
MORE ON CULTURE >>

What We Learned This Week (March 13-19)

J.D. Salinger, Revealed

The End of Trends

Fun With Jane

Marina Abramovic: 'Really Interesting'

Outer Space Opera
By Zachary Woolfe
January 19, 2010 | 7:31 p.m

It’s hard out there for a small opera company . Thi s

is e speci ally true in Ne w Yor k Cit y, wh ere t he

Metr opoli tan a nd Ci ty Op era s teal almos t all  of t he

spot light . The  two compa nies are c heerf ully terme d

“tho se bi g bro thers  of o urs” by Go tham Chamb er

Oper a’s N eal G oren,  arti stic direc tor s ince the

ince ption  of t he 10 -year -old compa ny, w hich has

earn ed a devot ed fo llowi ng sp ecial izing  in

well -conc eived , wel l-reh earse d pro ducti ons o f the

repe rtoir e’s s malle r wor ks (a nd wh ose b udget  is

abou t 0.3  perc ent t he si ze of  the Met’s ).

Goth am ma y be littl e, bu t it’ s put ting on on e of the m ost i ntrig uing opera s of the s pring , a p roduc tion

of H aydn’ s 177 7 com edy I l mon do de lla l una ( The W orld on th e Moo n), w hich will be pe rform ed

thro ugh J an. 2 8 at the H ayden  Plan etari um in  the Rose Cente r for  Eart h and  Spac e at the A meric an

Muse um of  Natu ral H istor y. Th e pro ducti on, d irect ed by  thea ter a nd op era v etera n Dia ne Pa ulus and

feat uring  a ca st of  youn g sin gers,  is t he fi rst t heatr ical event  to b e hel d in the s pace famou s for  its

trip py la ser-l ight shows , and  Goth am is  taki ng fu ll ad vanta ge of  the oppor tunit y. Th e pro ducti on us es

the plane tariu m’s $ 3.5 m illio n Zei ss Ma rk IX  proj ector  and its l ibrar y of NASA- produ ced f ootag e to

conj ure u p the  ador ably zany centr al fa ntasy  of t he op era, in wh ich t wo da ughte rs tr y to get t heir

over prote ctive  fath er to  cons ent t o the ir ma rriag es by  conv incin g him  that  he’s  trav eled to—yo u gue ssed

it!— the m oon.

It’ s an ambit ious produ ction —Goth am’s most elabo rate and e xpens ive

eve r—esp ecial ly in  a ba d eco nomy,  and if th e dec ision  had been left to

Mr.  Gore n and  the compa ny’s manag ing d irect or, D avid Benne tt, i t

mig ht no t hav e hap pened  at a ll.

“Wh en we  saw how h igh t he bu dget had t o be,  it w as a huge,  daun ting

p ropos ition ,” Mr . Gor en re centl y tol d The  Obse rver.  “Las t spr ing, when the e conom y was  at i ts mo st

p roble matic  for arts organ izati ons, David  Benn ett a nd I sat d own i n des pair and s aid t here’ s no way

we can  feas ibly do th is an d sta y afl oat. Great  an i dea t hough  it i s, it ’s no t wor th ba nkrup ting the

compan y. So  we c ame u p wit h oth er al terna tives  for this seaso n. Th ere w ere t hree less expen sive

o ption s, wh ich w e pre sente d to the b oard at ou r mee ting last sprin g. To  our surpr ise—a nd, I  must  say,

h orror —the board  vote d una nimou sly t o go with this produ ction  at t he pl aneta rium.  But they were

r ight;  they  were  abso lutel y rig ht.”

Though  that  stor y mig ht pr oduce  palp itati ons i n boa rd-wa ry ar ts ad minis trato rs, f or Mr . Gor en, t he

experi ence taugh t a h earte ning lesso n: “I  foun ded t he co mpany  on t he pr incip le th at th e onl y thi ng

worse than no op era w as ba d ope ra,” he sa id. “ If we  cann ot ra ise t he mo ney t o do it th e bes t we can,
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b etter  not to do  it a t all .

“ You s trive  high , peo ple w ill r espon d in kind.  … To  our delig ht, p eople  have  real ly re spond ed, a s hav e

d onors —indi vidua l don ors, found ation s, co rpora tions —in w ays t hat t hey n ever have befor e.”

H oweve r, ac cordi ng to  Mr. Goren , eve n pri stine  tick et sa les w ould cover  only  abou t 20 perce nt of  the

costs,  so a  year long delay  was added  to a llow for m ore f und-r aisin g. Bu t in the e nd, t he mo ney w as

r aised ; the  situ ation  was aided  by a  gene rous co-pr oduct ion d eal w ith t he Mu seum of Na tural  Hist ory,

which provi ded t he us e of the s pace and t heir full- time staff  and engin eers.  Goth am is  also  supp orted

b y the  Amer ican Reper tory Theat er in  Camb ridge , of which  Ms. Paulu s is artis tic d irect or. I ndeed , the

p roduc tion owes much of it s pub licit y, an d eve n its  exis tence  in i ts cu rrent  form , to Ms. P aulus , who

r eceiv ed a Tony nomin ation  last  year  for direc ting the a cclai med B roadw ay re vival  of H air a nd wh o

h as wo rked exten sivel y wit h bar oque and c lassi cal o pera,  incl uding  a fu nky a nd sp are p roduc tion of

Montev erdi’ s Orf eo at  BAM in 20 02.

“ When I was  thin king of di recto rs wh o cou ld do  unus ual r epert oire, ” sai d Mr.  Gore n, “w ho co uld

think outsi de th e box , Dia ne se emed like the p erfec t can didat e.”

“ Neal said,  ‘We have to fi nd an  off- site thing , may be a sound stage ,’ an d tha t int erest ed me  righ t

a way,”  said  Ms. Paulu s via  tele phone . “An d the n he said,  ‘Wou ldn’t  it b e cra zy if  we c ould do th is at

the pl aneta rium? ’ And  once  he p ut th at id ea in  the ether , the re wa s no going  back  for me. S o he took

me to the p lanet arium  and we wa tched  Cosm ic Co llisi on—th is wa s may be tw o yea rs ag o—and

a fterw ards he tu rns t o me and s ays, ‘Ther e’s n o way  you could  do a n ope ra in  here , rig ht?’ And I  said ,

‘ Are y ou ki dding ? It’ s per fect! ’ And  that  bega n a j ourne y of how t o mak e thi s pos sible .”

Ms. Pa ulus worke d wit h Mr.  Gore n to cut t he op era—w hich runs well over three  hour s in its e ntire ty

a nd is  wild ly un even in qu ality —to a  90-m inute  vers ion t hat c ould be pe rform ed wi thout  an

i nterm issio n. Sh e als o bro ught on de signe r Phi lip B ussma nn to  desi gn th e set s and  vide o pro jecti ons;

the tw o had  work ed to gethe r in 2008 on an  oper a bas ed on  Davi d Lyn ch’s film Lost Highw ay fo r

E nglis h Nat ional  Oper a. Mr . Bus smann  was the o ne pr imari ly re spons ible for d ealin g wit h the

l ogist ical chall enges  pose d by putti ng on  a sh ow in  a sp ace t hat n eeds to be  swif tly c leare d aft er ev ery

r ehear sal a nd ev ery p erfor mance  so t hat h ordes  of t ouris ts ca n tak e in the r egula rly p rogra med s tar

s how. “It’s  like  sett ing u p the  circ us in  ther e eve ry ni ght,”  Ms. Paulu s sai d.

Of cou rse, after  the circu s com es to  town , it makes  sens e tha t you  migh t wan t a l ittle  brea k, an d Mr.

G oren is pl annin g a l ow-te ch fo llow- up to  Il m ondo della  luna : a p roduc tion of Mo ntsal vatge ’s Pu ss

i n Boo ts di recte d by Moise s Kau fman and f eatur ing t he pu ppetr y of Londo n’s B lind Summi t The atre,

which creat ed a contr overs ial b unrak u chi ld fo r the  Met’ s Mad am Bu tterf ly. G otham  will  also  soon  be

a nnoun cing a new  comm issio n, to  be p erfor med i n 201 1, to  cele brate  the 10th anniv ersar y of its f irst

p roduc tion.

Undete rred by th e eco nomy and b y the  big dogs at Li ncoln  Cent er, M r. Go ren m ainta ins a n inc lusiv e

vision  of o perat ic Ne w Yor k: “E very compa ny ha s a n iche,  and every  niche has a company.”
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