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1. Programs/Activities for FY16      

     OperaDelaware’s 71st season came to an end with the company’s critically-

acclaimed Spring Opera Festival, which featured two of the most ambitious 

productions ever presented by OperaDelaware. The East Coast Premiere of Franco 

Faccio’s Hamlet and the Delaware Professional Premiere of Verdi’s Falstaff made 

enough noise to get noticed by the opera world and to shine a light on the many 

cultural assets of Wilmington.  

     The 2016 OperaDelaware Festival attracted over 800 patrons from outside a 30-

mile radius of Wilmington and over 1,300 new patrons. It was indeed wonderful to 

show off the Brandywine Valley as a wonderful place to live or visit. Critics from 

across the world applauded our work. This unprecedented media coverage will aid 

in our continued audience-building efforts because the reviews have reiterated 

what we already know — great cities have great opera companies 

     This season looked quite different than seasons past as the company took a 

bold course that will allow the company to be nimble, artistically compelling, and 

fiscally responsible. This year, OperaDelaware pivoted into a “Festival” format that 

concentrates a portion of its artistic output into a two week period in May. Moving 

forward, the festival format will allow the company to combine traditional 

productions with more innovative offerings, creating a cultural tourism destination 

in the Brandywine Valley for opera fans throughout the Mid-Atlantic and beyond. 

       In addition to making Wilmington the center of the operatic universe in May, 

the “festival” format has opened up the remainder of the year for the company to 

focus on its community initiatives and performances, including a wide variety of 

smaller, more intimate events at The OperaDelaware Studio and other local 

venues.  These popular events expose and develop new audiences for the festival 

and beyond. The schedule also allows more time to be dedicated to the company’s 

impactful community education initiatives throughout the year.    

 



 

     The 2015-2016 season opened in October with “Inside the 

Opera Studio: Viva Italia!” – a program that lowers “barriers to 

entry” by offering a casual, light-hearted evening of highlights 

from Italian Opera. Musical selections by Music Director Jeffrey 

Miller and four nationally-acclaimed soloists (Jennifer Cherest, Lara Tillotson, Jeremy Blossey, and 

Jose Sacin) were presented as a part of a national initiative by Opera America called “National Opera 

Week.”  

     In March, the “Inside the Opera Studio” series concluded 

with “The Four Tenors”, which was reminiscent of the famous 

THREE TENORS concerts from the 1990’s and early 2000’s.  

Jeffrey Miller was joined by Gary Seydell, Tim Augustin, 

Nicholas Simpson, and Jeffrey Hallili to see who could sing the loudest, longest, and highest! 

 

     In December, the company hosted a performance of Papageno, a 

shorted version of Mozart’s timeless tale The Magic Flute, sung in 

English and geared specifically for younger audiences. Peabody Opera 

Theatre presented this one-act performance that introduced the next generation to 

the wonderful world of opera. 

     January and February saw the return of the Sunday Artist 

Spotlight recital series, in collaboration with a lunchtime series at 

A.I. DuPont Children’s Hospital. This series features today’s most 

exciting international operatic artists “up-close and personal”.  The 

season’s recitals included stars of the 2016 Festival Tim Mix (Jan. 10), Victoria Cannizzo (Jan. 31), and 

Steven Condy (Feb. 21) and were followed by a “talk back” session with the artists, moderated by 

General Director Brendan Cooke.   



     May 14th-22nd marked the company’s return to The Grand Opera House 

with the launch of the 2016 OperaDelaware Festival. The crown jewel of 

the festival was the East Coast Premiere of Franco Faccio’s Amleto, based 

on Shakespeare’s Hamlet, with libretto by Arrigo Boito. Lost for over 130 

years, the piece was a rediscovered by the young composer and 

conductor Anthony Barrese. The production featured Maestro Barrese 

conducting and E. Loren Meeker directing the cast which starred Joshua 

Kohl as Amleto, Sarah Asmar as Ofelia, Tim Mix as Claudio, Lara Tillotson as 

Geltrude, and Ben Wager as Lo Spettro. Two performances of Giuseppe Verdi’s 

comic masterpiece, Falstaff were also presented at The Grand Opera House starring 

Steven Condy in the title role, with Sean Anderson as Ford, Victoria Cannizzo as 

Alice Ford, Sharin Apostolou as Nanetta, and Ryan MacPherson as Fenton. The Shakespeare-inspired 

Festival was rounded out at the OperaDelaware Studio with “Shakespeare in Song” on May 19th. Actors 

from The Delaware Shakespeare Festival joined soloists from OperaDelaware to explore favorite 

Shakespearean text set by different classical composers.  

  



 

2. Artistic Quality     OperaDelaware features professional 

and emerging talent in a way that creates an environment of 

enthusiasm, mentorship, and collaboration. In doing so, the 

company provides performance opportunities for rising stars on 

track for major international careers. Under the company’s artistic leadership, OperaDelaware’s 

performances have been consistently praised by critics and patrons. A few highlights of this year’s 

reviews: 

“If you like Verdi, you will find much to like in ‘Amleto’ ... An outstanding cast far better than many 
I’ve heard from companies with 20 times the funds... not only a success story but an inspiration.” 
(The Washington Post) 
 
"An event worth traveling for... An intelligent cast, solid direction both on stage and in the 
orchestra pit, plus the treat of being at Wilmington's lovely Grand Opera House."  
(Philadelphia Inquirer) 
 
“This OperaDelaware production is an important one, and it drew a worldwide audience to its 
near-sold-out opening night... A riveting and unforgettable evening.”  
(The News Journal) 

 

3. Availability of the Arts to the Community     Each member of 

the OperaDelaware staff and board serves as an ambassador for 

our company and for the art form.  OperaDelaware is the only 

professional opera company in the state, and the company’s 

mission is to enrich the cultural lives of adults, families, and students within the 

community.  Aside from the production of opera and intimate concerts, the company achieves this 

through meaningful arts education programs, lectures, and 

community events.   

     Programs in the 2015-2016 season included the Warner-

Shortlidge Arts Alliance, the Neighborhood Choir Initiative, a 

Touring Production geared towards young audiences, and a 



new partnership with A.I. DuPont Children’s Hospital.  

     As a founding partner of the Warner-Shortlidge Arts 

Alliance, OperaDelaware’s professional artists and teachers 

have worked directly with Warner-Shortlidge Elementary 

School for the past seven years to integrate the arts into their 

curriculum as a way to reach a variety of learning 

styles.  Programs at Warner include the “Building Community Through Song” a program that 

introduces students to the elements of proper singing technique and fosters the ability to communicate 

emotions and stories through song.  Using African songs as a basis for the repertoire, the program 

provided opportunities for movement, storytelling, simple harmonization, and rhythmic 

accompaniment.  During this full-year program students studied the cultural context, history, and 

translations of the songs and performed them for other grades in a final in-school concert.   

     The Neighborhood Choir Initiative reaches youth who have 

traditionally not had exposure to a classical musical style by creating 

after-school choirs at Warner-Shortlidge Elementary School as well as 

three other schools in conjunction with the Latin American 

Community Center’s After-School programs.  Students learn proper 

vocal technique, music reading and sight singing skills, as well as the discipline of singing with 

musicality and expression in a collaborative environment. The program culminated in a public concert at 

each location at the end of each school year. 

     Each year, OperaDelaware presents a Touring Production 

dedicated to bringing live, professional opera to elementary school 

audiences statewide during “Music In Our Schools Month”. In 

December, OperaDelaware presented “Papageno”, a shortened 

version of the opera “The Magic Flute” by Mozart.  Presented by Peabody 

Opera Theatre, the one-act opera was fully staged, sung in English and adapted especially for children. 



       OperaDelaware was thrilled to continue its partnership with A.I. DuPont 

Children’s Hospital where patients, their families, and staff now can see and 

hear our artists live during lunchtime concerts in the facility’s stunning new 

Anthony J. Fusco Atrium. The hospital’s Dr. Paul Rosen says, “music can 

play a significant role in generating hope and happiness in recovering 

patients, and we are eager to see the OperaDelaware performers inspire 

this very special audience.”  

 

     OperaDelaware has also begun a partnership with The University of Delaware which could 

ultimately lead to a full-fledged young artist program that will have a real impact on the company’s 

growth strategy.  The company has also made great progress in 

maximizing the potential of the Christina Riverfront Studio property such 

as renting out unused space and sharing the space with community arts 

partners, such as Wilmington Children’s Chorus and Delaware 

Shakespeare Festival.  

 

4. Management   Currently, OperaDelaware has two full-time staff, one part-time staff member, several 

key contracted employees, and seasonal production staff. Management has taken great care to make 

succession planning a priority, even with a relatively small staff. 

The 13–member Board of Directors is comprised of 

community business leaders who value the arts and 

understand the positive impact they have on children, families 

and the community at large. The OperaDelaware board is an 

active one. Each member understands the company’s 

strategic plan and vision and is actively involved in shaping 

OperaDelaware’s future.   



  

5. Significant Changes     It has been a challenging decade for opera companies across the 

nation.  Historically, ticket sales cover under 30% of production costs, making it the most expensive of 

all art forms.  While there is indisputable cause for concern for the arts, there is cause for optimism at 

OperaDelaware. In 2014, the Board of Directors undertook a broad new vision to reimagine our opera 

company to attract new and larger audiences and diversify streams of support. The decisions were 

designed to expand the patron base well beyond our borders (with the Opera Festival) while increasing 

the size and impact of our programs within the community as the company works to build the audience 

of tomorrow.  

     The $450,000 grant from The Longwood Foundation in May 2015 has supported the company’s 

transition to a national opera festival. Grants from Crystal Trust ($150,000) and Welfare Foundation 

($100,000) in support of the company’s new strategic direction have also allowed OperaDelaware to 

undergo some renovations to our facility that will help create an enhanced patron experience for years 

to come.   

 

     The dramatic increase in support from the Delaware Division of the Arts has also made an 

enormous impact on the long-term viability of the company. This generosity has helped OperaDelaware 

narrow the financial gap during this period of massive transition. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



     There is a heightened level of enthusiasm and optimism around OperaDelaware, particularly among 

our key stakeholders. The company is demonstrating that embracing change and innovation works, 

having faced the financial headwinds since 2008, began re-imagining the opera company in 2014, and 

emerged with an overwhelmingly successful 2016 opera festival. 

     The company will continue to shape a plan for sustainability while developing several additional 

performances and education initiatives to better serve the community. OperaDelaware will work to 

partner with local and state government, the business community, arts organizations, and the tourism 

industry to get the best thinking on opportunities to grow audiences and expand the company’s 

throughout Delaware.  

     In a January 2014 article, the New York Times emphasized that “any institution, big or small, old or 

new, must have a clear artistic vision, a purpose that connects with audiences and the community. But 

the performing arts have never been profit-making endeavors. It is more important than ever that all 

institutions... have an effective business model.”  With this in mind, the company embarked on a 

monumental change which has required an aggressive, region-wide strategy for audience 

development. The results to this point have been very encouraging as OperaDelaware continues its 

effort to keep this magnificent art form alive and vibrant in our community for generations to come.  

 

     OperaDelaware’s stakeholders, through their patience and generosity, have allowed the company to 

accomplish much over the past year.  Below are a few of the highlights: 

 
☒  73 events, over 20,000 reached, including over 8,800 student interactions 
☒ Launched inaugural Spring Opera Festival at The Grand in May 
  Included the East Coast Premiere of Faccio’s Hamlet and the OD Premiere of Verdi’s Falstaff 

Over 1,300 first time patrons and over 800 patrons from outside a 30-mile radius of Wilmington 
Received critical acclaim from internationally-recognized sources   

☒ Implemented our own in-house ticketing platform at The Grand Opera House 
☒   Continued the Sunday Artists Spotlight recital series, in partnership with A.I. duPont  

Children’s Hospital 
☒   Increased the reach of our Education Programs to over 8,896 student interactions 
☒  Continued four Neighborhood Choirs 
☒ Continued the University of Delaware Young Ambassadors Program 
☒ Continued an internship program with Drexel University 

	


