Oberlin Winter Term Opera: Proving Up —
a quest for the American Dream
by Mike Telin
The Homestead Act of 1862
encouraged people seeking
the dream of owning their
own land to move west — the
only cost was a filing fee of
$18. Would-be homesteaders
had to be at least 21 years of
age or the head of a household
in order to claim 160 acres of
“free land.” (That included
women and
African-Americans after the
14th Amendment.) In
exchange, homesteaders
agreed to live on and farm the land, build a home, and make improvements for a
period of five years, after which they would be eligible to “prove up.”
The sacrifices made in one family’s pursuit of the American Dream in the shadow of
Civil War Nebraska is the subject for the most recent collaboration between composer
Missy Mazzoli and librettist Royce Vavrek. On Thursday, January 31 at 7:30 pm in
Wilder Main Lounge, Oberlin Winter Term Opera will present Proving Up, directed
by Christopher Mirto. Performances continue through February 5 with free admission,
but tickets are required. Cleveland Opera Theater will sponsor a talk-back and
reception with the composer and librettist following the February 4 performance as
part of the company’s {NOW} Fest ‘19.
“Rehearsals are going great,” Mirto said during a recent telephone conversation. “I
think we’re in very good shape. I’m really excited because the opera is only a year
old, and these are the first performances since it finished its commission cycle.”

A co-commission by Washington National Opera, Opera Omaha, and the Miller
Theater at Columbia University, the opera is based on a short story by Karen Russell
which recounts the struggles a group of families have meeting the Homestead Act’s
grant requirements — each home must have one glass window, something most
cannot afford.

In an Opera Omaha promotional video, Mazzoli says that Proving Up is about “the
darker side of the American Dream, which touched upon a question that I had, which
was, can an American family work incredibly hard, and do everything right, and still
fail?”
Following the opera’s premiere in January of 2018, Anne Midgette of The Washington
Post wrote that the opera “…presents a vision of the American Dream as American
nightmare. Our nation’s rosy myth of resilient homesteaders, the wholesome world of
Laura Ingalls Wilder’s books, is exposed as a chimera in which people were lured
with the promise of ‘free’ land into sacrificing their entire lives — all in a 70-minute
work that could be summed up as The Turn of the Screw meets Willa Cather, as told
by Stephen King.”

Mirto first met Mazzoli though Royce Vavrek at a production of the composer’s and
librettist’s critically acclaimed opera Breaking the Waves. What is it about her music
that Mirto finds attractive? “It’s very theatrical. It’s so rich and textured, and
thoughtfully composed, which sounds silly to say, but it is so clear. She does some
exciting things with instruments. One of the features of the orchestra is the seven
guitars that are played by the percussion section. They are hung and struck with
mallets, which creates an interesting sound. At one point sounds are created in the
piano by taking a quarter and dragging it along the strings.”
The director said he is drawn to the opera’s story because it reminds him of his own
family. “I watched as my parents were always making decisions that prioritized our
safety and health — how do you feed five kids on a budget? There are also quiet
moments between mother and son and father and son, and siblings fighting and
making up. The swing set reminds me of the monkey bars my dad built, and how it
became the centerpiece of our backyard. What makes a home is a big question in the
opera.”

Do the characters believe in the American Dream? “I think you can see cracks in that
very quickly,” Mirto said. “What makes the opera so thrilling is that inside that
idealism, there are subtle moments where you can see that there is a question mark at
the end of the bold statement. As parents the thing you want to pass on to your kids is
that hard work will pay off, and it’s tough to realize that that is not always the case.”

Mirto also connected that to being a teacher. “How do you train young singers to be
realistic and idealistic at the same time? It is that unbridled passion that gets you to the
next step. The opera brings up a lot of those things.”
What does he hope audiences will take away from the opera? “Just in terms of the
plot, I hope it will raise questions about right and wrong, and what is real and what
isn’t. I think the play is this gorgeous mystery that is haunting and doesn’t offer a lot
of easy answers.”

Mirto said that the students were surprised to learn that he finds Proving Up to be
even more dark and bleak than last year’s Winter Term Opera, Du Yun’s and Royce
Vavrek’s Angel’s Bone. “I don’t want to give it away, but the ending of this opera is
devastating, and I don’t think they really understood that until we got to it. Here we
are given a family of real people that we watch, as opposed to the fractured
storytelling that was Angel’s Bone.”
A big thrill for the students was the opportunity to reunite with Vavrek and to work
with Mazzoli. “When they heard Royce was coming back they were beside
themselves, and when Missy showed up for the rehearsal I have never seen a group of
young students so excited. What a gift — they were interpreting her music in front of
her and they got on-the-spot feedback. They were told by the composer that she really

dug the choices they were making, and she gave them ideas and notes. She has been
so receptive throughout the process in terms of offering her support. I’ve sent her
videos and she’s weighed in on a couple of ideas, but it was cool for the students to
see someone at Missy’s level be so accessible, and lovely, awesome, and smart.”
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