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Anna Theodosakis is one of
the three female stage
directors of Merola’s Summer
Festival.

Reworking
Mozart to
empower
women

By Linda Liu

A group of female opera di-
rectors is rethinking women’s
representation in the male-
dominated art form.

Since June, Merola Opera
Program’s Summer Festival has
presented an all-female direct-
ed program, featuring singers
performing selections from op-
eras, traditionally dismissive of
women, through a different
lens. A scene from Mozart’s
“Cosi Fan Tutte,” for instance,
flipped the narrative to center
on female growth and consent,
while “Don Giovanni” was set
in the 1950s with the epony-
mous sexual predator por-
trayed as a mob boss women
use for physical protection.

“In my career, I've often been
called upon to direct ‘Cosi Fan
Tutte’ or ‘Don Giovanni,” pieces
that can sometimes have prob-
lematic storylines,” said stage
director Anna Theodosakis.
“It’s kind of my challenge and
my call to action to bring in that
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feminism and make sure
that all of the female char-
acters in the story have
agency.”

Theodosakis, 33, is one
of the three female stage
directors of Merola’s
Summer Festival and the
only directing fellow in
the opera training pro-
gram’s 2024 cohort. In
collaboration with Mero-
la alums Omer Ben Sea-
dia and Grammy Award-
winning Patricia Racette,
she worked on the festi-
val’s earlier productions
— the Schwabacher Sum-
mer Concert and “Don
Giovanni” — and will be
presenting the program’s
Grand Finale on Satur-
day, Aug. 17, at the War
Memorial Opera House.

The unprecedented
move for the annual festi-
val is significant as wom-
enaccounted for less than
20% of opera directing
credits in the U.S. be-
tween 2005 and 2021, ac-
cording to researchers at
the University of Mel-
bourne.

“It’s my great hope that
as more creative voices of
powerful women are be-
ing heard and seen in our
industry, this won’t be a
new story going for-
ward,” Carrie-Ann Math-
eson, artistic director of
Merola and the San Fran-
cisco Opera Center, told
the Chronicle.

Theodosakis and 28
singers and pianists were
selected from nearly 1,400
applicants to be “Meroli-
ni,” as the summer fel-
lows are affectionately
called. The Grand Finale,
a culmination of their u-
week summer training
before a handful advance
to Merola’s two-year Ad-
ler Fellowship, will fea-
ture selections from new-
er works such as San
Francisco composer Jake
Heggie’s “Dead Man
Walking”; famed jazz
trumpeter and SFJazz Ex-
ecutive Artistic Director
Terence Blanchard’s “Fire
Shut up in My Bones”;
and English playwright
and composer Noél Cow-
ard’s “Bitter Sweet,” the
last tutti act of the night,
in addition to classical
pieces by Mozart, Rossini

and Bellini.

Classical opera reper-
toire is known for its por-
trayal of women as un-
faithful beings or objects
of desire. The aforemen-
tioned “Cosi Fan Tutte,”
whose duet “Ahime! Che
cosa avete? ... Il core vido-
no” will be featured dur-
ing the Grand Finale,
pokes fun at female infi-
delity through a story
that sees two men seduc-
ing each other’s fiancées,
a pair of sisters.

Dorabella, a woman
initially indifferent when
her sister’s fiancé, Gu-
glielmo, wooed her in dis-
guise, eventually suc-
cumbs to his pursuit. Do-
rabella’s fiancé eventually
forgives her for the be-
trayal after accepting the
fact that “cosi fan tutte,”
or “all women are like
that.” The opera culmi-
nates in a double wedding
of each sister with her
original beloved.

“It was important to me
that Dorabella wasn’t just
a two-dimensional char-
acter, but that she really
grows throughout the
season and that she is
making decisions,” Theo-
dosakis said.

Theodosakis also
stressed the importance
of consent while working
with the Merolini on
scenes that involved mo-
ments of physical intima-
cy, noted 24-year-old Viv-
iana Aurelia Goodwin,
who had to kiss her stage
partner as part of Theo-

Provided by Kristen Loken/Merola Opera Program
Justice Yates as Masetto, Moriah Berry as Zerlina, Donghoon Sang as Leporello,
Viviana Aurelia Goodwin as Donna Elvira, Lydia Grindatto as Donna Anna and
Michael John Butler as Don Ottavio in Merola Opera Program’s “Don Giovanni.”

dosakis’  choreography
for a scene from Masca-
gni’'s “L'amico Fritz.”

“I want to hear you
both verbally say yes,”
Goodwin recalled the di-

rector saying before they
proceeded with the cho-
reography.

Working under the cre-
ative direction of Theodo-
sakis, Racette and Ben
Seadia was an enlighten-
ing experience for many
Merolini.

“There was a bit of
safety knowing that it
was a team of women
heading a show and talk-
ing so candidly about
abuse, consent and claim-
ing women’s bodies,” said
Justice Yates, 23, who per-
formed in “Don Giovan-
ni” two weeks ago and
portrays Guglielmo in the
Grand Finale duet.

Over the course of the
opera training program
— which has launched
the careers of star alums
such as Leona Mitchell,
Ailyn Pérez and Joyce
DiDonato — the three di-
rectors forged strong con-
nections. Ben Seadia and

Theodosakis particularly
bonded, with the Israeli
director introducing the
Merolini to other female
artistic directors, stage
directors and designers
as part of Merola’s first-
ever directing fellow
mentorship initiative.

With what she has
learned during Merola’s
Summer Festival, Theo-
dosakis plans to direct
“Cosi Fan Tutte” at the
University of Toronto and
vows to continue to find
more interesting ways to
approach classic operas.

“They were written by
old white men a long time
ago,” Theodosakis said
witha chuckle. “Youdon't
even need to change the
text or plot, but you can
find what you want to
highlight and focus more
on the women.”

Reach Linda Liu:
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