
.The New Mexico evening sky stretched like a beautiful canvas over
The Santa Fe Opera, with sweeping views to the mountains in all
directions. Opening night patrons were greeted by a rosy sunset as
we took our seats in the open-air theatre. There was a joyous antici-
pation in the air, a festive moment that was palpable to seasoned
opera fans and tourists alike. The Opening Night of the 2018 Season
would not disappoint. 

I’ve been a Santa Fe Opera patron for years, catching one or
two productions each summer season. But this year, I signed
up for the opening weekend package, and was treated to a
breathtaking affair. I enjoyed two world-class opera perform-
ances, met fascinating people from all over the country, got an
insider’s look at the recently remodeled Santa Fe Opera com-
plex, and enjoyed lovely brunches, private dinners, and garden
parties. This exclusive weekend is normally reserved for big
donors; but once a year, you can join in the fun. 

Opening night began with an elegant black-tie cocktail party
and dinner on the patio of O’Shaughnessy Hall overlooking the
lush green gardens of the property. A few miles away from the
Spanish-inspired pueblo architecture of Santa Fe, New Mex-
ico, The Santa Fe Opera complex is built on the grounds of !
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productions and the seamless integration of the stage action with the majestic land-
scape, and it’s easy to see why Santa Fe Opera boasts a 90 – 93% capacity—the high-
est for any opera company in the United States. 

On Saturday evening, before the opening night of Madame Butterfly, the opening
weekend guests were treated to exclusive dinners at gorgeous private homes around
Santa Fe. Back at the house, other patrons arrived early for delicious pre-performance
dinners, or set up their own tailgate parties in the large paved parking lots. I visited
some of these, and these are not football tailgating parties! Think of the Hamptons or
Royal Ascot, with beautiful people enjoying champagne and elegant dinners in the
most glorious of settings. 

The 2018 Summer Festival runs through the end of August, with five outstanding
productions rotating constantly throughout the summer—Bernstein’s Candide, a rol-
licking around-the world odyssey; a heart-rending beautiful production of Puccini’s
Madame Butterfly; a new production of Dr. Atomic, (with the lights of Los Alamos
literally twinkling behind the stage as tensions build up to the detonation of the first
atomic bomb); Rossini’s madcap comedy of L’italiana in Algeri, (The Italian Girl of
Algiers); and then off to Vienna for Richard Strauss’ Ariadne auf Naxos. 

The season ends on August 29 with a final performance of Candide on Leonard
Bernstein’s actual 100th birthday. It will also mark the end of Charles McKay’s distin-
guished 10-year career as General Director of The Santa Fe Opera, and his extraordi-
nary 50-year career. Robert Meya, Santa Fe Opera’s Director of External Affairs, will
ably take the helm on October 1, 2018, with Alexander Neef as the new Artistic Di-
rector, and Harry Bicket as Music Director. 

Whether you’re a serious opera lover or a first-timer, everyone has fun at The Santa
Fe Opera. It’s a unique travel destination, and a special summer experience. And, get-
ting there from the Bay Area is made easier with new direct flights to Santa Fe and
Albuquerque. www.santafeopera.org "

an old hacienda that is now used as the adminis-
trative offices. The gardens are well-maintained,
and the swimming pool is filled for the opera
staff and dazzles in the summer sun. Just steps
away, the soaring roofline of The Crosby Theatre
merges modern architecture with the starkly
beautiful desert landscape of New Mexico. It’s a
study of dramatic contrasts, and it all works
beautifully.

After dinner, I walked with new friends to The
Crosby Theatre. I was amongst a colorful mix of
long gowns and black tuxedos, jeans and cowboy
boots, ladies (and men) bedecked with stunning
southwestern jewelry, and guests wearing most
everything in between. This is not a pretentious
crowd, but an expressive one that immerses
themselves in the experience of the evening.
Anything goes in Santa Fe, but even jeans some-
how look like a fashion statement here, much

like Parisians have a way with simple black. 
Entering the theatre for Bernstein’s Candide, the sounds of an ex-

cited audience wafted like perfume through the warm evening air.
There is no stage curtain here, and no outside walls to this theatre.
From any seat in the house, your view of the stage is backlit by a 180-
degree view of the evening sky and mountains in all their glory. As
the opening notes of Candide’s prelude began, the sky opened up be-
hind the stage and the evening sun settled softly into the western
horizon, perfectly mirroring the prelude’s last chords. Talk about
staging. It doesn’t get any better than this. 

On Saturday morning, Paul Horpedahl, Director of Production
and Facilities, welcomed our opening weekend group back to the
Crosby Theatre for a private stage demonstration, backstage tour, and
luncheon. As we watched the stage crew assemble the massive pieces

of the Madame Butterfly set into place, Technical Director Scott Shrek explained how
Santa Fe Opera designs and constructs its sets to accommodate the unique challenges
of open-air theatre—summer heat and cool desert nights, sudden winds and summer
rain showers, and occasional birds or bats flying through the set. All at a dry, 7,000-
foot-high desert environment, which also creates unique challenges for opera singers’
voices and the orchestra’s instruments. 

But not to worry. Although the theatre is
open on three sides, it is covered overhead
and is very comfortable for the patrons.
New back-of-seat subtitle screens were
added in the recent $45-million renovation,
as well as spacious new scene shops, cos-
tume and wig shops, new rehearsal halls,
and upgraded stage equipment. Everything
is well thought-out and designed for com-
fort and ease. Pair this with world-class opera
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—BRENDA BECK


