Cleveland Opera Theater {NOW} Festival:
Griffin Candey’s The House of Bernarda Alba
by Mike Telin
When Griffin Candey first read an
English translation of Spanish
dramatist Federico García Lorca’s
La Casa de Bernarda Alba, he knew
the play had the makings for an
opera. “My wife suggested that I
read it,” the composer said by
telephone from his home in
Marquette, Michigan. “She went to
school for musical theater as did I,
and in one of her classes they read
the play and thought it was fantastic. I’m always scouring material for things to do in
the future, so when I read it, I immediately leapt on it.”
On Friday, February 8 at 8:00 pm in Baldwin Wallace’s Gamble Auditorium,
Cleveland Opera Theater’s {NOW} Festival will present a workshop reading of
scenes with piano accompaniment from Acts I and II of Candey’s The House of
Bernarda Alba with libretto by Obie Award-winner Caridad Svich. The opera is a
co-commission between Cleveland Opera Theater and the BW Conservatory.
The all-female cast includes Nancy Maultsby (Bernarda Alba), Joanne Uniatowski
(La Poncia), Anissa Clay (Adela), Sabina Balsamo (Angiustas), Sarah Antell
(Martirio), Olivia Beal (Amelia), Ciara Newman (Magdalena), Nanette Canfield
(María Josefa), and Kailyn Martino (Kitchen Maid).
Lorca’s tragic drama is centered on the Alba family. After the death of their
mining-mogul father, the five daughters have been called home by their mother to
begin an eight-year mourning period, during which time the daughters are prohibited
from engaging in any relationship, causing tensions to rise.

“It’s a very human and compelling story,” Candey said. “I know that’s a phrase that
is overused, but for me, there are a lot of specific things that I see in my family and
other families.”
The composer was also struck by Lorca’s use of “musical elements” in the play. “It
starts with the chiming of church bells, and at different points there are priest chants.
In Act II there is a scene where they are listening to a chorus of men who have come
in to pick the vineyards — they sing a lusty grape picker song. In every scene there is
something that has a sonic or musical element, so it just sort of grabbed me by the
lapels.”
Candey first connected with Caridad Svich after
reading one of the award-winning playwright’s
English translations of The House of Bernarda
Alba. “After reading the copy that my wife Susan
had, I dug up more translations, and Caridad’s
was more forthright — it wasn’t afraid to reveal
the harsher side of the characters. There are
certain points where the translated word is bitch,
and she wasn’t afraid to toss it in, where some of
the translations danced around that. I didn’t want
the entire libretto to sound harsh, but there are
moments that are pretty brutal and I didn’t want to
tone those down.”
When Candey approached Svich about his idea to
turn the play into an opera, she was enthusiastic,
as was Scott Skiba, Cleveland Opera Theater’s
Executive Artistic Director, who thought the
project would be a perfect fit for his company’s newly created {NOW} Festival.
During the Festival’s inaugural year there was a public reading of Lorca’s play, and
the second year centered around a reading of Svich’s libretto. “This year is the first
time with the music, which I am excited about,” Candey said. “I appreciated the
previous years because you rarely have this much time to sit with the material, throw
it at people, and see what sticks.” The 2020 Festival will include the opera’s
premiere.
Candey pointed out that having four years to develop the opera is “really luxurious,”
unless you’re working with one of the “big A” opera houses. “One thing that
Cleveland Opera Theater is doing very well is their focus on the libretto. I don’t want

to throw shade across the board, but one of the issues with new opera is not that the
music is bad, but that the librettos have a lot of clunky moments where things don’t
flow or gel in the story. It’s nice having the extra time to read the source materials
and ask people what characters they connect with. During most workshops the opera
is already fairly complete, and a lot of that workshopping is for the music, and very
little for the story.”
At this point Candey’s opera has a running time of about 90 minutes, which he finds
to be “the magic number” for a theatrical show. His orchestration is going to be
similar to a work like The Turn of the Screw. “The nice thing about Britten chamber
orchestrations is that they are fairly flexible, and if you want to perform them in a
larger space you could easily expand the orchestra.”
One thing that cannot go unnoticed about Lorca’s plot is exactly how much it
resonates with today’s social issues of gender equality, misogyny, and female
sexuality — among others. Still, when he began the project Candey could not have
predicted how prevalent these topics would be today.

“I do think about how the cast and the show have become a lot more interconnected
in today’s socio-political climate. Especially because this play was Lorca’s last
before he was executed by a fascist government, and it’s sort of a larger metaphor for
how people react under an oppressive government. So it does feel connected to how
things are going these days.”

In light of this, Candey said that he wished the outcome of the play was different. “It
ends rather tragically and I wish that we could offer more glimmers of hope. But part
of the reason the play is the way that it is, and the opera will be the way that it is, is to
convey the purity of that rather than to paint it over and say that everything will work
out. It’s a cautionary tale rather than a soothing pat on the back.”
The opera has an all-female cast and the libretto is bilingual, both of which were
planned from the beginning. “Not to make this sound mechanical, but one of the
things that a lot of composers are thinking about is the repeatability of a show — in
sheer numbers there are many sopranos and mezzos at colleges and universities who
can perform things like this.”
Candey looks forward to receiving community feedback about the opera this week.
“Having people there who are coming at it with fresh eyes is the reason we do
workshops. Having more folks there is always a plus in my book. One thing that
tends to scare people away from opera, new and old, is when it’s not in English. This
libretto, depending on the moment, is in English or Spanish, but the parts that are in
Spanish will be supertitled — the parts in English might be as well. So there’s plenty
of accessibility for everyone.”
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