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“If I can motivate someone to do their part, take 
action, and perhaps save someone from a 
similar plight as Nathalie’s, then I may truly 
hope to honor my sister’s memory.” 

—Joshua Hopkins 

Songs 
for Murdered Sisters

Joshua Hopkins hopes that sharing this harrowing story through song 
will inspire other voices to take up the call in the future, providing 
hope and healing for countless families around the world who have 
been impacted by this global societal issue. 

More immediately, Joshua challenges other men to own their respon-
sibility to end gender-based violence.  

Please visit whiteribbonsisters.com today and pledge never 
to commit, condone, or remain silent about violence against 
women.

Help Joshua reach his goal of inspiring 10,000 men to take the 
White Ribbon pledge by sharing your commitment with the hashtag 
#WhiteRibbonSisters.
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3. Anger 

Stark, timeless, dark chords grow louder as a wanderer imagines the 
angry man who murdered his sister—the man she had tried to love. 
He pictures how innocently she would have opened the door, only to 
be met with terrifying, red anger. 

4. Dream 

A melancholy, distant tune is suspended in a cloud of delicate harmo-
nies as a wanderer dreams about his sister. They are young, with no 
inkling of what the future will bring. But, then she tells him she has to 
go and truth once again comes crashing in on him. 

5. Bird Song 

Wondering where his sister’s soul has flown to, a wanderer looks to 
birds in the sky in search of answers. Which bird would she be? The 
music evokes bird song as it sparkles, dips and soars, echoing the 
long emotional quest. 

6. Lost 

A wanderer contemplates the countless women murdered by angry, 
jealous, fearful men over thousands of years. Countless lives— 
countless tears. The chords in the piano echo this timeless repetition 
and the sorrow that surrounds it.  

7. Rage 

The lowest strings of the piano growl as the wanderer’s own anger 
and rage grows. Why couldn’t he have saved his sister? Should he 
avenge her by killing the man who killed her? The music rages until 
he wonders if perhaps the ghost of his sister would ask for something 
different: “Would you instead forgive?” The music begins to blossom 
with new warmth, beauty and the possibility of redemption.   

8. Coda: Song

A simple tune brings comfort as a wanderer realizes that when as he 
breathes and sings, his sister is with him. He hums. The air vibrates. 
The eternal ohm.   

Background
On September 22, 2015, Nathalie Warmerdam (née Hopkins), 
beloved sister of Joshua Hopkins, was murdered by her ex-boy-friend, 
Basil Borutski, on the same day he killed two other women, Anastasia 
Kuzyk and Carol Culleton, in a crime spree that is now recognized as 
one of the worst cases of domestic violence in Canadian history.

In his guilt, grief, and anger, Hopkins conceived of the song cycle that 
would become Songs for Murdered Sisters. When HGO Artistic and 
Music Director Patrick Summers reached out to Hopkins to express 
his condolences following Nathalie’s death, Hopkins told him about 
the project. HGO joined Canada’s National Arts Centre Orchestra in 
co-commissioning it. 

The new work’s beautiful, shattering songs are composed by Jake 
Heggie, set to poems by bestselling author Margaret Atwood (The 
Handmaid’s Tale), and sung by Hopkins, a baritone, who will be 
accompanied by Heggie. Atwood also included the poems in her new 
collection, Dearly. 

Hopkins was scheduled to perform Songs for Murdered Sisters for 
its world premiere with HGOco in the fall of 2020, but that had to 
be canceled because of COVID-19. Instead he sings this powerfully 
moving song cycle for the work’s premiere as part of the HGO Digital 
season. HGOco also plans to bring Hopkins and Heggie back for a 
future live performance.

The Songs
The work's eight songs take the audience on an emotional and 
spiritual journey, following a man as he grapples with the devastating 
aftermath of his sister's murder. Here is composer Jake Heggie on 
each song: 

1. Empty Chair 

The fragile piano sound brings to mind a music box now silenced—a 
warmth and presence now flown—as a wanderer contemplates a chair 
where his sister used to sit. Nothing is left now, just emptiness and air.

2. Enchantment 

Trying to make sense of his sister’s murder, a wanderer imagines 
fairytales and fables that could explain her absence: something 
magical and mysterious. The music swirls and sparkles with imagina-
tion and wit, but is ultimately haunted and pulled back to reality. 
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Creators' Discussion
A discussion about the making of Songs for Murdered Sisters follows 
the performance.

Fact
According to Crime Stoppers, almost half of all female homicides in 
the U.S. are committed by former and current intimate partners. In 
Harris County, intimate partner violence has grown by an estimated 
40 percent during the COVID-19 pandemic.  
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CAST

Joshua Hopkins ‡   Baritone  
Jake Heggie   Composer/Pianist

CREATIVE TEAM      

James Niebuhr    Director  
Michael MacDonald   Producer

‡ Former Houston Grand Opera Studio artist

CREATORS' DISCUSSION

Jake Heggie    Composer, pianist

Margaret Atwood   Poet

Joshua Hopkins    Baritone

Patrick Summers   HGO Artistic and Music Director,  
    Margaret Alkek Williams Chair

Margaret Atwood’s poems can be found in Dearly, a collection of new 
poems published by HarperCollins. Copyright © 2020 by O.W. Toad 
Ltd. All rights reserved.

The score for Songs for Murdered Sisters is published by Bent Pen 
Music, Inc. (“Bent P Music”BMI) Represented by Bill Holab Music 
(www.billholabmusic.com) All rights reserved.

Thank you to Project Coordinator Nicolle Foland, Outerlands 
Productions, LLC.

Special thanks to Diane B. Wilsey for generously underwriting the film 
production of Songs for Murdered Sisters.
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Who’s Who
JAKE HEGGIE
COMPOSER AND PIANIST 

Jake Heggie is the composer of the 
operas Dead Man Walking, Moby-Dick, It’s 
a Wonderful Life, If I Were You, Great 

Scott, Three Decembers, and Two Remain, among others. He also 
has composed nearly 300 songs, as well as chamber, choral, and 
orchestral works. Four of his works made their world premieres at 
HGO: End of the Affair (2004), Three Decembers (2008), Pieces of 
9-11 (2011), and It’s a Wonderful Life (2016). HGO performed Dead 
Man Walking in 2011, with a commercial recording being released 
on the Virgin Classics label. The operas—most created with Gene 
Scheer or the late Terrence McNally—have been produced on five 
continents. Dead Man Walking (McNally) has been recorded twice 
and in 2019 received its 70th international production, making it the 
most-performed American opera of our time. New York’s Metropolitan 
Opera recently announced that it will produce Dead Man Walking in a 
bold new production by director Ivo van Hove, conducted by Yannick 
Nézet-Séguin. Moby-Dick (Scheer) was telecast throughout the United 
States as part of Great Performances’ 40th season and released on 
DVD (EuroArts). Great Scott was a 2019 Grammy Award nominee 
for Best New Composition, Classical. The composer was awarded 
the Eddie Medora King prize from the UT Austin Butler School of 
Music and the Champion Award from the San Francisco Gay Men’s 
Chorus. A Guggenheim Fellow, Heggie has served as a mentor 
for the Washington National Opera’s American Opera Initiative and 
is a frequent guest artist at universities, conservatories, and festi-
vals throughout the U.S. and Canada. INTONATIONS: Songs from 
the Violins of Hope (Scheer) recently received a premiere and live 
recording. Upcoming is Intelligence (Scheer), a new opera for HGO. 

MARGARET ATWOOD
POETRY

Margaret Atwood, whose work has been 
published in more than 45 countries, is the 
author of more than 50 books of fiction, poetry, 

critical essays, and graphic novels. Her latest novel, The Testaments, is 
a co-winner of the 2019 Booker Prize. It is the long-awaited sequel to 
The Handmaid’s Tale, now an award-winning TV series. Her other works 
of fiction include Cat’s Eye, finalist for the 1989 Booker Prize; Alias 
Grace, which won the Giller Prize in Canada and the Premio Mondello 
in Italy; The Blind Assassin, winner of the 2000 Booker Prize; The 
MaddAddam Trilogy; and Hag-Seed. She is the recipient of numerous 
awards, include the Peace Prize of the German Book Trade, the Franz 
Kafka International Literary Prize, the PEN Center USA Lifetime Literary 
Achievement Award, and the Los Angeles Times Innovator’s Award. 

She lives in Toronto.

JOSHUA HOPKINS
BARITONE 

Widely respected as one of the finest 
singer-actors of his generation, Canadian 
baritone Joshua Hopkins brings his “glis-

tening, malleable baritone of exceptional beauty” (Opera Today) to a 
repertoire spanning four centuries. His versatile artistry is frequently 
on display on the stages of The Metropolitan Opera, Lyric Opera 
of Chicago, Santa Fe Opera, Glyndebourne, Washington National 
Opera, and the Canadian Opera Company. An alumnus of the HGO 
Studio, Hopkins has appeared with Houston Grand Opera many 
times, most recently as Valentin in Faust and Count Almaviva in The 
Marriage of Figaro (2016); The Pilot in The Little Prince (2015, 
2004); Marcello in La bohème (2012, 2008); and Junius in The 
Rape of Lucretia (2012). His recent seasons have also featured 
signature roles including Figaro in Il barbiere di Siviglia, Papageno 
in Die Zauberflöte, and the title role in Billy Budd. In concert 
repertoire, he has appeared with the Cleveland Orchestra, San 
Francisco Symphony, New York Philharmonic, Toronto Symphony, 
Dallas Symphony, Philadelphia Orchestra, and Canada’s National 
Arts Centre Orchestra. Profoundly committed to the art of song, 
Hopkins has given recitals in Chicago, Montreal, New York, Santa 
Fe, Toronto, Vancouver, and Washington, D.C, in addition to 
several appearances at Carnegie Hall. His debut recital disc, Let 
Beauty Awake, featured works by Barber, Bowles, Glick, and 
Vaughan Williams. This year, Pentatone releases his most personal 
work, Songs for Murdered Sisters.


