doomed 1996 Everest expedition.  With Jennifer

Higdon, Mr. Scheer wrote an operatic adaptation of  Cold
Mountain, which premiered in the summer of  2015 at the Santa
Fe Opera.  This work won the International Opera award, pre-
sented in London, for the best world premiere in 2015.
Recently, along with Ms. Higdon, Mr. Scheer was nominated
for a Grammy for his work on Cold Mountain for best classical
composition.  In December of  2016, Mr. Scheer and Jake
Heggie premiered It’s a Wonderful Life for the Houston Grand
Opera.  

Also a composer in his own right, Mr. Scheer has written a
number of  songs for singers such as Renée Fleming, Sylvia
McNair, Stephanie Blythe, Jennifer Larmore, Denyce Graves,
and Nathan Gunn.  The distinguished documentary filmmaker
Ken Burns prominently featured Mr. Scheer’s song, “American
Anthem” (as sung by Norah Jones) in his Emmy Award-win-
ning World War II documentary for PBS entitled The War. 

The librettist’s official biography is available at 
genescheer.com.

THE LIBRETTIST
GENE SCHEER  |  B. 1958

     Composition can be a lonely busi-
ness. You spend days or even months by
yourself, sometimes writing easily, some-
times smashing your head on a table or a
keyboard to get any notes out at all. That
is alternately enjoyable and frustrating.
But a theater composer by nature has an
intense need to be connected with peo-
ple. For me, collaboration is what deliv-
ers the most inspiration to compose. It
always has. The alone time is terribly
important, but the creative interaction
invigorates my imagination like nothing
else. 
     During the past 15 years, I have been
fortunate to collaborate not only with
some of  the great singers of  our time,
but with inspirational conductors, direc-
tors, instrumentalists, arts administra-

tors, and most of  all: wonderful writers.
Collaborations with writers are especially
important because, of  course, without
words there could be no songs and no
opera. I cannot fathom why it is com-
mon practice in opera to leave the libret-
tist’s name off  the billing. 
     Why is it only Mozart’s Così fan tutte
and not Mozart and Da Ponte’s? Yes,
music makes it an opera. But if  the
libretto isn’t strong, the opera will be
flawed. A composer may write fabulous
music, but a weak libretto can kill it as an
opera. It is theater, and a good libretto
gives the composer the best chance to
create a successful opera. 
     When I was a teenager, I set my own
texts and wrote pop songs and musical
theater ballads (I was sure I’d be writing

for Barbra Streisand and Carly Simon.
No dice.) But when I was 17, my first
composition teacher, the late Ernst
Bacon, introduced me to poetry by
Emily Dickenson and Walt Whitman
and after that, nothing was the same.
Those poems leapt off  the page and
sang to me, and throughout my twenties
I wrote songs based on poetry by won-
derful dead authors. A great and reward-
ing challenge, but very lonely. Rewrites
are out, and there’s no way to call and
ask what this or that meant to the writer. 
     In my late twenties, I suffered an
injury to my right hand (focal dystonia)
that forced me to stop playing piano, and
as a result I stopped composing too. 
     In 1993, I moved from Los Angeles
to San Francisco and landed a job first at
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Cal Performances, and then at San
Francisco Opera as the staff  writer.  I
was in the public relations and marketing
department and interacted with some of
the world’s great singers on a daily basis.
A few of  them—first and foremost the
amazing Frederica von Stade—became
very good friends and inspired me to
compose again. 
     Thanks to watching rehearsals for
Conrad Susa and Philip Littell’s The
Dangerous Liaisons, I became interested in
collaborating with a writer.  So, for coun-
tertenor Brian Asawa and baritone Earle
Patriarco, I asked my friend John Hall in
Los Angeles for new texts (Encountertenor
and Thoughts Unspoken). For soprano
Nicolle Foland, I went to Bay Area poet
Gini Savage (Natural Selection). For sopra-
no Kristin Clayton, it was Philip Littell
(EveSong). For Frederica von Stade, she
herself  wrote the words (Paper Wings, On
the Road to Christmas, and Winter Roses).
For Jennifer Larmore, it was Gavin
Dillard (Of  Gods and Cats), and so on.  I
also continued to set the classic poets,
and it was a rich time of  learning and
growing through lively exchange, chal-
lenge and comparison. This period of
exploration with writers led to a conver-
sation that changed my life forever. 
     In 1996, Lotfi Mansouri, who was
then general director at San Francisco
Opera, called me into his office and said,
“I want you to write a new opera for the
millennium. And I want to send you to
New York to meet with Terrence
McNally. I think you would make a great
team.”  Now remember, I was the PR
guy at the time. The PR guy who wrote
songs.  So how is a 35-year-old compos-
er supposed to respond to that? A new
work for San Francisco Opera? With
Terrence McNally? It seemed impossi-
ble, improbable, terrifying, and incredi-
bly exciting. What young composer
would turn it down? 
     I met with Terrence in May 1996
when he was still working on the musical
Ragtime and preparing his play Love!
Valour! Compassion! to be made into a
movie. He was also moving to a new
apartment and sorting through his vast
record collection. He was a bit distract-
ed. Lotfi had proposed a comedy for the
millennium. Terrence wasn’t interested. I
thought it was a no-go, and then I got a
surprise phone call in February 1997.
Terrence wanted to meet and talk about

the opera. We met in June. He said the
words “Dead Man Walking” and life
again took a surprising turn. It was the
last thing I’d expected to hear—but it
was an inspired idea. 
     We talked about how we would work
together and Terrence told me up front
that he is not a poet, a novelist, or a
librettist per se. He is a playwright. And
he told me he would write a play and set
up scenes and dialogue that he hoped
would inspire music. If  I felt the music
taking me in a certain direction and the
words were not going there, he would
rewrite, or I could fill in with my own
words and he’d work on it later. It was to
be a real exchange and collaboration. 
     Terrence has a famous passion for
opera and a brilliant sense of  how to set
things up to work on the stage. All I had
to do was trust, listen, feel and write.
After discussing the opera for about nine
months, Terrence was ready to write the
first act of  the libretto. He wanted me to
be with him, so in March 1998 we flew
to his house in Key West. On the cab
ride to the airport, the main hymn “He
will gather us around” came to me, so I
knew it would be a good trip. 
     He wrote the first act libretto in four
days and then read it to me. Six months
later, in December 1998, I played
through Act I for him at his house in
Bridgehampton, and he wrote the sec-
ond act libretto in four days. Less than a
year later, we had the entire opera.
Revisions after a workshop in August
1999 were minimal and I had plenty of
time to orchestrate. Throughout, there
was a constant exchange of  thoughts
and ideas. I had found a generous collab-
orator with an innate sense of  how
opera differs from straight theater, and
what it does best. I had also found a
great friend and mentor. 
     That first major collaboration has
served as the standard and model for
every collaboration I have had since. It
was my good fortune to start by working
with the very best. I learned several big
lessons through that experience.
Collaborators are creative partners who
will often work together for many years.
To make it work, each has to respect the
other and share a common goal. They
have to be able to depend upon each
other. And they have to be flexible
enough to see other points of  view and
make changes, but also know when to

defend a position. They cannot be afraid
to speak their minds, but must do so
constructively—and always for the
strength and benefit of  the work. 
     Working with Terrence inspired me
to go on to several other gratifying col-
laborations, including original works
with Armistead Maupin, Sister Helen
Prejean and Charlene Baldridge, among
others. I also collaborated with Terrence
to create a musical scene for soprano
called At the Statue of  Venus, and I set the
final monologue from his play Master
Class. These collaborations subsequently
informed my perspective on classic
poems and texts, and have actually given
me a new freedom to explore those with
fresh eyes. 
     In 2004, I finally had the opportunity
to work with the very gifted writer Gene
Scheer. When we met, I knew I’d found
a collaborator for life. From day one,
there was a natural ease and free flowing
exchange of  ideas. Gene works passion-
ately and with infectious enthusiasm. We
have great respect for each other’s work
and we enjoy being together. We chal-
lenge each other, inspire each other, and
feel free to comment on all aspects of
our work together. My work is definitely
better thanks to working with him, and I
know he feels the same about his own
work. He’s quick and prolific and in a
short time we’ve written several song
cycles and two stage works. 
     For seven years, I searched for the
right circumstances to create a music
theater piece based on Terrence’s short
play Some Christmas Letters. I wanted it to
be a chamber opera for three characters.
Gene felt inspired by it, and agreed to
create a libretto based on the play, and
that is how Three Decembers came to be.
My two primary writing collaborators in
the same project. Plus Patrick Summers,
Leonard Foglia, the phenomenal Flicka
von Stade, Kristin Clayton and Keith
Phares. It was a dream come true. 
     The freedom and adventure I find in
fresh, lively collaborations has led me to
work almost exclusively with living writ-
ers now. Somehow, everything about the
work feels more vibrant, flexible and
theatrical this way. Maybe later I’ll get
back to some of  the dead guys and gals
whose work I adore. But for now, it is
intensely rewarding to be able to look
somebody in the eye and say, “So, I have
this idea....”  



     OPERA ETIQUETTE
ALWAYS BE EARLY! 
Please arrive early to ensure you are able to find your seat before the performance begins and before the orchestra tunes.  If you are late, you
may miss the overture or even the first act!

OPERA IS FOR ALL AGES TO ENJOY! 
Opera is full of emotion, passion, human conflict, and discovery.  Nashville Opera usually presents operas in their original language and
projects supertitles above the stage so the audience can understand every word.  

WHAT TO WEAR
Many people think of a night at the opera as a glamorous event and an excuse to bring out the fancy attire.  But, it is also acceptable to dress
comfortably.  For dress rehearsals, the casual attire that students wear to school is perfectly acceptable.  A light sweater, jacket, or wrap is
suggested because the theater is air-conditioned.

USE THE RESTROOM
Once in the theater it is courteous to remain seated and involved in the production until intermission.  Please do not leave the theater unless
there is an emergency.

PLEASE BE COURTEOUS... 
to everyone in the audience and on stage.  Opera is a live performance, so any talking, cell-phone use (including texting) or other noise/light
disruption takes away from everyone’s experience at the opera.  Remember that unlike many staged performances, opera singers do not use
microphones.  This makes it essential to wait until intermission to unwrap gum/candy, talk to your neighbor or use electronic devices that
may distract others.  Be sure to turn off cell phone and pagers.

APPLAUSE WELCOME! 
There are several times during a performance when it is appropriate to applaud the performers.  The first opportunity to applaud takes
place when the conductor takes the podium at the very beginning of the performance and when he/she returns to the podium following
intermission(s).  It is also acceptable to applaud after an overture or aria in the middle of a performance.  Applaud when the performance
moves you.  You may show your appreciation to the performers by shouting “Bravo!” for a male performer, “Brava!” for a female per-
former, or “Bravi!” for an ensemble.  At the conclusion of the performance, singers who performed principal roles in the opera will take
their “curtain call.”  It is appropriate to continue applauding until all singers have stepped forward to accept their applause.  Sometimes,
audience members are so impressed with the overall performance of the opera, they will stand and applaud the entire ensemble.  This is
called a “standing ovation.”

NO PHOTOS OR RECORDINGS PERMITTED



A SOUND ANATOMY
OF OPERA
There are many different kinds of songs in opera.  Performers may sing alone, in couples (duets), trios, or larger groups, and there are also
moments when no one sings at all—and each composer develops his or her own preferred combinations of these options.

THE OVERTURE
An opera usually begins with an orchestral piece of music called the overture, which functions as an introduction to the opera.  Lasting
anywhere from five to twenty-five minutes, these opera overtures usually contain important themes from the rest of the production.
Before 1800, house lights were not dimmed while the overture played, and audience members continued to talk, drink, and even play cards!
This ceased in the 1900’s as the overture became a more integral part of an operatic performance.  At the end of the overture, the curtain
rises and the story of the opera unfolds through a series of scenes.  These scenes are organized into acts.

ARIAS
An aria is a solo moment for an opera singer and is usually accompanied by the orchestra.  Italian for “air” or song, an aria stops the plot
momentarily, giving each character the opportunity to express their innermost thoughts and feelings.  These pieces also provide an oppor-
tunity for the singer to demonstrate their vocal and artistic skill.  Mozart, Verdi and Puccini were able to achieve a remarkable balance
between memorable melodies that perfectly suit the human voice while still reflecting the drama of the text.

RECITATIVES
Recitatives, a type of singing unique to opera, help propel the action forward.  They can be accompanied either by a full orchestra, or, as
is often the case with opera written before 1800, by harpsichord or keyboard instrument.  Often introducing an aria, the text is delivered
quickly and encompasses a very limited melodic range.  It has no recognizable melody and the rhythms follow those of the spoken word. 

ENSEMBLE (“TOGETHER”)
Ensemble singing deals with two or more voices of different range performing together.  These include duets, trios, quartets, quintets, and
sometimes sextets.  The composer blends the voices depending on the dramatic requirements of the plot.  For instance, a love duet may
begin with each performer singing different music at different times, then gradually unifying into harmony.  Conversely, the music of a
duet may depict conflict.  Georges Bizet used this technique in Carmen: if you listen to the duets sung by Carmen and Don José, you might
notice that their musical lines are never completely blended, and this foreshadows their tragic ends.

CHORUS
Most operas include music sung by a large group of singers (sometimes more than 40) called a chorus.  The chorus often appears in a crowd
scene and can provide a stunning contrast to solo or ensemble singing.  In one opera by Benjamin Britten, the chorus is played by a single
male and a single female, as in the tradition of ancient Greek theatre.

ORCHESTRAL MUSIC
The orchestra accompanies the singing and introduces the opera with the overture.  Musical and emotional themes often appear in orches-
tral introductions and conclusions to arias, recitatives, and choruses.  In many cases, the orchestra plays such an important role, the gravity
of its existence is that of a leading character. 



WOMEN

SOPRANO
This is the highest female voice and has a
range similar to a violin.  In opera, the
soprano most often plays the young girl or
the heroine (sometimes called the prima
donna), since a high bright voice tradition-
ally suggests femininity, virtue, and inno-
cence.  The normal range of a soprano is
from middle C through two octaves above
middle C, sometimes with extra top notes.
Most women are sopranos.  In Three
Decenbers, the role of Bea is sung by a
soprano.

MEZZO-SOPRANO
Also called a mezzo, this is the middle
female voice with a range similar to an
oboe.  A mezzo’s sound is often darker and
warmer than a soprano’s.  In opera, com-
posers generally use a mezzo to portray
older women, villainesses, seductive hero-
ines, and sometimes even young boys.
Mezzo-sopranos also often serve as the
friend or sidekick to the soprano.  The
mezzo-soprano’s normal range is from the
A below middle C to the A two octaves
above it.  In Three Decenbers, the role of
Maddy is sung by a mezzo-soprano.

CONTRALTO
This is the lowest female voice and has a
voice similar in range to a clarinet.
Contraltos usually sing the roles of older
females or special character parts such as
witches and old gypsies.  The range is two
octaves from F below middle C to the top
line of the treble clef.  A true contralto is
very rare—some believe they don’t exist at
all!  

MEN

COUNTER-TENOR
This is the highest male voice, which was
mainly used in very early opera and orato-
rio.  The voice of a countertenor sounds
very much like a mezzo-soprano’s voice and
they often sing the same repertoire.  Like
the contralto, true countertenors are very
rare. 

TENOR
This is usually the highest male voice in an
opera.  It is similar to a trumpet in range,
tone, color, and acoustical ring.  The tenor
typically plays the hero or the love interest.
His voice ranges from the C below middle
C to the above. 

BARITONE
This is the middle male voice and is close to
a French horn in range and tone color.  The
baritone usually plays villainous roles or
father-figures. The range is from the G an
octave and a half below middle C to the G
above.  In Three Decembers, the role of
Charlie is sung by a baritone.

BASS-BARITONE/BASS
This is the lowest male voice and is similar
to a trombone or bassoon in range and
color.  Low voices usually suggest age and
wisdom in serious opera.  The range spans
from roughly the F above middle C to the F
an octave and a fourth below.

ON OPERATIC VOICES
Every voice is unique and no singer gets to choose the category in which they sing but must work with the vocal attributes with which they
were born.  Composers usually assign a voice type to a character based on his/her personality or age.  Read these descriptions for examples.

Baritone Robert Wesley Mason as 
Dax the tech support guy with Samuel
Levine as Joe in The Companion,
Nashville Opera 2017
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