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MUSIC IN THE AIR
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One of th e most memorable aspects of Phelim 

McDermot t’s production is its incorpor ation of  

mesmerizing juggling, designed by choreographer and 

juggling master Sean Gandini, which seems to  make 

Philip Glass’s music appear before one’s very eyes. 

As he looked ahead to directing Akhnaten, Phelim McDermot t 
puzzled over how to approach Philip Glass’s opera of ancient Egypt. 
The idea for one of the signature elements of his new staging �nally  
came to him while he was bobbin g in a �o tation tank: “I got the 
image of juggling  balls, repetiti ve patterns,”  he recalls. At �r st, the 
thought of making juggling a central part of an opera produc tion 
seemed too far-fetched even for the inventive McDermot t, who used 
newspaper and giant puppetr y to te ll the story of Gandhi in 
Glass’s Satyagraha, and who set Mozart’s Così fan tutte amid a Coney 
Island sideshow. “A  bit of your brain thinks it ’s too much, too crazy,” 
he remembers, “b ut you feel in your body, in your bones, that it ’s 
actually a good  idea.”
 So he turned to the man he calls the “a rtistic master” of the 
form—Sean Gandini of Gandini Juggling, a vi rtuosic and prol i�c 
company which had previously choreographed mind-blowing  
juggling routines set to music by Vivaldi and Steve Reich. Gandini 
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was amazed at McDermot t’s proposal: “W hat Phelim didn’t know, and what to me was 
quite an extraordinar y coincidence, is that the �r st recorded images of juggling are these 
magni�cent Egyptian hieroglyphic s.” He told McDermot t about depic tions of a trio of  
women juggle rs (pictured left) found in the Beni Hasan cemetery complex from ancient 
Midd le Egypt—images the produc tion brings to life with “a n imaginary Egyptian juggling  
language” in the opening funeral scene. 
 Choreographed movement, arising from the story and the music, infuses the three-act 
opera. The produc tion includes a ten-member juggling ensemble (pictured above), who 
�ll the air above the stage with as many as 50 �yin g objects at a time. Using items of 
varying size—from standard juggling balls to clubs to beach-ball-like in�a table orbs—they 
juggle their way through a dizzying sequence of patterns that mirror the speed, intensity, 
and comple x rhythms of the music, sometimes working independently  and sometimes 
lofting their projectiles in long arcs to their counterparts across the stage. 
 “T here’s this kind of visual magic that the juggling  can play,”  says countertenor 
Anthony Roth Costanzo, who sings the titl e role. He describes his favorite part of the 
opera, his death scene: All ten juggle rs are on stage, throwing their balls very high and 
fast. “I ’m at the center of that, moving very, very slowly,”  Costanzo explains, “b ut you’re 
not in any way distracted by the balls because they become this movement -texture.”
 Different working systems had to be married in rehearsals. “Sean and Karen 
[Kamensek, the conductor] ended up doing a kind of mathematical research to perfect 
how the juggling  would �t  the music and the repetition s,” McDermot t says. Further 
compli cating  matters, juggle rs count their patterns and timing s differently from how 
musicians count their music, so some translation was necessary to make sure everyone 
was on the same page. 
 And what happens when someone literally drop s the ball? “You can’t do this amount 
of juggling in a show without dropping ,”  says McDermot t. “Whe n they do, they have to 
ritualistically get down on their knees and do penance to the Sun God. The [audience] 
sees that it ’s part of the show, and they relax. What you want is for the audience to forget  
they’re watching juggling . You hit this moment  where they don’t quite know what they 
saw, and think, ‘Did  I imagine that?’”— Elena Park

musicintheair_new.indd   2musicintheair_new.indd   2 11/6/19   10:03 AM11/6/19   10:03 AM

Visit metopera.org



�e Metropolitan Opera is pleased to salute the 

Annenberg Foundation and, most recently,  

GRoW @ Annenberg for its new Broadcast  

Campaign commitment in support of the  

Saturday Matinee Radio Broadcasts. We especially 

thank Gregory Annenberg Weingarten and  

his wife, Regina Weingarten, for helping make this 

contribution possible.   

2019–20 season
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The Cast and Creative Team

this season  Akhnaten for her debut at the Met; La Bohème in Gothenburg, Sweden; Don 
Giovanni at Minnesota Opera; and concert appearances with the Los Angeles Philharmonic, 
London Philharmonic Orchestra, Polish National Radio Symphony Orchestra, Hungarian 
National Philharmonic Orchestra, Austria’s Tonkunstler Orchestra, and in Malmö and Nantes.
career highlights  She served as music director and chief conductor of Staatsoper Hannover 
between 2011 and 2016 and music director of Theater Freiburg between 2003 and 2006. 
She has also held tenures as deputy music director of Staatsoper Hamburg, interim chief 
conductor at the Maribor Slovene National Theatre, and first Kapellmeister at the Vienna 
Volksoper. She regularly conducts the works of Philip Glass, including his Orphée in New York 
and Germany, the world premiere of Les Enfants Terribles at Spoleto Festival USA, Satyagraha 
and Akhnaten at English National Opera, and Passages at the BBC Proms and Philharmonie 
de Paris. She has also conducted at Deutsche Oper Berlin, the Royal Danish Opera, Welsh 
National Opera, Opera Australia, Israeli Opera, San Francisco Opera, New York City Opera, 
San Diego Opera; in Frankfurt and Bergen, Norway; and with numerous prominent orchestras 
throughout North America, Europe, and Asia.

career highlights  Akhnaten is the third of Philip Glass’s operas to be presented by the Met, 
following The Voyage and Satyagraha, the former having been commissioned and premiered 
by the company in 1992 to commemorate of the 500th anniversary of the arrival of Columbus 
in the Americas. One of the most prolific and influential composers in the history of American 
classical music, his vast output includes 28 operas; 12 symphonies; three piano concerti; 
concerti for violin, piano, timpani, and saxophone quartet and orchestra; film scores; string 
quartets; and a growing body of work for solo piano and organ. Over the course of his career, 
he has collaborated with a number of notable artists from across disciplines, including David 
Bowie, Allen Ginsberg, Yo-Yo Ma, Linda Ronstadt, Paul Simon, Twyla Tharp, and Robert 
Wilson, among many others. A musical pioneer and largely credited with the creation of 
the minimalist style, he founded the Philip Glass Ensemble in 1968. He presents lectures, 
workshops, and solo keyboard performances around the world.

Karen Kamensek
conductor (chicago, illinois)

Philip Glass
composer (baltimore, maryland)

Visit metopera.org



“Aria Code,” the hit podcast from 
the Met and WQXR, is back for a 
second season—and this time, the 
theme is desire in all its forms.

When the Met and WQXR decided to 

collaborate last season on the creation of 

a new podcast, the idea was to explore 

some of opera’s greatest arias and allow 

people to hear them in a whole new way. 

In “Aria Code,” top opera stars would talk 

through the process of learning, rehears-

ing, and performing some of the 

best-known arias in the repertoire, from 

Tosca’s “Vissi d’arte” to Violetta’s 

“Sempre libera” to Rodolfo’s “Che gelida 

manina”—with noted actors, writers, 

psychologists, scientists, and other expert 

guests providing additional color 

commentary.

Little did the companies expect, 

however, that “Aria Code” would become 

a podcast sensation. “I didn’t know that I 

needed an opera podcast in my life until I 

heard the trailer for ‘Aria Code,’” declared 

The New Yorker. “An elegantly 

constructed, effortlessly listenable series.” 

The New York Times agreed, calling the podcast “luminous … A major event and a gift.” 

This month, the series returns, once again hosted by the Grammy Award-winning (and 

opera-trained) folk singer Rhiannon Giddens. The first episode features superstar diva Anna 

Netrebko talking about Lady Macbeth’s sleepwalking scene from Verdi’s Macbeth, which the 

soprano performed memorably earlier this season. But it’s not just Netrebko who weighs in on 

the murderous queen; none other than Dame Judi Dench also shares her thoughts on the 

motivations and machinations of this timeless character.

The Macbeth episode is the first of ten new installments, which will also look at moments 

from Porgy and Bess, Turandot, Le Nozze di Figaro, and others, featuring such Met stars as 

Renée Fleming, Christine Goerke, and Eric Owens. The hope is that opera lovers will continue 

to find their favorite works illuminated, while newcomers will discover that opera is, indeed, for 

them. Or, as The New Yorker put it in their review of the series, “It encourages fandom through 

substance, by showing us the art itself.” 

Listen to Seasons 1 and 2 on your desktop or phone at ariacode.org.

DECODING DESIRE

Rhiannon Giddens
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this season  Akhnaten at the Met and Aida in Geneva and at Houston Grand Opera. 
met productions  Così fan tutte, Eugene Onegin (debut, 2013), and John Adams’s The Death 
of Klinghoffer.
career highlights  His operatic credits include Aida, Akhnaten, Henze’s Elegy for Young 
Lovers, The Death of Klinghoffer, Eugene Onegin, Vaughan Williams’s Riders to the Sea, 
and the world premiere of Julian Anderson’s Thebans, among others, at English National 
Opera; Akhnaten at LA Opera; The Turn of the Screw and the world premiere of Judith 
Weir’s Miss Fortune at Covent Garden; the world premiere of Matthew Aucoin’s Crossing 
at Boston’s American Repertory Theater; The Cunning Little Vixen at the Glyndebourne 
Festival; Death in Venice at La Scala; Così fan tutte, Le Nozze di Figaro, and Don Giovanni in 
Lyon; and Britten’s The Rape of Lucretia at the Bavarian State Opera. He has also designed 
for numerous productions on Broadway, in the West End, and at London’s National Theatre 
and Royal Court Theatre, among others. His ballet credits include Anna Karenina for the 
Joffrey Ballet and The Nutcracker for Atlanta Ballet. His most recent costume designs for film 
and television include BBC/HBO’s Gentleman Jack and BBC/PBS’s To Walk Invisible.

Tom Pye
set and projection designer (lincoln, england)

The Cast and Creative Team  CONTINUED

this season  Akhnaten at the Met and Aida in Geneva and at Houston Grand Opera.
met productions  Così fan tutte, The Enchanted Island, Philip Glass’s Satyagraha (debut, 
2008), and the 125th Anniversary Gala.
career highlights  He has been performing and directing since 1984. In 1996, he co-founded 
the theater company Improbable, with whom he has produced a number of productions, 
including the Obie Award–winning 70 Hill Lane, Lifegame, Animo, Coma, Spirit, Sticky, 
Cinderella, The Hanging Man, Theatre Of Blood (in collaboration with London’s National 
Theatre), Panic, Beauty and the Beast (a co-production with ONEOFUS), Shockheaded 
Peter (which won an Olivier Award) and, most recently, Opening Skinner’s Box at the Lincoln 
Center Festival. His operatic credits include Philip Glass’s Satyagraha, The Perfect American, 
and Akhnaten (which won the 2017 Olivier Award for Best New Opera Production), as well 
as Così fan tutte and Aida at English National Opera, Akhnaten at LA Opera, and Helmut 
Lachenmann’s Das Mädchen mit den Schwefelhölzern at Spoleto Festival USA. He recently 
directed BambinO, a classical opera by Liam Patterson for children between six and 18 
months old, for Scottish Opera and at the Met.

Phelim McDermott
director (manchester, england)

Visit metopera.org
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this season  Akhnaten for his debut at the Met, Enjott Schneider’s Marco Polo in Genoa, 
the world premiere of Hans Abrahamsen’s Snedronningen at the Royal Danish Opera, 
Aida at Houston Grand Opera, and Tina on Broadway.
career highlights  He has designed for numerous production in the West End, including 
Tina, Miss Saigon (also on Broadway), and From Here to Eternity, and for London’s National 
Theatre, including Light Shinning in Buckinghamshire, Treasure Island, Frankenstein (for 
which he won an Olivier Award in 2012), Morning to Midnight, Timon of Athens, and 
Travelling Light. His designs for opera have appeared at Covent Garden, English National 
Opera, Staatsoper Berlin, the Bregenz Festival, Norwegian National Opera, the Edinburgh 
International Festival, Opera Australia, Grange Park Opera, Opera North, Garsington 
Festival, LA Opera, Washington National Opera, Lyric Opera of Chicago, and in Madrid, 
Barcelona, Vienna, Monte Carlo, Stockholm, Geneva, Verona, and Strasbourg, among 
others. He has also designed for the Royal Shakespeare Company, Old Vic Theatre, West 
Yorkshire Playhouse, London’s Royal Ballet, Scottish Dance Theatre, and tours by Björk, 
Sigur Rós, and Jónsi.

Bruno Poet
lighting designer (london, england)

The Cast and Creative Team  CONTINUED

this season  Akhnaten at the Met and Aida in Geneva and at Houston Grand Opera.
met productions  Les Pêcheurs de Perles, 50 Years at Lincoln Center Gala, Philip Glass’s 
Satyagraha (debut, 2008), and The Enchanted Island.
career highlights  His operatic credits include Akhnaten, Aida, Satyagraha, and Les 
Pêcheurs de Perles at English National Opera; Ernani and Hänsel und Gretel at La Scala; 
Purcell’s King Arthur at Staatsoper Berlin; Die Zauberflöte at Welsh National Opera; Kaija 
Saariaho’s L’Amour de Loin  at English National Opera, the Canadian Opera Company, 
and in Antwerp; and Mackie Messer at the Salzburg Festival. He has also designed for 
productions of Shockheaded Peter at Leeds’s West Yorkshire Playhouse and on tour 
internationally (for which he was nominated for an Olivier Award and a Drama Desk 
Award); A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum for London’s National Theatre; 
Danny Champion of the World (also sets) at Liverpool’s Spike Theatre; Beauty and the 
Beast at the Young Vic Theatre; Tmesis, Memento Mori, Anima, and The Dreadful Hours 
(also sets) for the Tmesis Theatre Company; and Ménage À Trois for the National Theatre 
of Scotland; among others. He regularly lectures on costume design.

Kevin Pollard
costume designer (liverpool, england)
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this season  Nefertiti in Akhnaten for her debut at the Met, Dalila in Samson et Dalila 
at Washington National Opera, the title role of Carmen at Dutch National Opera, and 
concert appearances with the New Jersey Symphony Orchestra, San Antonio Symphony, 
and at the Philadelphia Chamber Music Society and BBC Proms. 
career highlights  Recent performances include Federica in Luisa Miller in Barcelona, the 
title role of Carmen and Josef Segovia in the world premiere of John Adams’s Girls of the 
Golden West at San Francisco Opera, Josef Segovia at Dutch National Opera, Kasturbai 
in Philip Glass’s Satyagraha at LA Opera, and Preziosilla in La Forza del Destino in Zurich. 
She has also sung Bersi in Andrea Chénier at the Bavarian State Opera, San Francisco 
Opera, and in concert in Paris; Sister Helen Prejean in Jake Heggie’s Dead Man Walking at 
Vancouver Opera; Nefertiti at LA Opera; Carmen in the world premiere of Jimmy López’s 
Bel Canto at Lyric Opera of Chicago; and Suzuki in Madama Butterfly at San Diego Opera. 
She has appeared with the Los Angeles Philharmonic, Orquesta Sinfónica Simón Bolívar, 
Philadelphia Orchestra, BBC Symphony Orchestra, New York Philharmonic, and Chicago 
Symphony Orchestra, among others.

J’Nai Bridges
mezzo-soprano (tacoma, washington)

this season  Akhnaten for his debut at the Met and performances with Gandini Juggling.
career highlights  He is the co-artistic director of Gandini Juggling, which he founded in 
1991 with his wife, Kati Ylä-Hokkala. The company has made 30 full-length pieces, which 
have been performed in more than 50 countries. In London, they have performed at 
Sadler’s Wells Theatre and the Royal Opera House. Their global hit Smashed, a homage 
to the late Pina Bausch, has become one of the emblematic pieces of contemporary circus. 
The company is currently working on a new piece entitled LIFE, based around juggling 
interpretations of Merce Cunningham’s work. He is also renowned as one of the leading 
teachers of juggling.

Sean Gandini
choreographer (havana, cuba)

Visit metopera.org
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this season  Aye in Akhnaten, the Murderer in Macbeth, the Second Guard in The Magic 
Flute, the First Apprentice in Wozzeck, Pietro in Simon Boccanegra, and the Captain in 
Manon Lescaut at the Met.
met appearances  Since his 1995 debut as Zuniga in Carmen, he has sung nearly 450 
performances of 33 roles, including Pistola in Falstaff, Bello in La Fanciulla del West, 
Angelotti in Tosca, Lord Krishna in Philip Glass’s Satyagraha, Colline in La Bohème, Orville 
Mason in the world premiere of Tobias Picker’s An American Tragedy, Abimélech in Samson 
et Dalila, Leporello and Masetto in Don Giovanni, Giacomo Balducci in Benvenuto Cellini, 
Marco in William Bolcom’s A View from the Bridge, and Figaro in Le Nozze di Figaro.
career highlights  Recent performances include Angelotti in Tosca in concert with the 
Philadelphia Orchestra, Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony with New Jersey Choral Society, 
and Leporello at Chautauqua Opera. He has also appeared at Seattle Opera, Opera 
Philadelphia, the Dallas Opera, Central City Opera, Opera Pacific, Cincinnati’s May 
Festival, Tanglewood Festival, Savonlinna Festival, Lincoln Center Festival, and with the 
New York Philharmonic and Chicago Symphony Orchestra, among many others.

Richard Bernstein
bass (brooklyn, new york)

this season  Queen Tye in Akhnaten at the Met. 
met appearances  A Shadow Marnie in Nico Muhly’s Marnie, a Flower Maiden in Parsifal, 
Giannetta in L’Elisir d’Amore, Papagena in The Magic Flute, Barena in Jenůfa, a Wood 
Nymph in Rusalka, a Servant in Die Frau ohne Schatten, Woglinde in the Ring cycle, and 
Garsenda in Francesca da Rimini (debut, 2013).
career highlights  On the operatic stage, she has sung the title role in the world premiere 
of Silvia Colasanti’s Prosperine at Spoleto’s Festival dei Due Mondi, the title role of Lulu 
in Rome, Cunegonde in Candide in concert with New Jersey’s Colonial Symphony, and 
Adina in L’Elisir d’Amore at the Icelandic Opera. She has appeared in concert with the 
Philadelphia Orchestra, Iceland Symphony Orchestra, Youth Orchestra of the Americas, 
Princeton Symphony Orchestra, and at New York’s Carnegie Hall and Merkin Concert 
Hall, Philadelphia’s Kimmel Center for the Performing Arts, and Los Angeles’s Walt Disney 
Concert Hall, among others. She was a grand finalist in the Met’s 2007 National Council 
Auditions and is featured in the documentary The Audition.

Dísella Lárusdóttir
soprano (mosfellsbær, iceland)

The Cast and Creative Team  CONTINUED
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this season  The title role of Akhnaten at the Met, Unulfo in Rodelinda at LA Opera and 
in concert in Vienna, Galatea in Handel’s Aci, Galatea e Polifemo with Philharmonia 
Baroque Orchestra and Chorale, and concert appearances at the Phillips Collection in 
Washington, D.C., and with Les Violons du Roy and the English Concert.
met appearances  Ferdinand and Prospero in The Enchanted Island, Prince Orlofsky in Die 
Fledermaus, and Unulfo (debut, 2011).
career highlights  He has sung with leading opera companies across the United States 
and Europe, including the Glyndebourne Festival, English National Opera, San Francisco 
Opera, Houston Grand Opera, LA Opera, Glimmerglass Festival, Canadian Opera 
Company, and Finnish National Opera. In 2018, he produced and starred in Glass/Handel, 
an operatic art installation co-presented by Opera Philadelphia and National Sawdust. A 
champion of new music, he appeared in the world premieres of Jimmy Lopez’s Bel Canto 
at the Lyric Opera of Chicago and Jake Heggie’s Great Scott at the Dallas Opera. He has 
also premiered works written for him by Matthew Aucoin, Paola Prestini, Gregory Spears, 
Suzanne Farrin, Bernard Rands, Scott Wheeler, Mohammed Fairouz, Steve Mackey, and 
Nico Muhly.

Anthony Roth Costanzo
countertenor (durham, north carolina)

this season  The High Priest of Amon in Akhnaten at the Met, Michel in Martinů’s Juliette 
in Frankfurt, Count Almaviva in Il Barbiere di Siviglia at Israeli Opera and Cincinnati Opera, 
and concert appearances with the Los Angeles Philharmonic.
met appearances  Gastone in La Traviata (debut, 2017).
career highlights  Recent performances include Tamino in Die Zauberflöte at the Lincoln 
Center Festival and Australia’s Adelaide Festival and Perth Festival, Count Almaviva at 
Tulsa Opera, Mila in Andrea Clearfield’s Mila, Great Sorcerer at the Prototype Festival, 
the title role of Candide with the Bangor Symphony Orchestra, Michel with the American 
Symphony Orchestra, and Alfredo in La Traviata at Wichita Grand Opera. He has also 
sung Tamino, Don Ottavio in Don Giovanni, and Pan in Cavalli’s La Calisto at Cincinnati 
Opera; Tamino in Berlin, at Minnesota Opera, and on tour in Japan; Rinuccio in Gianni 
Schicchi, Fenton in Falstaff, Don Ottavio, Ferrando in Così fan tutte, and Nemorino in 
L’Elisir d’Amore at Utah Opera; Nadir in Les Pêcheurs de Perles and Count Almaviva at 
Tulsa Opera; Roméo in Roméo et Juliette at the Dallas Opera; and Sir Hervey in Anna 
Bolena at Washington National Opera.

Aaron Blake
tenor (palos verdes, california)

Visit metopera.org
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The Cast and Creative Team  CONTINUED

this season  Horemhab in Akhnaten and Papageno in The Magic Flute at the Met, 
Pantalone in The Love for Three Oranges at Opera Philadelphia, Silvio in Pagliacci at 
Opera Colorado and Portland Opera, Marcello in La Bohème at Seattle Opera, Orff’s 
Carmina Burana with the Detroit Symphony Orchestra, and Bach’s St. Matthew Passion 
with Kalamazoo Symphony Orchestra. 
met appearances  Malcolm Fleet in Nico Muhly’s Marnie (debut, 2018).
career highlights  Recent performances include Stárek in Jenůfa and Schaunard in La 
Bohème at the Santa Fe Opera, Schaunard at Opera Philadelphia and the Dallas Opera, 
the Pilot in Rachel Portman’s The Little Prince at Tulsa Opera, Papageno in Die Zauberflöte 
at Central City Opera and Milwaukee’s Florentine Opera, Tommy McIntyre in Gregory 
Spears’s Fellow Travelers at Lyric Opera of Chicago, and Figaro in Il Barbiere di Sivigliva 
at Kentucky Opera, Seattle Opera, Virgina Opera, Madison Opera, and Utah Opera. 
He originated the role of Dizzy Gillespie in Daniel Schnyder’s Charlie Parker’s Yardbird 
at Opera Philadelphia, a role which he also sang at English National Opera, New York’s 
Apollo Theater, Lyric Opera of Chicago, and Madison Opera.

Will Liverman
baritone (virginia beach, virginia)

this season  Amenhotep III / the Professor in Akhnaten for his debut at the Met, the Cook 
in The Love for Three Oranges at Opera Philadelphia, Banquo in Macbeth at Milwaukee’s 
Florentine Opera, Lucius in the world premiere of Paola Prestini’s Edward Tulane at 
Minnesota Opera, and Jupiter in Rameau’s Platée at Des Moines Metro Opera.
career highlights  Recent performances include the Doctor in Wozzeck, the Immigration 
Officer in Jonathan Dove’s Flight, Vodník in Rusalka, and Claggart in Billy Budd at Des 
Moines Metro Opera; the Four Villains in Les Contes d’Hoffmann at Nashville Opera; 
Amenhotep III at English National Opera and LA Opera; Frank Maurrant in Weill’s Street 
Scene at Virginia Opera; Zaccaria in Nabucco at Union Avenue Opera; and Fafner in Das 
Rheingold at Arizona Opera. He has performed on Broadway as Lurch in The Addams 
Family, Hassinger in South Pacific, and in Coram Boy, and among his television credits 
are 30 Rock, Murphy Brown, The Late Show with David Letterman, and PBS’s Great 
Performances.

Zachary James
bass-baritone (spring hill, florida)


