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INNOVATIONS
OPERA ON DEMAND

Is it possible to binge-watch 
opera? Devoted Wagnerites 

may say yes, but with the 
exception of the Ring, few operas 
inspire obsessive, successive 
viewing experiences. Even in the 
current heyday of “webisodes” 
and television on demand, 
opera largely stands apart 
as a storytelling genre that 
defies serialization and rapid 
consumption.

Lisa Bielawa seeks to revise 
that notion with her new opera 
Vireo: The Spiritual Biography of 
a Witch’s Accuser, composed to a 
libretto by Erik Ehn, which is being 
created exclusively for episodic 
release via television and online 
media. Over the course of 14 
episodes, the opera will explore 
the nature of female hysteria 
throughout time — from the 
European Dark Ages to the Salem 
witch trials to the Surrealists of 
Paris — specifically examining 
how teenage girls’ visionary 
writings have been interpreted 
by the men around them. The 
series, which is part of Bielawa’s 
artist residency at California State 
University, Fullerton, is directed 
by multimedia director-designer 
Charles Otte, senior creative 
director with Thinkwell Group in 
Los Angeles.

At the end of February, the first 
two episodes were taped as part 
of free public performances at 
The Yost Theater in Santa Ana, 
CA, with the Kronos Quartet 
and San Francisco Girls Chorus 
accompanying the solo singers. 
Subsequent episodes will be 
filmed at other venues throughout 
the country. Through a partnership 
with Artbound, an arts and culture 
series produced by California 
broadcast network KCETLink, 
episodes of the opera will be made 
available online starting March 31. 

LOS ANGELES OPERA is 
leveraging the appeal of opera 
in installments with its Figaro 
Trilogy, which presents the operas 
inspired by Beaumarchais’ three 
Figaro plays — Rossini’s The Barber 
of Seville, Mozart’s The Marriage of 
Figaro and John Corigliano’s  
The Ghosts of Versailles. The 

company has instituted a 
multipronged marketing strategy 
to encourage ticket buyers to 
attend the entire trilogy, which 
runs through April. Attendees of 
all three operas receive benefits 
such as early-bird pricing, 
optional payment plans, priority 
seating and discounts for add-on 
performances.

In conjunction with its Figaro 
Trilogy, LA Opera created Figaro 
Unbound, an extensive series of 
community engagement programs 
that underpins themes from the 
opera and seeks to make them 
relevant to today’s Angelenos.  
Over the course of more than three 
months, the company is partnering 
with many of the region’s leading 
museums to illuminate the visual 
culture and music of the 18th 

century, in addition to offering 
an array of lectures and other 
educational events.

One of the highlights of Figaro 
Unbound has been the company’s 
world premiere staging, in January, 

of ¡Figaro! (90210), a multicultural 
adaptation of Mozart’s opera 
that recasts the title character as 
an undocumented worker in a 
present-day Beverly Hills mansion. 
The work featured a new English 
and Spanish libretto by Vid 
Guerrerio. The Spanish-language 
crossover will continue in March 
when the company’s Zarzuela 
Project, joined by Mariachi 
Conservatory and Mariachi Voz de 
America, will perform two outdoor 
concerts of zarzuelas (Spanish 
operettas) inspired by the Figaro 
stories. •

Los Angeles Opera’s premiere of The 
Ghosts of Versailles by John Corigliano 
and William M. Hoffman, with Patti 
LuPone as Samira (center). Conducted 
by James Conlon and directed by Darko 
Tresnjak. Scenic design by Alexander 
Dodge, costume design by Linda Cho, 
lighting design by York Kennedy and 
projection design by Aaron Rhyne.
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Los Angeles 
Opera is 
leveraging the 
appeal of opera 
in installments 
with its  
Figaro Trilogy, 
which presents 
the operas 
inspired by  
Beaumarchais’ 
three Figaro 
plays.

Composer Lisa Bielawa (at piano) 
rehearses her new opera Vireo: The 
Spiritual Biography of a Witch’s Accuser 
with (l–r) soprano Rowen Sabala and 
mezzo-soprano Maria Lazarova.
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