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pera in Chicago

Robert and Kathryn Altman made lasting friendships among the University of
Michigan faculty during their stay here in 1982. One of them was with the
Pulitzer-Prize winning composer William Bolcom, who had been so impressed by
Altman’s work on The Rakes Progress that he invited the director to work with him
on two operas: the drama McTeague, commissioned by the Lyric Opera of
Chicago and premiered in 1992, and the comedy adapted from Altman’s film

A Wedding (1978) again for Chicago in 2004. In both cases Altman directed and
was co-librettist with Arnold Weinstein.
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PROLOGUE In limbo,

(Rita Billingsley, wedding organizer, in spotlight
is holding whiskey bottle and a glass demonstrating
how to pour a drink. She sings)

RITA: Now remember,
you of the bartending crew:
One drink consists
of a jigger and a half;
now that’s not one jigger
and that’s not two
that’s one and a half jiggers per drink
no matter who!
(She picks up a double glass)
Now if someone insists on a double,
this is what you do:
go right ahead and give him a double,
but a double consists
of two single jiggers,
not one and a half jiggers
times two.

And this above all:
no one, but no one,
may pour his --
or her —-—
own drink.
“That’s the bartenders’ job.

(She shoﬁs bottle of Bloody Mary Mix)

Not Bloody Mary Mix!

Oh no, Rita Billingsley

is organizing here,

and everything is freshly mixed --

I don’t believe it!

Where are the flowers?

They should have been done hours ago.

And do up your dress, my dear,

this isn’t a circus, this is -- A WEDDING.
[ LIGHTS BLAST UP ON: ]

First page of the book for the opera
A Wedding, 2004.
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MCTEAGUE

ACT ONE, Sc.1. (DESERT 1)

‘McTEAGUE

Photograph, 1992, of the creators of the operas »
OPERA IN TWO ACTS

McTeague and A Wedding: (from left) Arnold
Weinstein (librettist), William Bolcom (composer),
and Robert Altman (director, co-librettist).

[A desert, bathed in blinding sun. When our eyes adjust, we see
. MCTEAGUE, alone, walking, a pack on his back]

MCTEAGUE:

If it gets any hotter, I don't know!
(Swabbing off the sweat)

The sun the sun the big noon sun

sees it all!

Big ball a flame

dries the light out of my eyes,

great golden thing shinin showin nothin.

Two burnin days and one cold night

there hasn't been a soul in sight.
(takes off his pack, sits)

The sun the sun the big noon sun

so bright it's puttin darkness in my eyes.

Can this be day? what'll night be like?

Libretto by

~ Arnold Weinstein
and
] o Robert Altiman

Music by

(Chicagoe Tribune

I EMPO

~ William Bolcom
Nothing a man can see.

Dusty empty
stretchin to infinity
flamin burnin
furnace of the sky
and nothin nothin
but miles and miles and miles and miles
/ of alkali! /
; (swigs from his canteen)
But I can't get frightened now.
Never knew fright before now.
Never been scared before.
| Me scared? Mac scared?
/ Don't make me laugh.
PROPERTY OF LYRIC ; e ///, Why I could pust_a man in half-- :
OPERA OF CHICAGO > still can, with just one hand,

Corlx!}llmissioned by Lyric Opera of Chicago.
e commissioning and production of

McTEAGUE are made possg)le by gifts from |
the Lyl:ie’ Opera Guild Board of Directors,

AT&T) 'Foundation, Chicago Community Trust.

The Joyce Foundation, and the Knight :

Foundation. Additional support is provided by
Association Orcofi pour l'opéra, la musique
et les arts, The National Endowment for the

Arts, and Opera America.
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LYRIC OPERA’S ‘A WEDDIN G’ /y," pull a tooth out of your g‘tjlms with these two fingers!
Music l?ngraved by Music Pen System, New York. / ' S:ts:thﬁrel ;a];;nogalr; ;:_: }sxggd Eens

(looking into his palm as though

/ i it were a creature)
i Remember me? You worked for me;

You were my servant, remember, you
(makes a fist)

Wedded blis

William Bolcc‘)r;lfl brings Robert Altman’s Iilptial tale to sparklmglife Cover and page one for the
‘ A A bR libretto of the opera McTeague,

1992.
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ddard (Jake Girdner).

Mother-of-the-bride Tulip Brenner (Lauren lanigan) gets acquainted with a relative of the
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room, Jules Mackenzie Go
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medy of manners|

% ~ exuberantly reborn as a two-act operatic en-

_ Altman’s original

Cast delightsin ¢ Jtme
S0 ‘A We@djng’ No success

By John von Rhein
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Tribune music critic ) gtl"tainmgnt. Outfitted with a smart and wi ‘Robert Altman’s 1978 ensemble comedy-dra-
o ibretto by Arnold Weinstein and Altman,||f ma had weak feviews and weaker box office,
The blue-blooded Sloans of Lake Forest have Bolcom’s third commissioned opera fro ! - but it was — in retrospect — groundbreaking.

just married off their son, a randy m litary- Lyric Opera of Chicago had its world premi
school cadet, to the bubbleheaded daughter Saturday night at the Civic Opera House in
of Snooks Brenner, the nouveau riche owner | lavish production that honored the company’
of a Loms_vﬂle truc}(ing company. The bride’s golden jubilee season.
people drip vulgar_xty. The groom’s relatives The 16 principal roles were strongly filled
are snooty hypocrites. It’s only a matter of ' by such stalwarts of the roster as Catherine| =~ And despite the 48-member cast, it’s a per-
time before the families’ dirty — — Malfitano, Jerry Hadley, Patricia ' | sonal film. Altman was the child ring-bearer at
little secrets threaten the bonds of CAST OF‘ THOUSANDS Risley, Timothy Nolen and Mark | | afamily wedding, which he said inspired much
unholy matrimony. : it ;. S. Doss. Conductor Dennis Rus- | | of the movie. “A Wedding” may have a low criti-
_That was the plot 01'1ﬂme‘ qf Who's who in the opera g sell Davies, a longtime champion"\ cal reputation, but it has always been one of my
tqllnl;cict‘f)r Robert Al}man_ § satiric  jnd in the 1978 film @ ©of Bolcom’s ‘music, kept the or- | | favorite Altmans, packed with life, color and
» “A Wedding,” which audi- PAGE S i § chestra perking along buoyantly. | | witty cynicism about the rich. Almost as much
ences found diffuse and chaotic i ; . The performers and artistic team ' ' as “M*A*S*H,” “Nashville” and “Short Cuts,”

an Chicago upper-crust wedding
- reception — where a Southern nouveau riche
- clan, the Brenners, is marrying into a Chicago
k brood, the Corellis, “A Wedding” is a blending
' of old money and gangsters.

Review of the opera A Wedding from the
Chicago Tribune, December 2004. While
noting that the film in 1978 left audiences

7

confused, the reviewer John von Rhein found
it was “exuberantly reborn as a two-act
operatic entertainment.”

when it was released in 1978. The

prospects that a failed movie would suéceed as ;

an opera 26 years later did not appear good.

But composer William Bolcom recognized
the material’s potential as the basis for a mod-
ern “Marriage of Figaro,” a grand comedy of
manners that could capitalize on the resources
of amajor opera company.

With Altman back onboard as director, “A
Wedding” has been greatly improved and

- drew a prolonged ovation froma |

of thenational and in tional press.

But it was Bolcom, looking bemused and
ing hero.

The opera, like the movie, piles plotlines and
characters atop one another like the layers of

PLEASE SEE OPERA, PAGE 6

§ A I |it’s one of the great Altman ensemble pieces
packed house that included some 30 members | |—one of those movies in which he keeps doz-
: tens of balls and characters juggling, with keen
‘ - eyes, fast hands and bemused relish.

elated, who emerged as the evening’s conquer- =

If you do happen to find a copy of the out-of-
print film, look closely. According to the Inter-
net Movie Database, future Steppenwolf The-
atre stars John Malkovich, Joan Allen, Laurie
Metcalf and Terry Kinney were extras.

— Michael Wilmington




