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Background
Based on the play Some Christmas Letters by Terrence McNally, composer Jake Heggie and librettist Gene
Scheer’s chamber opera Three Decembers had its world premiere at HGO on February 29, 2008, under the
working title Last Acts. The work takes place over three decades of the AIDS crisis, in December 1986, 1996,
and 2006. It is a family story about the struggling relationship between Madeline Mitchell, a famous actress,
and her two adult children.
The opera’s world premiere starred Frederica “Flicka” von Stade as Madeline and was conducted by HGO
Artistic and Music Director Patrick Summers, who, with Heggie, also played piano as part of the 10-instrument
chamber orchestra. Three Decembers has now been performed dozens of times on stages across the country.
This filmed production of the opera was created by Opera San José, with treasured mezzo-soprano Susan
Graham as Madeline. It was made at the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, with piano only, and strict safety
protocols in place. Khori Dastoor—then OSJ General Director, now HGO General Director and CEO—spoke with
Opera Wire about Graham’s role. “It seemed to me from the very first seconds of imagining the piece that it’s
tailor-made for Susan and her voice,” said Dastoor. “Susan, Heggie, and Terrence are a dream team.”
Graham has a long history with Heggie and McNally. In fact, she originated the role of Sister Helen Prejean in
the world premiere of the first opera Heggie ever wrote, Dead Man Walking, at San Francisco Opera in 2000,
with McNally as librettist. Patrick Summers conducted that opera’s world premiere in San Francisco, and again
a decade later for HGO. Today Dead Man Walking is the most performed American opera of our time.
Terrence McNally died from COVID-19 in March 2020, and he is dearly missed. This production is dedicated to
his memory.

Synopsis
Part I, 1986
Charlie and Beatrice read their mother’s annual Christmas letter while talking on the phone. Their mother,
Madeline (Maddy), writes that she wishes she could be with them for Christmas. As fortune has it, she is
working in the Caribbean for the holiday. They share laughs and unapologetic sarcasm over their mother’s
writing style, attempting at glossing over their often strained relationship with her. Maddy writes about
Christmas with their father before they were born; Bea admits that she hardly remembers their dad, as she was
just seven and Charlie five when he died, but they miss him nonetheless. Maddy announces that she will be
starring in her first Broadway musical, which Charlie refuses to attend. Maddy concludes the letter with
goodbyes; however, she mistakenly addresses Charlie’s partner as Curt. Charlie becomes increasingly upset,
having hoped that after five years with Burt, his mother would have at least remembered his name. Bea admits
that she envies the love Charlie and Burt share.
A well-dressed Bea joins Maddy in her dressing room after a performance of Maddy’s new Broadway show,
Daybreak. Bea praises her mother’s performance as she instinctively helps her mother with the post-show
dressing room routine. Bea is very concerned for Charlie and Burt, as Burt’s health deteriorates. She accuses
Maddy of being an absent parent, unsupportive of her children. Defending herself, Maddy claims she was only
away from her children because she had to provide for the family as a single mother.
Bea visits Charlie in San Francisco. Burt is not doing well and Charlie is coming to terms with Burt’s looming
death. The siblings reminisce on their childhood; what they remember, specifically of their father, and what
they wished they remembered.

Three Decembers is lovingly dedicated to the memory of Terrence McNally.

Synopsis Continued
Part II, 1996
Charlie is alone in his apartment, surrounded by packed and sealed boxes, flipping through his journal and
disclosing that Burt died seven weeks ago. Maddy eventually came to visit right before Burt died. Maddy’s
voice comes in, singing the lullaby Charlie’s father used to sing to him, and which she sang to Burt when she
visited.
Maddy has been nominated, again, for the Tony Awards. Bea and Charlie plan to join their mother for the
award ceremony. All three in their respective locations sing the father’s lullaby; encouraging each of them to
let go of their fears and frustrations.
Alone in Maddy’s apartment on the night of the Tony Awards, Bea stands in front of a full-length mirror. She is
trying on her mother’s clothes as she sips from a glass of white wine. Bea is slowly unraveling in her
insecurities: her mother’s criticism and neglect, her unfaithful husband and her drinking habits. Charlie rushes
in with shopping bags, noticing that Bea is upset, but she denies it. He attempts to cheer her up with
impersonations of their mother.
Maddy enters and starts preparing for the Tony Awards, discussing her acceptance speech. She plans to
acknowledge Charlie and Burt’s relationship and how no one is immune to tragedy. Charlie and Bea are
unimpressed.
Maddy accuses Bea of being drunk and acting just like her father, revealing the grim truth that their father was
a drunk who could not maintain a job. The children believed that their father had been killed in an accident, but
Maddy finally shares that his death was a suicide, making up the car accident to protect them. Charlie and
Beatrice are devastated.
The argument is interrupted, unresolved, as Maddy has to leave to go to the awards. Bea and Charlie, feeling
victimized, refuse to accompany Maddy to the Awards.
Part III, 2006
Maddy has died quietly in her sleep, after writing her latest Christmas letter. Bea and Charlie speak at Maddy’s
memorial service held at a Broadway Theatre. Bea gives tribute to both her parents’ souls. The service
concludes with a few lines from Maddy’s last Christmas letter; “All in all isn’t life simply grand? I’m so awfully
glad I showed up for it.”
*Courtesy of Birmingham Opera

Fun Fact
In HGO’s program for the 2008 world premiere of Three Decembers, Jake Heggie shared an account of
working with Terrence McNally on his first opera, Dead Man Walking: “We talked about how we would work
together and Terrence told me up front that he is not a poet, a novelist or a librettist per se. He is a
playwright. And he told me he would write a play and set up scenes and dialogue that he hoped would inspire
music. If I felt the music taking me in a certain direction and the words were not going there, he would
rewrite, or I could fill in with my own words and he’d work on it later. It was to be a real exchange and
collaboration. Terrence has a famous passion for opera, and a brilliant sense of how to set things up to work
on the stage. All I had to do was trust, listen, feel and write.”
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Who's Who
JAKE HEGGIE
COMPOSER AND ARTISTIC ADVISOR
Jake Heggie is the composer of the operas Dead Man Walking, Moby-Dick, It’s A Wonderful Life
(HGO commission and world premiere), If I Were You, Great Scott, Three Decembers (HGO
commission and world premiere), Two Remain, and The End of the Affair (HGO commission and
world premiere), among others. He has also composed nearly 300 songs, as well as chamber,
choral and orchestral works. 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 (the second time by HGO) 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 festivals throughout the U.S.
and Canada. INTONATIONS: Songs from the Violins of Hope (Scheer) recently received a
premiere and live recording. Heggie recently composed Songs for Murdered Sisters, a song
cycle set to new poems by Margaret Atwood, which was co-commissioned by HGO and had its
digital world premiere during the first HGO Digital season. Upcoming is Intelligence (Scheer), a
new opera for HGO.

GENE SCHEER
LIBRETTIST
Gene Scheer’s work is noted for its scope and versatility. With Jake Heggie, he has collaborated
on many projects, including the critically acclaimed 2010 Dallas Opera world premiere, MobyDick, starring Ben Heppner as Captain Ahab; Three Decembers (HGO), which starred Frederica
von Stade; and the lyric drama To Hell and Back (Philharmonia Baroque Orchestra), which
featured Patti LuPone. Other works by Scheer and Heggie include Camille Claudel: Into the fire, a
song cycle premiered by Joyce di Donato and the Alexander String Quartet. Scheer worked as
librettist with Tobias Picker on An American Tragedy, which premiered at the Metropolitan
Opera in 2005 and on Therese Raquin, which was produced by the Dallas Opera in 2001. Other
collaborations include the lyrics for Wynton Marsalis’s It Never Goes Away, featured in
Marsalis’s work Congo Square. With the composer Steven Stucky, Scheer wrote the oratorio
August 4, 1964, for the Dallas Symphony Orchestra. The work was nominated for a Grammy in
2012 for best classical composition. In 2015, Scheer collaborated with Joby Talbot on the opera
Everest, based on the doomed 1996 Everest expedition. With Jennifer Higdon, Scheer wrote an
operatic adaptation of Cold Mountain, which premiered in the summer of 2015 at the Santa Fe
Opera. This work won the International Opera Award, presented in London, for the best world
premiere in 2015. Recently, along with Higdon, Scheer was nominated for a Grammy for his
work on Cold Mountain for best classical composition. In December 2016 Scheer and Heggie
premiered an operatic adaptation of It’s a Wonderful Life for HGO. Also a composer in his own
right, Scheer has written a number of songs for singers such as Renée Fleming, Sylvia McNair,
Stephanie Blythe, Jennifer Larmore, Denyce Graves, and Nathan Gunn. Documentary filmmaker
Ken Burns prominently featured Scheer’s song “American Anthem” (as sung by Norah Jones) in
his Emmy Award-winning World War II documentary for PBS entitled The War.

Who's Who
CHRISTOPHER JAMES RAY
CONDUCTOR
Christopher James Ray is a conductor with a diverse background in both traditional and
contemporary operatic works. He is currently Resident Conductor at Opera San José and an
assistant with the San Francisco Symphony. In 2017, Ray joined the music staff of the
renowned Bayreuth Festival where he worked on productions of Der fliegende Holländer,
Lohengrin, Götterdämmerung, Tristan and Isolde, Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg, and Parsifal. In
the 2020-21 season, Ray planned performances of Opera San José’s The Marriage of Figaro,
Carmen, Salome, and West Side Story, as well as debuts with the Lima Symphony Orchestra and
Music Academy of the West. In place of the previously planned season, Ray worked with Opera
San José to create variety of filmed performances included Schumann’s Dichterliebe, Heggie’s
Three Decembers, Tom Cipullo’s The Husbands, and others. Other recent performances at Opera
San José have included Il trovatore, Hansel and Gretel, Die Fledermaus, Heggie/Scheer’s MobyDick, and Pagliacci. Ray made his professional conducting debut leading a double bill of Gianni
Schicchi and Pagliacci with the Mississippi Opera in 2014. Later that year he conducted
performances of Così fan tutte, Suor Angelica, and Gianni Schicchi with Opera in the Ozarks.
Additional conducting credits include Copland’s The Tender Land, Mozart’s Così fan tutte,
Handel’s Alcina, Nico Muhly’s Dark Sisters, Heggie’s Three Decembers, Glass’s In the Penal
Colony, and Britten's The Beggar's Opera. As assistant conductor, Ray has worked with the
Salzburg State Theater (Brokeback Mountain), North Carolina Opera (La bohème, Così fan tutte,
The Marriage of Figaro), Sarasota Opera (The Marriage of Figaro, Don Carlos), Opera on the
James (Carmen), Opera on the Avalon (The Magic Flute), and Syracuse Opera (Die Fledermaus),
as well as the Memphis Symphony and Portland (ME) Symphony. A protege of American
composer Carlisle Floyd, Ray recorded an album of Floyd’s songs with the celebrated mezzosoprano Susanne Mentzer, available through GPR Records on the Naxos label. He is a graduate
of Florida State University.

TARA BRANHAM
DIRECTOR
Tara Branham is a director and producer in Chicago. She is the Resident Director for Opera San
José and the National New Play Network Producer-in-Residence with Prop Thtr in Chicago. She
recently served as assistant director for the world premiere of Freedom Ride under Tazewell
Thompson at Chicago Opera Theatre. Branham assisted James Robinson on the world
premiere of Terrance Blanchard’s Fire Shut Up in My Bones at Opera Theatre of Saint Louis,
which was the first opera by a Black composer produced by the Met. Branham was also the
assistant director for internationally renowned soprano Patricia Racette on her directing
premiere of La traviata at Opera Theatre of Saint Louis. Her direction of the U.S. premiere
production of Octagon starring Kiki Layne (If Beale Street Could Talk, The Old Guard) at
Jackalope Theatre received a sold out extension. A culmination of three years of development
and collaboration with playwright Kristiana Rae Colón, the work was presented at and won
Polarity Ensemble’s Dionysus Cup Festival and received a staged reading at the National New
Play Network annual conference. Branham also directed and co-produced the world premiere of
Good Friday by Kristiana Rae Colón with Oracle Productions. She submitted this play and
directed it for Stage Left Theatre’s developmental workshop Leapfest; the work received an
Honorable Mention for the Kilroys list. Branham received the Puffin Foundation Ltd. grant for
her commitment to sponsor the development and production of underproduced work. Good
Friday has gone on to be produced at colleges across America to raise awareness of the
complex intersection of gun violence and rape culture. Branham is a teacher and creator of the
Unbridled Sound, a physical/vocal technique for actors. She graduated cum laude from Ball
State University.

Who's Who
STEVEN C. KEMP
SCENIC DESIGN
Steven C. Kemp is a set designer for opera, theater, and events. His design for Candide at Des
Moines Metro Opera was nominated for the 2021 Golden Trezzini Awards for Architecture and
Design. He has designed 20 productions for Opera San José, including the acclaimed
production of Idomeneo presented by the Packard Humanities Institute as well as the West
Coast Premieres of Anna Karenina, Silent Night, and the American premiere of Alma Deutscher’s
Cinderella. He has designed for 30 opera companies including LA Opera, Lyric Opera of Kansas
City, Arizona Opera, Chicago Opera Theater, Des Moines Metro Opera, Central City Opera,
Sarasota Opera, Florida Grand Opera, New Orleans Opera, Hawaii Opera Theatre, Opera Santa
Barbara, Opera Omaha, Madison Opera, Kentucky Opera, Tulsa Opera, UrbanArias, Opera Grand
Rapids, Merola Opera, Indiana University - Jacobs School of Music, and the San Francisco
Conservatory of Music. Off-Broadway his designs include the revivals of Ordinary Days, Tick,
Tick…Boom!, John and Jen, and Marry Me a Little, among 11 productions for Keen Company, as
well as designs for many other theaters. His regional and international credits include designs
at Pasadena Playhouse, La Jolla Playhouse, Asolo Repertory Theatre, Antaeus Theatre
Company, Bucks County Playhouse, Royal George Theatre, ReVision Theatre, Stages Repertory
Theatre, Hudson Stage Company, Gulfshore Playhouse, and Catholic University of America. He
has designed multiple productions for Norwegian Cruise Line, and numerous tours such as
Baby Shark Live!, PJ Masks Live!, Time to Be a Hero, Time to Save the Day, Dixie’s Tupperware
Party, and Ain’t Misbehavin’. Kemp’s design for Falstaff was selected as a finalist in the World
Stage Design 2017 exhibit in Taipei, Taiwan; his work was featured in the USA exhibit in the
2007 Prague Quadrennial; and he was the 2008 USITT Rose Brand Scenic Design award winner.
He received his MFA from UC San Diego.

SUSAN GRAHAM
MEZZO-SOPRANO—MADELINE
Hailed as both “an artist to treasure” (New York Times) and “America’s favorite mezzo”
(Gramophone), Susan Graham rose to the highest echelon of international performers within
just a few years of her professional debut, mastering an astonishing range of repertoire and
genres along the way. Her operatic roles span four centuries, from Monteverdi’s Poppea to
Sister Helen Prejean in Jake Heggie’s Dead Man Walking, which was written especially for her. A
familiar face at New York’s Metropolitan Opera, she also maintains a strong international
presence. Graham’s earliest operatic successes were in such trouser roles as Cherubino in
Mozart’s The Marriage of Figaro. Her technical expertise soon brought mastery of more
virtuosic parts, and she went on to triumph as Octavian in Richard Strauss’s Der Rosenkavalier
and the Composer in his Ariadne auf Naxos. She sang the leading ladies in the Metropolitan
Opera’s world premieres of John Harbison’s The Great Gatsby and Tobias Picker’s An American
Tragedy, and made her musical theater debut in Rodgers & Hammerstein’s The King and I at the
Théâtre du Châtelet in Paris. In concert, she makes regular appearances with the world’s
foremost orchestras, often in French repertoire, while her distinguished discography comprises
a wealth of opera, orchestral, and solo recordings. Among her numerous honors are a Grammy
Award, an Opera News Award, and Musical America’s Vocalist of the Year. As one of the
foremost exponents of French vocal music, she has also been recognized with the French
government’s Chevalier de la Légion d’Honneur. She has performed with HGO in the titular role
in Ariodante, Hanna in The Merry Widow, Idamante in Idomeneo, Poppea in The Coronation of
Poppea, the titular role in Xerxes, the Composer in Ariadne auf Naxos, and Prince Orlovsky in Die
Fledermaus.

Who's Who
MAYA KHERANI
SOPRANO—BEATRICE
Praised for her “rich, soaring soprano” and “crystalline tone” (Opera News) in repertoire from the
Baroque to the modern, Maya Kherani is a resident artist with Opera San José. Career highlights
include starring in the title role of Handel’s Partenope with Opera NEO; Beatrice in Three
Decembers opposite Susan Graham at Opera San José, and Meera in the premiere of Jack
Perla’s The River of Light, commissioned by HGO. Recent and upcoming role and house debuts
include Belinda in Dido and Aeneas at Opera San José, Drusilla/Fortuna (Poppea cover) in The
Coronation of Poppea at the Festival d’Aix-en-Provence, Messiah with Boston Baroque, and to be
announced engagements with Glyndebourne and the Vancouver Symphony. Favorite roles
include the title role in Semele, Despina in Così fan tutte, Marie in The Daughter of the Regiment,
Rosina in The Barber of Seville, Poppea in Agrippina, and Gilda in Rigoletto. She received First
Place and Audience Favorite at the James Toland Vocal Competition (Tier II), the McGlone
Award from Central City Opera, two Encouragement Awards from the Metropolitan Opera
National Council Auditions, and last year, was the only American soprano to compete as a
Semifinalist in the international Glyndebourne Opera Cup. She recently won third place in the
international Handel Aria Competition. Kherani graduated with honors with a Master of Music
degree in Vocal Performance from the San Francisco Conservatory of Music.

EFRAÍN SOLÍS
BARITONE—CHARLIE
Efraín Solís is a resident artist with Opera San José. A recent graduate of the San Francisco
Opera Adler Fellowship and alumnus of the prestigious Merola Opera Program, he has been
applauded by the San Francisco Chronicle for his “theatrical charisma and musical bravado.”
Previously with HGO, Solís performed as Mark in the HGO-commissioned mariachi opera Cruzar
la Cara de la Luna (2018), a role he also performed with New York City Opera and El Paso Opera.
Solís has appeared with opera companies throughout the country, including Utah Opera, Opera
Carolina, Virginia Opera, Toledo Opera, West Edge Opera, Opera Saratoga, Livermore Valley
Opera, and Opera Memphis. In the 2020-21 season, he joined Opera Santa Barbara as Malatesta
in Don Pasquale and Utah Opera as Escamillo in La tragédie de Carmen. His engagements this
season include performing Figaro in The Marriage of Figaro with Opera San José and a return to
Opera Southwest. Solís was a Grand Finalist in the Metropolitan Opera National Council
Auditions in 2013, as well as a finalist in HGO’s Eleanor McCollum Competition Concert of Arias
(2013) and the Loren L. Zachary Society for the Performing Arts National Vocal Competition. He
holds a Master of Music degree from San Francisco Conservatory of Music.

