
THE CLEVELAND ORCHESTRA 
OPERA PRODUCTIONS 



Reinventing classic operas in compelling 
multidimensional semi-staged productions 

that can be transported easily and 
produced in every theatre and  

concert hall in the world

OUR MISSION



WHAT WE DO

The Cleveland Orchestra has staged operas in its Severance 
Hall home since 2009, under the leadership of Music 
Director Franz Welser-Möst. 
With a mission to make opera feel vibrant and relevant, they 
brought together outstanding creative teams to transform 
classic operas into compelling modern productions, often 
through the use of innovative technology, video projection 
and lighting design.
They demonstrated the possibilities of staged operas, and 
received unanimous praise for their creativity and vision, 
finding new audiences both young and old.
These productions have now been developed into mobile 
sets and technologies that can be transported anywhere in 
the world, to be staged in any size concert hall, and adapted 
to specific spaces. 
With the onset of the global pandemic and the difficulties 
of fully staged operas, this flexibility is more important than 
ever.
In partnership with The Cleveland Orchestra, Maestro Arts 
can help your organisation mount these opera productions. 

‘Our collaboration with Maestro Arts is an important 
extension of The Cleveland Orchestra’s mission to reach 
as many people as possible with the work we create. 
Opera is an important part of our artistic identity and 
our founders understood that an orchestra should be 
performing this kind of repertoire which is outside of 
standard symphonic canon.’
Mark Williams, Chief Artistic Officer of  
The Cleveland Orchestra

‘We are delighted to be working with The Cleveland 
Orchestra. These productions share a visionary creative 
spirit that draws from different artistic worlds, while 
also carrying forward the orchestra’s great tradition 
of musical excellence, so they fit perfectly within the 
Maestro Arts family. We look forward to taking them to 
wider audiences around the world and helping to find 
new audiences for opera.’  
Jordi Martín Mont, Managing Director of Maestro Arts



WHAT WE OFFER

STRAUSS
Ariadne auf 
Naxos, directed 
by Frederic  
Wake-Walker

JANÁČEK
The Cunning 
Little Vixen,  
directed by  
Yuval Sharon

DEBUSSY
Pelléas et 
Mélisande, 
directed by  
Yuval Sharon

BARTÓK
The Miraculous 
Mandarin and 
Bluebeard’s 
Castle, directed by  
Yuri Possokhov



THE CUNNING LITTLE VIXEN



THE CUNNING LITTLE VIXEN
BACKGROUND
Presented with innovative and original animation, this  
production explores the depths of human experience in  
a charming tale of love, peril, freedom, and family. On the  
surface, the opera is about childish things, but underneath, 
human emotions boil over and burst apart between the  
‘animals of the forest’ and their human interlocutors.

Director Yuval Sharon and Bill Barminski and Christopher 
Louie of Walter Robot Studios have crafted a digital world 
where the human heads of singers blend with animated  
animal bodies on three 26-feet screens. 

WATCH AN EXCERPT

‘A nifty, travel- 
accommodating 
compromise between 
a fully staged  
production and a 
semi-staged affair’

Forbes

CREATIVE TEAM
Director Yuval Sharon 
Animation Walter Robot Studios
Projection and lighting design 
Jason H. Thompson
Costumes Ann Closs-Farley
Masks Cristina Waltz

https://youtu.be/V6fKghXxcQM
mailto:https://www.forbes.com/sites/jenslaurson/2017/11/16/review-a-ravishing-cleveland-vixen-in-vienna/?subject=


THE CUNNING LITTLE VIXEN
THE VISION
‘Mark Williams, the Director of Artistic Planning came up to 
me and said “We’re thinking of doing Cunning Little Vixen” 
and I had already had developed this idea of singers engag-
ing with an animation with just their heads and an animated 
body that’s divorced from their physical body. It seemed 
like the right kind of approach for Cunning Little Vixen be-
cause it is so much about these animals coming to life and 
I was thinking with the animation it might work really well 
in a beautiful architectural space... I took a picture of Sever-
ance Hall and then created, in my very simple way, that kind 
of forced perspective that the screens will have. Creating 
that sort of panoramic shell was where I went on from. The 
whole idea of the singers putting their heads through the 
wall is something that we’re all used to when we go to ice 
skating rings or carnivals. That creates a really charming and 
quite wonderful dissonance between our sense of scale and 
the reality ahead of us.’ 

Yuval Sharon, Director

‘The images 
on screen 
were endlessly 
fascinating, but 
always enhancing 
the music and text’

Bachtrack

WATCH: MAKING THE CUNNING LITTLE VIXEN

mailto:https://bachtrack.com/review-vixen-welser-most-cleveland-may-2014?subject=
https://youtu.be/7O1T2j3PPFs


THE CUNNING LITTLE VIXEN
WHAT THEY SAY

‘Let’s say it right up front: the Cleveland Orchestra’s new production of Leoš Janáček’s  
enigmatic fable of the cycle of nature, The Cunning Little Vixen, is a triumph for all con-
cerned. The brilliantly imaginative interaction of cartoon illustration, digital video, 
live performers and the Cleveland Orchestra, with Franz Welser-Möst conducting 
was inspired, returning the story to its origin as a 1920 serialized comic strip. Příhody lišky 
Bystroušky (“The Adventures of Vixen Sharp-Ears”) is part comedy, part tragedy, with  
elements suitable for children, but other serious adult themes. This production masterfully 
wove those elements into a complex fabric of art, music and technology.

Sometimes live action merged with the animations, for instance early in the opera when 
the Forester captures the Vixen (sung with tireless energy and beauty by high soprano 
Martina Janková), the Forester’s hand becomes a huge cartoon image reaching across the 
screen to grab the Vixen. Later the Vixen dreams of becoming a dancing girl, which is easily 
portrayed in video, but probably not very convincing if it were presented live. Likewise, the 
Schoolmaster, wandering home in a drunken stupor, thinks that a waving sunflower is his 
lost love Terynka. The morphing of sunflower to the image of a beautiful woman was magi-
cal. The images on screen were endlessly fascinating, but always enhancing the music 
and text. Stage director Yuval Sharon and the designers clearly had collaborated very 
closely with the musicians. What was perhaps most remarkable about this production 
was that it all worked flawlessly, with no obvious technical glitches.’

Timothy Robson, Bachtrack

Photos: Roger M
astroianni

mailto:https://bachtrack.com/review-vixen-welser-most-cleveland-may-2014?subject=


THE CUNNING LITTLE VIXEN
WHAT THEY SAY (CONTINUED)

‘Behind the orchestra at Severance Hall is a small stage en-
closed on three sides by screens. Projected on those screens 
are animations, designed by Bill Barminski and Christopher 
Louie of Walter Robot studios and Jason H. Thompson, that 
are sophisticated enough to shift perspective smoothly 
and evoke three-dimensional space but are also con-
sciously naïve and stylized. Their playful absurdism is 
worlds away from the hyper-realism of a Pixar film: Earth-
tone splotches indicate autumnal leaves, and the frolicking 
animals are drawn with delightful childlike simplicity. Scratch-
es and blips in the background evoke the idiosyncrasies of 
celluloid film.

Cutouts in the screens let the cartoon animals take the heads 
of human singers, but only at certain moments. The juxtaposi-
tion of man and animal, reality and projection, is unstable and 
uncertain. While the human characters exist within an ani-
mated world, they also stand apart from it – at least before a 
moment of assimilation at the end that thrillingly captures the 
opera’s vision of nature as a cycle of death, rebirth and con-

stant transformation...
The animations were consistently responsive to the 
warmly propulsive music. It is a characteristic, irresistible 
Janacek move to break into a passage of swirling anxiety with 
a lush, lyrical orchestral surge, and Mr. Sharon and his col-
laborators echo these moments in sudden pullbacks of per-
spective.

They provide a consistently apt visual complement to 
a musical performance of impeccable quality and wide 
textural range, from the rustle of strings tapped with the 
wood of bows at the beginning to the horn fanfares that 
open the final scene with unassuming flawlessness.’ 

Zachary Woolfe, The New York Times

‘A consistently apt visual complement 
to a musical performance of impeccable 
quality and wide textural range’

https://www.nytimes.com/2014/05/24/arts/music/the-cunning-little-vixen-uses-projections-in-cleveland.html


PELLÉAS ET MÉLISANDE



PELLÉAS ET MÉLISANDE

BACKGROUND

Pelléas and Mélisande tells 
a tale of two fallen lovers, 
whose passions are destined 
by the realities surrounding 
them. The work, premiered 
in 1902, was composed when 
Impressionism was a new and 
radical force and is Claude 
Debussy’s only completed 
opera. While its storyline 
shares thematic links to the timeless legend of Tristan and Isolde, Debussy’s score also 
shares musical connections with the groundbreaking harmonies of Wagner’s opera.

It is among the most magical and mesmerising of all opera scores. Debussy’s beautiful 
depiction transforms the unending musical longing that Richard Wagner had pioneered with 
Tristan and Isolde into a tragedy of unique power.

CREATIVE TEAM
Director Yuval Sharon 
Set designer Mimi Lien
Projection and lighting design 
Jason H. Thompson
Costumes Ann Closs-Farley
Masks Cristina Waltz
Choreography Danielle Agami

‘This director 
is ambitiously 
reorienting the 
future of opera’

The New York Times

WATCH A PERFORMANCE EXCERPT

https://youtu.be/1sZqGmum8JE
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/05/08/arts/music/review-debussys-pelleas-but-this-time-all-boxed-in.html 


PELLÉAS ET MÉLISANDE
THE VISION

‘A central part of the inspiration for this new Cleveland production came from someone very 
close to The Cleveland Orchestra, Pierre Boulez.  In his description of Pelléas and Mélisande, 
Boulez said that it was ‘like a tree surrounded by mist.’ Because the dramatic world of this 
opera is ethereal and hazy, I wanted to use that idea to visualise this opera, for mist to be a 
defining element of this production.

I started thinking about a glass enclosure in which the characters can be seen, yet they 
are trapped, as prisoners – because the characters of this opera feel isolated from each 
other, and their loneliness informs their thoughts and actions. The glass box will fill with 
fog that may at times overwhelm or completely obscure the actors. The audience won’t 
see entrances or exits, just characters appearing and disappearing in a landscape of fog.  
Projections and several other technologies will give the impression of a constantly shifting 
world surrounding the singer-actors.

I hope that audiences that come to experience any opera are looking for something that 
transcends their everyday life in some way, for something that invites them to see the world 
in a broader and expanded way, by experiencing an amazing combination of musical and 
visual worlds.’

Yuval Sharon, Director

Photos: Roger M
astroianni



PELLÉAS ET MÉLISANDE
WHAT THEY SAY

‘In collaborations with traditional opera companies; with 
orchestras here and in Los Angeles; and with his own 
experimental company, the Industry, this director is 
ambitiously reorienting the future of opera. Previously 
the creator here, in 2014, of a production of “The Cunning 
Little Vixen” that was overly reliant on projections, Mr. 
Sharon and his team have produced a “Pelléas” that, 
precisely by remaining faithful to the spirit, story and 
music of Debussy’s work, is an object lesson in how an 
orchestra can stage – properly stage – an opera.

It does so by solving the riddle of space. High above and 
behind the orchestra, the designer Mimi Lien places a glass 
box. Sometimes it’s transparent; sometimes it’s opaque with 
frosting; sometimes it’s translucent with mist. It variously 
plays host to a troupe of dancers and actors – doubling the 
costumes of the singers – choreographed by Danielle Agami; 
to cutouts of a castle or a well to set the scene; and to the 
lighting and projections of Jason H. Thompson... The visuals 
are striking. After the scene in which Mélisande’s long hair 

ensnares Pelléas, a dancer tries to grasp hold of strands of 
yellow light that wave across the glass. Mélisande, at one 
point, is accompanied by a pale halo of gold, as if she were in 
some medieval Marian painting. At the crucial moment when 
Pelléas and Mélisande may or may not consummate their 
love, projections, dancing and shadows complicate what we 
see, underscoring the foggy limits of our understanding... 
Aware of what needs to be said and what does not, Mr. 
Sharon declines, just as his musical understanding means 
that he adds nothing in visuals where Debussy provides all 
we need in sound. He is committed, he has written, to an 
“art that celebrates doubt and destabilization,” and in 
this “Pelléas” he is content to query, never to provoke 
for provocation’s sake. And to those questions, Mr. Sharon 
and his collaborators add another: Through all that fog, are 
you, in the audience, seeing what you think you’re seeing? I 
certainly could not believe what I was hearing. 

David Allen, The New York Times

‘An object lesson in how an orchestra  
can stage – properly stage – an opera’

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/05/08/arts/music/review-debussys-pelleas-but-this-time-all-boxed-in.html 


THE MIRACULOUS MANDARIN / BLUEBEARD’S CASTLE  



THE MIRACULOUS MANDARIN / BLUEBEARD’S CASTLE  

CREATIVE TEAM
Choreography and stage  
direction Yuri Possokhov 
Set, lighting and projection  
design Alexander V. Nichols
Projection and lighting design 
Jason H. Thompson
Costume design Mark Zappone

BACKGROUND
In Bartók’s dark and symbolic tale of Bluebeard’s Castle, 
the Duke arrives home with his new bride, Judith. Discover-
ing seven locked doors, she demands the keys to each, and 
opening them one by one, reveals terrible blood-stained 
scenes, culminating with the door behind which he keeps 
former wives, whom she is destined to join. Written in 1911 
and reworked subsequently, the musical style is late-Roman-
tic, but each door reveals a different sound world from Bar-
tók’s rich imagination. 

Written after Bluebeard’s Castle, The Miraculous Mandarin 
was given its premiere in 1926, and was banned for its vio-
lent plot, in which three criminals force the young Mimi to 
lure passing strangers for them to rob. The third of their vic-
tims is the eponymous Mandarin, who refuses to die until he 
is allowed to embrace Mimi. Just as dark as Bluebeard’s Cas-
tle, the sound world is more dissonant, and influenced by 
Eastern European folk music and the music of Stravinsky.

WATCH BEHIND THE SCENES

https://youtu.be/3S1J3qQ1Ffs


THE MIRACULOUS MANDARIN / BLUEBEARD’S CASTLE  

THE VISION
‘We have come to a concept that is going to be engaging for 
the audience, the musicians and the dancers. The dance 
world in America is not so familiar with The Miraculous 
Mandarin, and bringing these two Bartók works together is 
unique. The audience will feel the absolute power of dance 
and the voice altogether in one space. Thinking about who 
would be the best person to tackle the very dark subject 
of these works, I thought of Yuri Possokhov as a very clear 
choice; he loves drama and loves to go to the dark side.’

Ashley Wheater, Artistic Director of Joffrey

INTERVIEWS WITH THE CREATIVE TEAM  

‘For every shocking or illicit deed 
depicted on stage... there was a 
redemptive love gesture by a musician, 
dancer, or singer. Rarely does tension, in 
a concert, run so high or so long’

The Plain Dealer

https://youtu.be/ZeBzwaOFnJA
https://www.cleveland.com/musicdance/2016/04/cleveland_orchestra_joffrey_ba_2.html


WHAT THEY SAY
‘Nights at Severance Hall don't get any bleaker. Neither, 
though, do they get much more gripping, or more darkly 
beautiful... Yes, “Bartók on Stage”, the latest collaboration 
between the Cleveland Orchestra and Chicago’s Joffrey Ballet, 
is a gloomy gem. For every shocking or illicit deed depicted 
on stage Thursday, there was a redemptive lovely gesture 
by a musician, dancer, or singer... Rarely does tension, in 
a concert, run so high or so long. Then again, rarely are The 
Miraculous Mandarin and Bluebeards Castle, two of Bartók’s 
most emotionally demanding works, presented back-to-back 
on the same evening… 

No less electric was Bluebeard’s Castle. Though staged more 
frequently, the opera as rendered here Thursday still boasted 
all the shocking dramatic power and visual appeal of its 
predecessor on the program… The set and lighting design 
by Nichols used digital projections to turn long cloth drapes 
into the castle's seven secret doors. Onto them were shown 
huge, striking images of the skulls, flowers, and rivers of tears 
they conceal. Bluebeard's three ex-wives emerged from the 
three archways over the hall's organ loft, and tasteful lighting 
cast the singers in silhouette and vibrant shades of blue and 
blood-red.’

Zachary Lewis, The Plain Dealer

Photos: Roger M
astroianni

http://www.cleveland.com/musicdance/index.ssf/2016/04/cleveland_orchestra_joffrey_ba_2.html


ARIADNE AUF NAXOS



ARIADNE AUF NAXOS

The opera features a play within a play. Two theatrical com-
panies have been hired to entertain guests. One is a bawdy 
comedic troupe, the other a serious opera company. Due 
to a change of plans, the two companies are told to present 
their performances simultaneously, bringing conflict and hu-
mour – and unexpected understanding – to what was origi-
nally intended to be simply entertaining and dramatic.

BACKGROUND

WATCH A PERFORMANCE EXCERPT

CREATIVE TEAM
Production director  
Frederic Wake-Walker 
Set, lighting and projection  
design Alexander V. Nichols
Collage, animation and video 
content design Dominic  
Robertson and Lottie Bowater
Costume design  
Jason Southgate
Hair and makeup design  
Mallory Pace

‘It’s nostalgia,  
and at the same 
time it’s where  
we are now’ 

The New York Times

FIND OUT HOW A HALL BECOMES A THEATRE

https://youtu.be/aL0H7Do0zAA
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/01/18/arts/music/cleveland-orchestra-review-ariadne-strauss.html
https://youtu.be/nnf0Hm-UDgs


ARIADNE AUF NAXOS

‘Ariadne auf Naxos is opera about opera, the highs and 
lows, the artistic dreams and the harsh realities. It is about a 
theatre full of egos and eccentrics, divine divas, and clumsy 
clowns, backstage intrigue and last-minute rehearsals. Yet 
ultimately, it is about how opera is able to transcend politics 
and practicalities and transport us to the land of the gods. 
My concept for [our production of] Ariadne is a collage op-
era: musically it is a complete mash-up of lots of different 
styles, and the story itself is of course about these two ope-
ras having to be performed together; so the style of the pro-
duction reflects that and I am working with Video Content 
Designer Dominic Robertson and Director of Photography 
Lottie Bowater on creating essentially a collage of images 
filmed which reflects the imagery of the piece.’

Frederic Wake-Walker, Director

THE VISION

‘Opera in the 21st century 
is morphing into the 
completely new medium, 
which is kind of the point of 
Ariadne auf Naxos. It is about 
the clash of different artistic 
disciplines and cultures, so it 
is an ideal subject.

Video Content Designer,  
Dominic Robertson 

THE DIRECTOR TALKS

https://youtu.be/goamEq77mEw
https://youtu.be/goamEq77mEw


ARIADNE AUF NAXOS
WHAT THEY SAY

‘Is Strauss’s “Ariadne auf Naxos” the best opera? Probably not, though it’s up there. If you 
asked me whether it was my favorite opera, my answer would be the same. But it must be 
the most operatic opera, the one that reflects most sweetly and profoundly on the nature 
of this strange, lovely hodgepodge of an art form. Putting on an opera, after all, is what the 
piece is all about. So it makes sense that the [audience]... takes its seats to find what looks 
like a rehearsal. The players, wearing their own street clothes, are onstage, with a plastic 
work table and some chairs... and, without anyone having applauded or the lights having 
gone down, the orchestra surges into the lithe rapids of the opening measures.

Staged by Frederic Wake-Walker, it’s a disarming, intimate beginning to this most disarming 
and intimate of scores. No other work so well captures how opera, at its best, is both of the 
world and a rapturous heightening of it. Time and again, Strauss almost offhandedly swirls 
his orchestra into another sphere… Throughout the spectacle of Ariadne’s suffering – and 
the interjections of the comedians who try to cheer her – fragments of old films (Chaplin, 
Marx Brothers, early cartoons) are projected… 

It’s nostalgia, and at the same time it’s where we are now. It’s winking, yet sincere. It is, as 
the work’s librettist, Hugo von Hofmannsthal, wrote of “Ariadne,” “a very serious trifle.” Like opera.’ 

Zachary Woolfe, The New York Times

Photos: Roger M
astroianni

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/01/18/arts/music/cleveland-orchestra-review-ariadne-strauss.html?partner=IFTTT


GET IN TOUCH

To find out more about how we can work together,  
please contact:

Eric Denut
Manager, Interdisciplinary

Maestro Arts 

+ 33 608 712 265

eric@maestroarts.com

https://maestroarts.com/projects
mailto:eric%40maestroarts.com?subject=Cleveland%20Projects


THE MAESTRO ARTS PHILOSOPHY
The worlds of art and entertainment increasingly look for new combinations of musical, visual and  
digital presentations that will appeal to audiences.

For Maestro Arts, this quest is not new – it has been at the core of our mission since we started. It sets us 
apart from other management companies, informing how we think, who we work with and what we do. 

We are passionate about the traditions of music and the excellence that all our artists embody, and we 
support them in exploring historic forms in innovative, thrilling ways.

The world isn’t flat and we believe art doesn’t have to be, either. The more perspectives we take in life, 
the richer our experience. Different art forms can feed into each other to create fresh, multilayered  
performances that move and inspire new audiences.

Our Project List represents this artistic mission. Whether these shows combine music with sculpture,  
animations, theatre or dance, they bring together the finest artists from different disciplines to say  
something new both about the experience of art, and about life itself. 

‘The world isn’t flat and we believe art doesn’t have to be, either.  
The more perspectives we take in life, the richer our experience‘


