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Annalise Ophelian is many things: a documentary 

filmmaker, a therapist, a lover of movies, a lifelong opera 

fan, and a woman stuck at home, trying to cut down on 

the doom-scrolling.

So for multiple reasons, when HGO Artistic and Music 

Director Patrick Summers and Managing Director 

Perryn Leech got in touch with her about making  

a documentary on the creation of the company’s  

COVID-delayed world-premiere opera, The Snowy Day, 

based on the children’s book by Ezra Jack Keats, the 

inquiry couldn’t have been more welcome, or come at  

a better time. 

“I honestly had to read it a couple of times because  

it just felt a little too good to be true,” she recently  

confided over Zoom. “I am absolutely of the genera-

tion to have grown up with The Snowy Day as one of 

my favorite children’s books. And the notion that it was 

going to be made into an opera was just immediately 

compelling to me. I was so excited, both on a level of 

being thrilled about the source material and as a person 

who loves opera.”

There would be immense challenges, Ophelian knew.  

“I am a camera operator,” she said. “I am a woman who 

loves her cameras.” But because of the pandemic, she 

would have to make the entire documentary from her 

home in San Francisco, relying on others, including her 

interviewees themselves, to capture footage.

The documentary would be about a work of art by a 

creative team she wouldn’t be able to meet in person, 

commissioned by a company whose leadership she 



had only spoken with over Zoom. And with necessarily 

strict COVID protocols put in place by HGO, the opera’s 

workshop, around which the film would be centered, 

could be shut down at any time.

But Ophelian isn’t one to shy away from a challenge.  

Originally the opera The Snowy Day, by brilliant young 

composer Joel Thompson and bestselling author and 

librettist Andrea Davis Pinkney, had been slated to make 

its world premiere on the Wortham stage this month. 

Because of the pandemic, it had to be canceled along 

with the rest of HGO’s 2020–21 mainstage season; the 

company now plans to stage it next year.

In its place, HGO is offering Ophelian’s new film, 

The Making of The Snowy Day: An Opera for All, as 

part of the HGO Digital season. It will be released on 

December 10, 2020. 

The 45-minute documentary explores the history and 

legacy of Keats’s groundbreaking 1962 book about 

a young Black boy’s wonder-filled adventure on a 
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snow day; the story of how the opera came to be, with 

soprano Julia Bullock proposing the idea to Patrick 

Summers, who immediately loved it; the search for the 

perfect team, Thompson and Pinkney, to compose and 

write the new opera; and the path the two have taken, 

in partnership with HGO, to turn the project from idea 

into reality. It’s also a story of making art in the face of 

adversity.

The central event featured in the film is not the opera 

itself, but its workshop, held at the Wortham, where the 

creative team and performers came together to develop 

and refine their respective work. 

Among others, the documentary features Ezra Jack 

Keats Foundation Executive Director Deborah Pope, 

Summers, Leech, Thompson, and director Omer Ben 

Seadia. Performers attending the workshop include 

Karen Slack, Andres Acosta, and HGO Studio members 

Nicholas Newton, Elena Villalón, Cory McGee, and 

Raven McMillon. Next season, McMillon will star 

as Peter, the boy on a wintery adventure, replacing 

Bullock, who had to pull out of the work because of a 

schedule conflict caused by the opera’s delay. 

The film serves as an indelible record of a very specific 

time. “The hope was to make it a story that was about 

how work is created in this moment,” said Ophelian, “so 

that it is a more universal story about artistic collab-

oration, and also a portrait of this moment of 2020.” 

The opera’s workshop, conducted according to strict 

COVID protocols established by HGO and its partner 

healthcare provider, Houston Methodist, took place this 

October. It was held days before the election, as the 



pandemic raged and the country continued to grapple 

with a long overdue reckoning on racial injustice. 

For many, it felt like the right time to delve into this new 

work, filled as it is with Peter’s innocence, wonder, and 

touching moments of discovery. “A real excitement 

was that this work was being produced by and about 

Black lives that didn’t center trauma or violence,” said 

Ophelian, “because I think that the necessity of focus-

ing on those life and death issues that are so present, 

often comes at the cost of being able to share the 

stories that are about joy and creativity. And it just felt 

like a wonderful piece of work to be putting into the 

world right now.”

Ophelian has adored movies ever since she was a little 

girl, and from that time she’s loved learning about the 

people who make them, too. But with the advantage of 

hindsight, she now realizes there was always something 

missing from the picture.
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“One of the things that I never saw when I looked 

through the pages of American Cinematographer 

magazine, or watched the DVD extras, were people who 

looked like me on a film set. I wonder often whether 

I would have gone to film school, if I was out of high 

school and 17, and the idea of filmmaking was ever 

presented as a career option for me. My generation did 

not have women behind cameras. That hasn’t changed 

that much, but I do think that young women today have 

more possibility models in that respect.”

And so, instead of studying film, Ophelian pursued 

another interest, clinical psychology. But after graduat-

ing, as she was establishing her psychology practice, 

which she still has today, she made an instructional 

video for healthcare providers, and found that she loved 

the medium. 

“As a member of the LGBT community and also as a 

mental health provider working in marginalized commu-

nities, ideas of narratives, and who controls narrative, 

and who gets to sort of be centered in their own stories, 

were always really central to my life,” she said. That 

perspective has continued to inform her documenta-

ry work. “When you want to know about a person or a 

community or their story,” she said, “the best way to 

learn about that is to listen to them, and not to neces-

sarily read about them, but actually hear it from them.”

Ophelian has now been making documentaries for 

12 years. Her works—including films Diagnosing 

Difference (2009) and MAJOR! (2015), and the SYFY 

docu-series Looking for Leia (2019)—explore gender 



and racial justice and have received multiple awards 

and international distribution. 

As part of her process, Ophelian always conducts 

pre-interviews with the people featured in her films, to 

discover what they think is most important and want to 

share about themselves—in the case of The Making of 

The Snowy Day, for example, asking Thompson broader 

questions about the process of composing. 

“It’s been wonderful working on The Snowy Day,” she 

said, “because I will say that behind-the-scenes or 

making-of documentaries are one of my favorite genres, 

and hearing creators talk about the process of creation 

is endlessly fascinating to me.” 

She relished the opportunity to listen to Thompson 

and Pinkney, two artists at their peak, talk about their 

work. “It was thrilling, and difficult to not, like, fan-girl 

out, listening to them,” she said. “You have that sense 

when you’re really in the presence of creative brilliance, 

what it’s like to listen to a person casually and humbly 

describe their process, that is actually incredibly rare 

and world-changing. So that was extraordinary, being 

invited into intimate conversations with creators of their 

caliber.”

The documentary’s own backstory is also fascinating.  

In her early Zoom meetings with Summers, Leech, and 

HGO Producing Director Molly Dill, Ophelian explained, 

“conversations were as much about what they were 

hoping to create, as how now, in this moment, are we 

able to create.”



The logistics were complex, to say the least. The plan 

was for Ben Doyle, a filmmaker with Houston-based 

BEND Productions, to capture footage for the documen-

tary during a portion of the opera’s workshop. And 

then, so that she could conduct her own interviews, 

Ophelian put together AV kits containing profession-

al-grade and USB microphones, a high-definition web 

camera, assorted cables and cords, and alcohol wipes, 

and shipped one to Houston, one to Thompson in New 

Haven, and one to Pinkney in New York. “And essen-

tially everybody who’s onscreen participated in being 

a filmmaker to help make the interviews happen,” she 

said. 

Ophelian knew, of course, that adjustments to her 

plans might be required. “Being a documentarian does 

prepare you for the unique challenges of 2020,” she 

said. “2020 has found entirely new curve balls to throw 

at us, but that idea of, suddenly the thing I thought I was 

going to have, I don’t have, is pretty common, actually, in 
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documentary filmmaking.”

For the three-week opera workshop, the HGO team 

strenuously protected the safety of its participants, who 

were regularly tested for COVID, wore masks, practiced 

social distancing, and sang between partitions. 

“Of course, the first concern is for the wellbeing of 

performers and everybody involved,” said Ophelian. 

“And the leadership at HGO has been so consistently 

and obviously pointed in the direction of community 

safety, for their HGO community and for the broader 

Houston community. And they did a really beautiful job 

of being able to stay focused on the work that had to be 

done while making sure that everybody’s wellbeing was 

always at the very, very front of all conversations.”

But despite strict precautionary measures, it happened. 

Two weeks into the workshop, with only one day of it 

captured on film, someone present tested positive for 

COVID. Per protocol, the entire operation had to be shut 

down immediately. 

Ophelian, at home in San Francisco, found herself with 

a film to make and only a fraction of the footage she’d 

been hoping for. Adding to that, the HGO Orchestra had 

not been able to convene to play Thompson’s score, 

which would have been showcased in the documentary. 

It was a low moment. 

But she knew she would rise to the challenge. “My 

running joke has been that this is the year in which 

we commit sins against filmmaking,” she laughed. “But 

also, I think that inherently, documentary filmmakers are 



MacGyvers. We are used to saying, look, do I have a 

stick of chewing gum and a coat hanger? I can make this 

film work.” 

The story of how Ophelian managed to get music for 

the film is a great demonstration of that. It involves 

Thompson, quarantined, gamely clipping a micro-

phone to a serving fork, arranging it inside the tripod 

of a ring light, and pointing it at a keyboard, which he 

then played while making a recording with his phone. 

“We got really beautiful sound out of it,” Ophelian said, 

especially after layers and layers of post-production. 

As a result, the documentary “showcases some of the 

really gorgeous motifs and main melodies that I think do 

invite the listener to want to hear more.” 

For visuals, Ophelian ended up relying more on Keats’s 

original book, Amy Rubin’s set designs, and Jessica 

Jahn’s costume designs, in addition to going through 

that one day of rehearsal footage and “squeezing it 

like a tube of toothpaste to get every possible piece of 

storytelling that we can have.”

The day she shared the project’s challenges and 

triumphs over Zoom, Ophelian had a rough cut of the 

documentary in her hands. She was working long days 

finishing the film’s post-production, which, happily, 

continued to keep her from doom-scrolling. Despite 

every obstacle 2020 had thrown in the way, she’d 

managed to make a wonderful documentary, and she 

seemed to know it.

Ophelian still hadn’t met any of the people featured in 

her film in person, but she’d gotten to know them all the 

same. “I feel so connected to everyone at HGO,” she 



shared. “I’m excited to come to Houston for the opera’s 

premiere. I absolutely wouldn’t miss it.” 

Although it was still a way off, Ophelian also was excited 

to one day travel again for her documentary work. “I 

have not been bound in place for this long ever in my 

adult life,” she said, “and I could say that in May.” 

Like so many of us, Ophelian said she was looking 

forward to the day when people could once again 

gather together inside a theater. “That experience of 

communal participation in art, be it on screen or on 

stage, is so vital,” she said. “And I miss it tremendously.” 

But there wasn’t much time to be sad. Zoom break over, 

Ophelian had to get back to work. 


