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WELCOME TO THE WORLD PREMIERE OF A THOUSAND 
SPLENDID SUNS. Passion, drive, and determination have 
brought this work to McCaw Hall. If you enjoyed Khaled 
Hosseini’s breathtaking novel, it is my wish that you will 
enjoy this musical adaptation of Mariam’s and Laila’s 
intensely emotional story even more.

Commissioned in 2016 by Aidan Lang, our former general 
director, A Thousand Splendid Suns has been in various 
stages of production here at the opera for almost seven 
years. But, its origin goes back much further. Composer 
Sheila Silver envisioned an opera in 2009, while listening 
to the audiobook version during her commute to the 
State University of New York, Stony Brook, where she 
was a professor of music. She invited her longtime artistic 
collaborator, librettist Stephen Kitsakos, to join her vision. 

Her passion took her to India for six months to study Hindustani music, the classical music 
found across India, Pakistan, and Afghanistan. Her studies with Pandit Kedar Narayan 
Bodas, a celebrated vocalist, influenced the opera’s soundscape, which features the 
bansuri (traditional Hindustani wooden flute) and the tabla.

When I was appointed General Director in 2019, I immediately recognized Sheila’s long 
and deep commitment to create this work, and I embraced the challenges of mounting a 
world premiere. The initial steps included assembling a world-class creative team, mainly 
selecting a stage director with intimate knowledge of Afghan culture. I reached out to 
friends and colleagues in Oman, India, and the Arab Emirates. I even Googled “Afghan 
stage directors.” Roya Sadat caught my attention. Famous for her award-winning films and 
television productions, Roya is a trailblazer—one of the first Afghan women filmmakers 
of the post-Taliban era. Highly creative and entrepreneurial, she also founded the Herat 
International Women’s Film Festival. After several conversations with her, I was convinced 
that she was the best match for the job. More importantly, she agreed to direct the 
production. To lead the musicians, I turned to Viswa Subbaraman (Flight ’21) because of 
his extensive experience conducting new works and his knowledge of Hindustani music. 
Moreover, to ensure that our stage presentation accurately reflected Afghanistan, we 
sought the advice of cultural consultants, Rika Sadat, Aziz Deildaar, and Humaira Ghilzai.

Located on the legendary Silk Road, Afghanistan is often called the “Heart of Asia.” 
Bordered by Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, Pakistan, Iran, and China, Afghanistan’s 
location connects southern and eastern Asia to Europe and the Middle East. Afghanistan 
also has a long history of being influenced and ruled by outside empire builders dating 
back to Alexander the Great and Genghis Khan. As a result, Afghans are ethnically diverse 
in appearance. So, we worked very closely with Roya in selecting our cast for their artistic 
abilities and appearance.

In addition to our creative efforts onstage, we are showcasing Afghan art and culture, 
throughout McCaw Hall. I invite you take time to view the displays in the lobby and attend 
our pre- and post-show discussions. I hope the exhibits will further your interests in 
Afghanistan, a country rich in history, culture, and the arts.

Presenting a world premiere is nerve wracking as well as extremely exciting. The 
dedication of our entire team is required. Therefore, I am deeply grateful for the hard work, 
expertise, and enthusiasm of everyone involved. I’m also thankful to all our funders and 
supporters whose contributions make this opera possible. Thank you all so very much.

Last, but certainly not least, I’m incredibly honored that you have chosen to experience 
A Thousand Splendid Suns.

Christina Scheppelmann 

FROM THE  
GENERAL  
DIRECTOR
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FROM THE 
PRESIDENT

Welcome to the world premiere of A Thousand Splendid 
Suns. We are so proud of this production! A world premiere 
on a global subject, created by an international team with 
a contemporary story and artistry that pushes the edges of 
the art form. All expressed with opera’s passionate lyricism.

What a way to embody the Seattle Opera Vision statement: 

Seattle Opera is vital to the dynamic cultural 
and civic life of our region and to the evolution 
of opera across the world.

By definition, a world premiere expands an art form. This is 
good for the art form. It’s also good for business. From the 
Metropolitan Opera to Seattle Opera, post-pandemic opera 
is finding that contemporary works attract large audiences. 
When contemporary content is delivered with opera’s 

passionate human expression, magic happens. Opera’s 500-year history is renewed.

But our Vision Statement doesn’t just address artistic excellence. It links the international 
evolution of opera with the civic life of our region. We deliberately claim opera’s place on both 
the performing and civic stages. This is a new focus of our Vision but a natural outgrowth of 
who we have always been.

Seattle Opera’s board and staff are fellow citizens who love opera and love our region. 
We envision a future in which the company, by producing thrilling work, is a leader in the 
reinvention of a flourishing post-pandemic region.

Our productions bring people in. Literally in! Out of their homes and back in to town. Live,  
in-person arts and sports are at the forefront of events that bring people to the city. Embracing 
the attraction of the arts to reinvigorate the region makes us a vitally important civic player. 
And the pull goes beyond audiences. With the production of A Thousand Splendid Suns, 
Seattle Opera employed more than 200 people directly, including on-stage artists, musicians, 
company staff, electricians, carpenters, sound and video technicians, costumers, hair and 
makeup artists, language interpreters, and cultural and heritage consultants. They (and you!) 
patronize area restaurants, stores, hotels, and more.

Further, Seattle Opera directly addresses civic challenges through educational programs and 
engagement work with partner organizations like Path with Art, Refugee Artisan  Initiative, 
and Plymouth Housing. These collaborations produce art and joy.

So, for good citizenship and sheer pleasure, join us! First for an opulently designed and 
extravagantly sung La traviata in May. Make it a full month of opera by enjoying the Big 
Opera Party on May 12. Our 60th anniversary season is right around the corner, featuring 
Wagner’s Das Rheingold, Rossini’s Barber of Seville, and two operas not previously seen in 
Seattle: Anthony Davis’s X: The Life and Times of Malcolm X and Handel’s Alcina. Keep an 
eye out for gala anniversary events—more to come on that. You won’t want to miss a thing! 
Season tickets are available for purchase today at intermission: look for an Audience Services 
representative on the Grand Lobby.

But now, as the house lights dim, feel the electricity of the world premiere moment. Bask in 
A Thousand Splendid Suns.

Lesley Chapin Wyckoff, President 
Seattle Opera Board of Directors

SEATTLE OPERA 
DIRECTORY
Unless otherwise indicated, the following 
numbers are in the 206 area code.

Seattle Opera Audience Services
Phone: 389.7676
Outside Seattle: 800.426.1619
For TTY Service: 800.833.6388
Group Sales: 676.5588
Ticket Donations (day of show): 676.5544
Website: www.seattleopera.org

Seattle Opera Donor Services
Phone: 389.7669
Email: donor.services@seattleopera.org

Seattle Opera Administrative Offices
Phone: 389.7600
363 Mercer Street
Seattle, WA 98109-4600
Website: www.seattleopera.org

Marion Oliver McCaw Hall 
Location: 321 Mercer Street
Phone: 733.9725
www.mccawhall.com
Head Usher: 733.9722 
Security Office: 733.9735
Restaurant—Prelude: 615.0404
Lost and Found: 684.7200 
Parking: 684.7340
Monorail: 905.2620
Hall Rental: 684.7103
Seattle Center Information: 684.7200

Amusements: Gifts of Artistic Expression
Hours: 5:00 p.m. for evening performances and 
11:30 a.m. for matinee performances; during 
intermissions
Phone: 774.4990
Email: info@amusementsgiftshop.com
Gift Shop Manager: Kate Farwell
Amusements is operated jointly by 
Seattle Opera and Pacific Northwest Ballet.

BRAVO! 
Phone: 389.7676
Email: bravo@seattleopera.org

Seattle Opera Guild
Email: guild@seattleopera.org
Seattle Opera Guild is an organization 
independent of Seattle Opera.
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CONTENT ADVISORY
This opera contains violent and abusive 
content and may be triggering for some 
audience members.  Topics include 
domestic abuse, discrimination,  intense 
depictions of violence, and suicide 
themes.  

If you are experiencing domestic 
violence, abuse or other forms violence, 
please reach out to one of these  local 
resources. 

COMMUNITY HELPLINES 
& RESOURCES
SUICIDE CRISIS LIFELINE
988

KING COUNTY DOMESTIC VIOLENCE 
HOTLINE
call or chat 24 hours  
206-737-0242 or 877-737-0242
 
NATIONAL DOMESTIC VIOLENCE 
HOTLINE
call, chat, or text 24 hours 
800-799-7233 or 800-787-3224 (TTY)

TEEN DATING VIOLENCE HOTLINE 
call, chat, or text 24 hours  
866-331-9474

THE STRONGHEARTS NATIVE 
HELPLINE 
call or chat 24hr 
844-762-8483
 
CONSEJO COUNSELING AND  
REFERRAL SERVICE 
Mon-Fri 8:00 AM - 5:00 PM 
206-461-4880 
After Hours & Weekend Crisis Line  
206-461-3222 

DOMESTIC ABUSE WOMEN’S 
NETWORK 
24hr Advocacy & Support Line 
425-656-7867 or 1-877-465-7234
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It has always been my hope 
that A Thousand Splendid 
Suns would become a 
relic of the past. Through 
the story of Mariam and 
Laila, the novel chronicles 
the struggles and hopes 
of Afghan women over 
decades of violence and 
political turmoil. The 1990s, 
in particular, were punishing 
years for Afghan women. 
In the civil war of 1992-
1996—a brutal conflict that 

saw swaths of Kabul demolished and claimed some 50,000 
lives—women bore the brunt of suffering. Women were 
targeted and used as spoils of war. They were abducted, 
sexually assaulted, forced into marriage with mujahideen 
militiamen, and sold into prostitution rings. The brutality 
ended in 1996, when the Taliban drove out the fractured 
mujahideen. But peace and stability came at a crushing 
cost—especially to women.

What happened next is well documented. The Taliban 
stripped women of most essential rights. Draconian laws 
prohibited women from traveling without a male companion. 
Women were shut out of schools, government positions, 
and most sectors of the labor market. Wearing jewelry, 
laughing in public, painting fingernails, singing, or watching 
unapproved films became crimes punishable by flogging or 
worse. Literacy rates plummeted. Suicide and mental illness 
among girls and women skyrocketed. The burqa became a 
symbol of the relentless oppression of Afghan women. 

When A Thousand Splendid Suns was published in 2007, 
a few years after the American intervention, it seemed 
possible to me—maybe even plausible—that my book 
would in fact become a relic of the past, a tale from a dark 
era overcome and hopefully left behind. Though in rural 
Afghanistan conditions often remained onerous for women, 
millions of girls returned to school. Women enrolled in 
universities and ran for political office. They served as 
mayors, provincial governors, police chiefs, lawyers, IT 
engineers, members of parliament. Women spoke on 
television nightly. They worked alongside aid workers in 

NGOs. Patriarchal cultural norms continued to present 
challenges to female autonomy, but Afghan women, as the 
saying goes, “nevertheless persisted.” 

I won’t ever forget the horrific scenes at the Kabul airport in 
August 2021. Nor how it felt like American military planes 
had scarcely left Afghan airspace before the Taliban claimed 
Kabul. The Taliban’s second reign has been an unmitigated 
disaster. The economy is on the verge of collapse. Nearly 24 
million need vital humanitarian relief. Millions don’t know 
where their next meal will come from. Millions more are 
displaced. Draconian laws are back. And, as in the 1990s, it 
has fallen once again on Afghan women to bear the brunt. 
Once more they have lost their freedom of movement. 
Once again, they are barred from high school and university. 
Once more their medical care is compromised, their work 
opportunities curtailed, their dignity taken.

I am convinced that there is no group of people more resilient 
or resourceful on the planet than Afghan women. They are 
an enormous asset to Afghanistan, and for the country to 
have any chance at a viable future, women must be allowed 
fully to practice their rights. They must be given access 
to economic, civic, and legal space to make good on their 
incalculable contributions.

Aldous Huxley once said that, after silence, music comes 
closest to expressing the inexpressible. We see reflected in 
music who we are, what it means to be human in this world. 
Opera is uniquely powerful in this regard: the stagecraft, 
the dramatic narrative, and the music combined produce 
heightened emotional tension through which we find the 
great human themes expressed: loss, pain, love, joy, regret. 
The arts remain our most powerful teachers of empathy, 
and it is my hope that this opera proves not only a beautiful 
musical journey but also an expression—through the tale of 
Mariam and Laila—of the collective struggles and sacrifices 
of Afghan women. I am grateful to Seattle Opera and 
everyone on this production, with special thanks to my friend 
the indefatigable Sheila Silver for her passion and many 
years of toil on this opera, to librettist Stephen Kitsakos, and 
to filmmaker Roya Sadat, a fellow Afghan, for helming this 
opera. No doubt she too hopes that A Thousand Splendid 
Suns will become one day a relic of an erstwhile era.

FROM THE  
AUTHOR
By Khaled Hosseini
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We are deeply 
grateful to you, Seattle 
Opera’s 4,000 Annual 
Fund Donors. Your 
passion for opera and 
contributions at every 
dollar amount inspire 
great performances in 
McCaw Hall, and support 
engaging activities at 
the Opera Center and 
throughout Washington 
State all season long.  

Thank you!

Photo © Philip Newton

JAY & SUZY WAKEFIELD
IBIDUNNI OJIKUTU
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Commissioned by Seattle Opera, with support 
from a Virginia B. Toulmin Foundation OPERA 
America Commissioning Grant. Developed and 
co-commissioned by The American Opera Project 
with support from the National Endowment for the 
Arts. Libretto co-commissioned by The American 
Opera Project and the New York State Council on 
the Arts. Additional support for Silver includes a 
John Simon Guggenheim Fellowship and an OPERA 
America Toulmin Discovery Grant. Additional 
development support and partners include the 
Berkshire Taconic Martha Boschen Porter Fund, 
Hudson Area Library, The Studios of Key West, and 
OPERA America New Works Forum in association 
with NOVUS NY orchestra.

† Seattle mainstage debut
Opera presentation and production © Seattle Opera 
2023. Copying of any performance by camera, audio, 
or video recording equipment, and by any other 
copying device, and any other use of such copying 
devices during the performance is prohibited.

World Premiere
Performances at McCaw Hall: February 25 
& 26, March 3, 5, 8, & 11, 2023  
Evening Performances: 7:30 PM, 
Matinees 2:00 PM
Act I: 75 minutes 
Intermission: 25 minutes 
Acts II: 75 minutes 
 
In English with English captions

Music by Sheila Silver † 
Libretto by Stephen Kitsakos† 
Based on the novel by Khaled Hosseini†

CONDUCTOR

Viswa Subbaraman

STAGE DIRECTOR

Roya Sadat †
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Anderson Nunnelley
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Misha Kachman †
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Geoffrey Alm

CULTURAL CONSULTANT
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PRODUCTION CONSULTANT
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(in order of appearance)
MARIAM Karin Mushegain
NANA/MARKET WOMAN#1/WAJMA Tess Altiveros
DRIVER/HAKIM Ashraf Sewailam
WIFE #1/MARKET WOMAN #3 Sarah Mattox
WIFE #2/MARKET WOMAN#2 Ibidunni Ojikutu
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A THOUSAND 
SPLENDID SUNS



THE STORY
ACT I 
SCENE ONE, 1974
An impoverished hut outside Herat. Nana and her illegitimate 
daughter Mariam are arguing. Mariam’s father, Jalil, has promised 
to take her out for her fifteenth birthday. When he does not 
arrive, she disobeys her mother and leaves. The next morning, 
she returns to discover Nana has committed suicide.

SCENE TWO, 1974
Jalil’s house. Mariam is to be married. She begs Jalil to send her 
to school instead of forcing her into marriage, but he refuses. 
The next day, she marries the forty-five-year old Rasheed, a 
shoemaker from Kabul. Departing, she declares she never wants 
to see her father again.

SCENE THREE, 1974
Rasheed’s house. Mariam has difficulty adjusting to being a wife. 
Rasheed, kind at first, becomes impatient. Mariam goes to the 
bustling market where she meets other wives and the lively 
Fariba, who befriends her. She returns home and prepares dinner 
for Rasheed. Afterwards, he gives her a burqa, telling her that a 
woman’s face is only for her husband. 

SCENE FOUR, 1978
Rasheed’s house. Outside, a pregnant Fariba meets Mariam. She 
sympathizes over Mariam’s three miscarriages. Soviet airplanes 
are heard above. Mariam laments not being able to produce a 
son. Rasheed storms in and turns on the radio. At home, Fariba 
goes into labor. Rasheed is displeased with the way Mariam 
cooks rice. He punishes her, forcing her to chew rocks. Fariba 
delivers a daughter whom she and Hakim, her husband, call Laila. 
Artillery guns announce the Russians’ arrival.

SCENE FIVE, 1992
Hakim’s house. The Soviets have been forced out of Kabul. Laila, 
now fourteen years old, is arguing with her mother about Tariq, 
a young man with a prosthetic leg. Fariba chastises her and Laila 
runs for comfort to her gentle father, Hakim. On her balcony, 
Laila yearns for Tariq. He appears and they flirt. Singing of their 
love, they share their first kiss. But sounds of gunfire erupt. 
Tariq declares that with the Russians gone, the Afghans lack a 
common enemy and are turning against each other.

INTERMISSION

ACT II 
SCENE ONE, 1992
Hakim’s house. Tariq visits Laila. Tribal warlords are now fighting 
each other and Tariq will evacuate with his parents to Pakistan. 
Heartbroken, but consumed by their passion, Laila and Tariq 
make love. Afterwards, Tariq wants to ask Hakim for permission 
to marry Laila. She says her mother will not leave Kabul and she 
won’t abandon her father. Later, Hakim announces that Fariba 
has agreed to leave. They will go to Pakistan. Laila is overjoyed to 
reunite with her beloved Tariq. Fariba sorts through things to sell, 
including her wedding dress. Laila dances with the dress until a 
bomb destroys their house.

SCENE TWO, 1993
Rasheed’s house. Laila is recovering, nursed reluctantly by 
Mariam. Fariba and Hakim are dead but Rasheed dug Laila out 
of the rubble. He treats Mariam like a dog. Alone, Laila realizes 
she is pregnant with Tariq’s child. A few weeks later, Sharif, a 
traveling businessman, comes to tell Laila he met Tariq in a 
Pakistani hospital where the young man died. That evening, 
Rasheed and Mariam argue bitterly over Laila. Mariam wants 
her gone but Rasheed has decided to marry her. Laila, secretly 
pregnant and alone, agrees.

SCENE THREE, 1994
Rasheed’s house. Laila is tending to her infant daughter Aziza. 
Rasheed is disgusted by both of them while Mariam and Laila 
have been at each other’s throats. Demanding sex, Rasheed 
exclaims that Laila must do her duty. Accusing Mariam of 
teaching Laila to deny him, he beats her, but Laila defends 
Mariam by luring Rasheed away. Mariam bonds with Aziza. Later, 
in a moment of courage, Laila reveals to Mariam that Aziza is not 
Rasheed’s daughter. Laila is planning on running away and wants 
Mariam to come. The two unite over the hatred of their husband.

SCENE FOUR, 1996
Bus Station. The Taliban have solidified their power. Laila and 
Mariam seek the assistance of a man to help them buy tickets, 
as women may not travel without a man. Laila finds Wakil, who 
agrees, only to betray them. Rasheed turns up and beats them 
mercilessly. 

SCENE FIVE, July 2001
Rasheed’s House. Zalmai, the five-year-old son of Laila and 
Rasheed, is playing with Mariam when Laila returns from visiting 
Aziza in an orphanage. Rasheed enters and argues with Laila, 
threatening to kill her. The next day, a knock at the door reveals 
Tariq who is alive. Sharif was hired by Rasheed to lie. When 
Rasheed learns of Tariq’s visit. Mariam saves Laila’s life by killing 
Rasheed. Convincing Laila to flee with Tariq and the children, she 
will remain behind to take responsibility, knowing she will be 
sentenced to death. As Mariam walks to her execution, she has 
an understanding that her life has had meaning. Laila, Tariq, and 
the children have escaped to a new life. It was worth her sacrifice. 
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By Sheila Silver

My first encounter with A Thousand Splendid 
Suns was in 2009 driving down the highway at 
sixty miles an hour, listening to the audiobook. 
When I reached the climax tears were streaming 
down my face and I thought, “This is an opera!” 
I saw Mariam and Laila as sublime heroines 
surviving in a system designed to suppress them. 
I wanted to tell their story. For two years the 
novel haunted me. Finally, I reread it and thus the 
journey began.

I knew that I would thoroughly research the history and culture of Afghanistan, but 
how would I create a sound-world that evokes Afghanistan? As a mature composer 
I have developed a harmonic language that merges both tonal and atonal idioms, 
and I have often turned to different kinds of music for inspiration. For A Thousand 
Splendid Suns, I decided to study Hindustani music, the classical music of Pakistan, 
Northern India, and Afghanistan, which was introduced to the Kabul court in the 19th 
century. In June of 2013, supported by a Guggenheim Fellowship, I went to India to 
study with Pandit Kedar Narayan Bodas, a distinguished Hindustani vocalist. As I set 
off on this initial six-month-stay with my husband and fifteen-year-old son, I had no 
idea how profoundly this music would influence my Western compositional voice. 

I was immediately drawn in by the raga. A raga is like a scale but with specific 
melodic motives and voice-leading properties. In the opera most of the characters’ 
music is initially based on a specific raga. Once a theme is established it is ripe for 
manipulation. The leitmotifs and even the ragas themselves become referential. 
The audience does not need to perceive the presence of a raga, but for me each 
raga became material for melodic and harmonic invention. Laila and Tariq’s music 
is based on Bagashree, “the raga of love.” The bond between Mariam and Laila is 
based on Ahir Bhairov. The raga Jog, initially heard in the wedding music for Mariam 
and Rasheed, reoccurs with a darker quality when Laila is about to marry Rasheed. It 
returns in the final scene when Mariam sings the aria  “It all stops tonight.” Her music 
is both heroic and prayerful, reflecting her transformation yet still connected to the 
moment when she was forced to marry Rasheed.

I also fell in love with the Hindustani drone—a pedal point underpinning every 
Hindustani musical presentation and using the principal pitch(es) of a raga. The 
sound is all-pervasive, flowing in waves, alive with fluctuating harmonics (upper 
partials), grounding, mesmerizing, and mystical. Imagining how to orchestrate 
this drone throughout the entire orchestra thrilled me. There are many drones 
strategically placed in the opera and each one is orchestrated differently.

There were many other aspects of Hindustani music, especially the approach to 
rhythm, which affected my composing. And while these influences inspired my 
invention and merged with my personal voice, I never felt obligated to adhere strictly 
to the tenets of this incredible music. My goal was to create a unique sound-world 
colored by these influences yet firmly rooted in Western operatic traditions and 
my personal compositional idioms. I added two non-Western instruments to the 
orchestra: bansuri (bamboo flute) and tabla (Hindustani drums).

When the opera opens, we hear an orchestral drone with a call-and-response melody 
based on raga Bilas Kanitodi. This music invites the audience to enter a unique 
sound-world and be transported by the story of these two courageous women who 
prevail through the power of their love.

two instruments 
new to  
western opera
Sheila Silver's orchestration for A Thousand 
Splendid Suns includes two non-Western 
instruments fundamental to classical and 
folk music throughout South Asia, including 
India, Pakistan, and Afghanistan: the bansuri 
(bamboo flute) and tabla (hand drums).  
The bansuri comes in many sizes ranging 
from high to low and several will be used. 
The score calls for four pitched tablas and 
one baya (the lower larger drum of the tabla 
pair, somewhat like a kettle drum) as well 
as a daf, a frame drum originating in Persia 
and common throughout South Asia. In 
Hindustani music the bansuri and the tabla 
are improvised—traditionally their music is 
not written down. Composer Sheila Silver, 
worked closely with Steve Gorn (bansuri 
artist) and Deep Singh (tabla artist) to create 
parts both improvisatory and notated, so 
the conductor can sync their music with the 
complex writing for the other instruments.

The orchestration for A Thousand Splendid Suns 
features tablas similar to these.

Photo © Shutterstock 

COMPOSER'S NOTES
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By Stephen Kitsakos 

After my long-time collaborator, Sheila Silver, 
proposed that we write an opera based on  
A Thousand Splendid Suns, I read Khaled 
Hosseini’s novel and thought: here is a powerful 
narrative of love and redemption. It had all the 
elements I value when creating a new work. I 
am often attracted to stories about characters 
imbued with strong beliefs, whether secular or 
sacred, and I saw in the book the potential to 
create the intangible onstage. 

With two powerful love stories and a pair of 
heroines confronting patriarchy and physical 
abuse, there were fertile opportunities for music 
to carry the weight of this remarkable tale. The 

libretto needed to accomplish a great deal in two and a half hours. My first task 
was to distill Hosseini’s lengthy novel to its essence: a portrayal of two women 
who develop a deeply supportive and loving bond, while trapped in an oppressive 
relationship with their one husband, encompassed by shifting socio-political, 
historical, and religious forces. 

The novel is written in four sections with fluctuating voices, perspectives, and 
overlapping timelines. In a book we can luxuriate in the words on the page; not so 
on the opera stage, where music drives the emotion forward and the words need 
to express what everyone must see and hear in the moment. I decided to write the 
libretto using a traditional dramatic structure. The audience meets and experiences 
Mariam, Rasheed, Laila, and Tariq as their journeys unfold. To heighten the drama, I 
reordered some timelines and juxtaposed two or more events. For example, in Act 
One, I contrast Mariam’s agony by Rasheed’s hand against the bittersweet pain of 
Fariba’s childbirth. I incorporated into the text portions of the narrative poem, Laili 
and Majnoon, the “Romeo and Juliet of the East.” And I always kept close to me 
Sahib-e-Tabrizi’s poem about Kabul. “One could not count the moons that shimmer 
on her roofs, or the thousand splendid suns that hide behind her walls.” The city 
hovers strategically over the action of the opera. 

While there is profound love in this story, violence is also an unavoidable part. 
Deciding which moments of violence to depict was challenging, and I chose to create 
an atmosphere of the “fear of cruelty” before introducing any on-stage fighting. This 
atmosphere materializes chiefly through the darkly mercurial Rasheed. For instance, 
when he first brings Mariam to his home in Kabul, he attempts to be kind, but a quick 
verbal outburst gives us an uncomfortable glimpse of who he will become. Hosseini 
does not portray all men as being the same. Tariq, the boyfriend of Laila, and Hakim, 
her father, are kind and loving, a counterweight to Rasheed’s brutality and the 
barbarous Taliban. 

Finally, we injected some playfulness in places where relief from the intensity of 
the action was required. The fusion of laughter and tears goes back to ancient roots 
in the art of storytelling. So much has shifted politically in Afghanistan since Sheila 
and I began to work on the opera. The brilliance of the book is that it has remained 
relevant in the two decades since it was published. In part, this is because it tells a 
universal story—one of love and deliverance. But, it also tells another, more sinister 
story, that of the struggle against authoritarian control, whether in a home, a 
country, or for that matter, the world.

The bansuri is a common instrument found throughout 
Central and South Asia.

Photo © Shutterstock 

LIBRETTIST'S NOTES
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By Roya Sadat 

This could have been a euphoric day for me, a performance after which 
to return to my homeland and share the success of a monumental 
accomplishment with my countrymen. Fate, alas, transformed my 
sentiments of personal joy and pride to those of duty and responsibility. 
Directing A Thousand Splendid Suns at Seattle Opera became an austere 
obligation owed to the women of Afghanistan.

Through the story of Laila and Mariam, A Thousand Splendid Suns narrates 
the suffering and perseverance of Afghan women, those who, like Laila, 
despite unthinkable adversity, injustice, and difficulties of womanhood, 
wholeheartedly remain loyal to love and life. It is the story of women like 
Laila, who through quiet determination, patience, and devotion pull their 
beloveds out of war and masculine villainies. Hence Laila and Mariam reveal 
how women continue vigorously to generate indelible stories.

I owe these women! All who want to be the narrators of courage, honor, 
resistance, and love for the bright nature of life should take our hands and 
pull these women out of the heart of the history of fate and crime, like 
a branch of light. Let's stay with them and be the voices of their heroic 
screams.

Initially, I wanted to imagine the opera in a contemporary and modern 
framework, perhaps more relatable to the audience. In the end, however, I 
chose realist, somewhat abstract, symbolic designs for sets and wardrobe 
to convey a clearer understanding of Mariam and Laila’s lifestyle and their 
environment.

In our opera designs and atmosphere, the modest mud house and seductive 
sunset behind splendid historical minarets visualize the city’s confusion 
and perturbance; the prison inside the historic castle tells of destruction of 
civilizations in the shadow of war; the bustling colorful bazaar juxtaposed 
against the silence of obscure shadows at the bus station remind us of the 
eternal battle of light against darkness. The bright light on the women’s 
faces, contrasted with the surrounding darkness on the stage creates a 
frame for conversation; the colorful clothes of women, in the most colorless 
and acrimonious scene, expresses hope and lends meaning to life.

For me, Mariam and Laila are the history, loyalty, courage, and perseverance 
of women in this unjust world. 

Mariam’s painful but dignified life gives us a sense of pride in and hope for 
humanity. Simultaneously, though, we indulge in being charmed by Laila’s 
romance, but in the end, dark shadows overwhelm the allure of delightful 
love stories.

As you read in my biography, I am a filmmaker and my first experience 
started with theater. My films have been shown on many international screens and have received national and international prizes. However, 
working on my very first opera is a bittersweet story. It is the story of an Afghan woman director, who, while undertaking the task of creating 
art to relate the story of her country’s women, in a blink of an eye, loses her homeland to the Taliban’s abyss and between Kabul and Seattle, 
suddenly becomes homeless. 

Indeed, I was on my way to attend the first production meeting for A Thousand Splendid Suns at Seattle Opera on an August morning in 2021 
that I received a text from my sister, Elka. A quick search through the Internet confirmed her message. The Taliban had captured power  
in Afghanistan.

DIRECTOR'S NOTES
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How was it possible that the same Taliban that had confined 
Afghan women and girls during their first rule in the 1990s, 
the same Taliban that had carried thousands of terrorist 
and suicide attacks on civilians, the same Taliban that were 
on international terrorist watch lists would be allowed to 
return to power?

Like millions of Afghans, I asked myself, why has the world 
abandoned the people of Afghanistan? How could they trust 
a barbaric extremist group? What happened to twenty years 
of global slogans in support of the women of Afghanistan?

As I turned the doorknob to the meeting room in Seattle 
Opera that day, I was no longer the same person. My mind, 
my view and indeed, my mission for this task changed. The 
excitement and personal elation vanished. My task was no 
longer simply to portray the universal pain, struggle, and 
perseverance of women through the story of two Afghan 
women. It became a duty to convey an unparalleled injustice 
to which my countrywomen are condemned. 

It is of no importance where we come from. West, East, 
North, and South are political delineations. Our thoughts 
and emotions create our common and fundamental 
humanity, a commonality that no border can separate. 

Every Afghan child has aspirations as big as every child in 
Seattle, Los Angeles, London. Every Afghan mother has as 
much compassion in her heart as every mother on Earth. 
However today, Afghan mothers are being flogged in front 
of their children and they witness their daughters being 
systematically deprived of basic rights. 

Our pain is not only closing the doors of school to women. 
The most radical terrorist group rules Afghanistan. They 
have attacked the foundations and values of society and are 
trying to change it based on their dark thoughts. They seek 
to brainwash the minds of children and young people. They 
propagate and teach prejudice and ignorance in schools and 
universities. The world does not see this great danger and 
is still looking for a deal with the Taliban. In their world, war 
makes men stronger and destroys women. This petrifying 
structure must change.

Let us lend our voice to a nation that is being held hostage 
at gunpoint by the terrorist Taliban. Let us put our humanist 
beliefs and slogans to practice and support the just cause 
of the women of Afghanistan. This is a collective human 
obligation. We are all responsible. 

Your very presence at this performance demonstrates that 
the world’s conscience is awake. I thank you for showing 
solidarity. 

I am also grateful to my incredibly talented and committed 
colleagues and Seattle Opera for providing the opportunity 
to tell this story. I know that in this frenzied ticket buying 
market, it takes courage to deal with human-centered 
stories, and I value your courage.

Untitled, painting by Afghan painter and graffiti artist Shamsia Hassani.

Afghan graffiti artist and muralist Shamsia Hassani is on a 
mission to portray a different Afghanistan—one as a country 
famous for art not war. Hassani's "characters" have roles 
just like characters in films, plays, and operas. Depending 
on current circumstances in her life and the world, her 
art illustrates political and social messages. Hassani has 
exhibited her art and created murals in North America, Asia, 
and Europe. In the US her murals can be found in California, 
New York, Massachusetts, and Oregon.
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How was it possible that the same Taliban that had confined 
Afghan women and girls during their first rule in the 1990s, 
the same Taliban that had carried thousands of terrorist 
and suicide attacks on civilians, the same Taliban that were 
on international terrorist watch lists would be allowed to 
return to power?

Like millions of Afghans, I asked myself, why has the world 
abandoned the people of Afghanistan? How could they trust 
a barbaric extremist group? What happened to twenty years 
of global slogans in support of the women of Afghanistan?

As I turned the doorknob to the meeting room in Seattle 
Opera that day, I was no longer the same person. My mind, 
my view and indeed, my mission for this task changed. The 
excitement and personal elation vanished. My task was no 
longer simply to portray the universal pain, struggle, and 
perseverance of women through the story of two Afghan 
women. It became a duty to convey an unparalleled injustice 
to which my countrywomen are condemned. 

It is of no importance where we come from. West, East, 
North, and South are political delineations. Our thoughts 
and emotions create our common and fundamental 
humanity, a commonality that no border can separate. 

Every Afghan child has aspirations as big as every child in 
Seattle, Los Angeles, London. Every Afghan mother has as 
much compassion in her heart as every mother on Earth. 
However today, Afghan mothers are being flogged in front 
of their children and they witness their daughters being 
systematically deprived of basic rights. 

Our pain is not only closing the doors of school to women. 
The most radical terrorist group rules Afghanistan. They 
have attacked the foundations and values of society and are 
trying to change it based on their dark thoughts. They seek 
to brainwash the minds of children and young people. They 
propagate and teach prejudice and ignorance in schools and 
universities. The world does not see this great danger and 
is still looking for a deal with the Taliban. In their world, war 
makes men stronger and destroys women. This petrifying 
structure must change.

Let us lend our voice to a nation that is being held hostage 
at gunpoint by the terrorist Taliban. Let us put our humanist 
beliefs and slogans to practice and support the just cause 
of the women of Afghanistan. This is a collective human 
obligation. We are all responsible. 

Your very presence at this performance demonstrates that 
the world’s conscience is awake. I thank you for showing 
solidarity. 

I am also grateful to my incredibly talented and committed 
colleagues and Seattle Opera for providing the opportunity 
to tell this story. I know that in this frenzied ticket buying 
market, it takes courage to deal with human-centered 
stories, and I value your courage.

Untitled, painting by Afghan painter and graffiti artist Shamsia Hassani.

Afghan graffiti artist and muralist Shamsia Hassani is on a 
mission to portray a different Afghanistan—one as a country 
famous for art not war. Hassani's "characters" have roles 
just like characters in films, plays, and operas. Depending 
on current circumstances in her life and the world, her 
art illustrates political and social messages. Hassani has 
exhibited her art and created murals in North America, Asia, 
and Europe. In the US her murals can be found in California, 
New York, Massachusetts, and Oregon.
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By Deborah Trout

Members of the costume staff: Back row, L to R:  
Ruthanne Swanson, Cynthia Abbott, Rachael Smith-Ferri, Ashlee 
Naegle, Nell Thompson, Renita Davenport, Miriam Goodman-
Miller, Cora Brown. Middle Row, L to R: Alice Cao, Carrie Rees 
Johnson, Cheryl Lavarias, Deborah Trout (seated), Yoko Niendorf, 
Marie Quinn Kramer. Front Row: Samantha Tapola.

At the time of this writing, we, the costume team, 
are just beginning our fittings for our principal 
singers. Yet we have already fit approximately 
100 costumes on the performers who fill out the 
world of this opera’s epic journey. Our team has 
been hard at work searching across the globe 
for costumes that reflect the Afghanistan of the 
1970s through the year 2001. Our journey sent 
some of us to Los Angeles to hunt through the 
city’s vintage stores, fabric stores, and costume 
rental houses. Others have traveled to Greece 
to gather traditional Afghan clothing made for 
a recent Roya Sadat project that was filmed on 
site there. We have culled through the costume 
stock rooms of Seattle, searched online for both 
modern and traditional costume pieces, and 
our costume shop artisans are currently making 
some of our costumes from scratch. On our 
journey we have learned how regionally specific 
and rich Afghanistan’s traditional clothing is, and 
of the many large and small ways the country’s 
modern clothing has been impacted by the many 
shifts in its ruling powers. The specificity and 
the subtleties of this knowledge would not be 
possible for us to decipher without the guidance 
of Afghan costume designer Rika Sadat. It has 
been a gift to have her expertise in our midst, 
and for me, an affirmation that there are truly 
no “small players” in this shop. I thank each and 
every member of our team.

Traditional cothing for the bus station scene in  Act Two.

Western cothing used in the marketplace scene in Act One.

COSTUME 
DESIGNER'S 
NOTES
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By Misha Kachman 

The land of Afghanistan, its beauty, history, color, and texture, the quality of light—those are the things that inspired me. I imagined us in Kabul, 
which is located in a mountain valley and surrounded by ranges on all sides, meaning that wherever you look there is a silhouette of a mountain 
range. During the day the beige-gray or snowcapped mountains stand against the blue sky and at night they get transformed into groups of 
little lights coming from people who live up there on the slopes. This is what lead to our “mountains-clouds” idea. 

The main construction material in rural Afghanistan is mud 
brick, and all surfaces on the set are old, weathered, wind-bitten, 
marked with holes—either from bullets or (perhaps) from missing 
ancient artifacts. But the closer the physical environment is 
to the performers the more naturalistic it becomes. There are 
several realistic households with very different personalities, 
multiple street scenes, a bus station, and other outside settings. 
However, while designing those environments, I retained an 
almost superstitious sense that as long as the big, poetic idea of 
the design is emotionally right, the practical needs of individual 
scenes will take care of themselves.

SET 
DESIGNER'S 
NOTES

Early scenic sketch of the Kabul bus station.

Conceptual sketch and model of scenic design. Early scenic sketch of a Kabul home.
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MacGregor Arney and 
Rheanna Atendido in Teenage 
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Nate Watters.

AF_2022_Encore_Ad.indd   1AF_2022_Encore_Ad.indd   1 9/7/22   4:41 PM9/7/22   4:41 PM



SUPPORTING OPERA IN PERPETUITY
Established in 1982 to provide support for Seattle Opera’s mission and activities, the Seattle Opera Foundation (SOF) manages 
donations directed to the Endowment for Seattle Opera—a permanent investment fund that generates a perpetual source 
of support. The Endowment is funded by generous supporters like you! Through these contributions, coupled with excellent 
fiscal management from the SOF Board, the Endowment for Seattle Opera keeps us sharing the voices, music, drama, and 
storytelling that move you.

“Legacy gifts made to the Seattle Opera Foundation are important to Seattle Opera because they create an ongoing source of 
income to support the company’s operations for years to come. These distributions are an essential means by which the opera 
can plan for its future.”  
                    —Steven Phelps, SO Foundation President

NAMED FUNDS AT THE SEATTLE OPERA FOUNDATION
We are deeply grateful to the donors who have established named 
endowment funds and the hundreds of opera fans who have named 
the Seattle Opera Foundation in their will in order to support Seattle 
Opera’s work for the enjoyment of generations to come.

PROGRAMS & PARTNERSHIPS 
C. Keith Birkenfeld Memorial Trust for Education
The Clowes Fund for In-School Education Programs Endowment 
Carmen Elizabeth Delo Endowed Fund for Education
Paul and Susan Flack Endowment Fund
William Randolph Hearst Endowed Fund for Educational Outreach
 at Seattle Opera 
Perry Lorenzo Fund for In-School Education 
Dr. Stanley M. Pier Endowed Fund for In-School Education 
Cecelia Schultz Music Foundation Fund for Educational Scholarships 
Gertrude E. Sprenger Education Endowment 
Marian Lackovich Fund

GENERAL ENDOWMENT 
Max E. Gellert Memorial Fund 
Speight Jenkins Endowed Fund 
Dr. Phyllis Badgi and Dr. Kennan Hollingsworth Endowed Fund 
Jim and Gretchen Faulstich Endowed Fund 
Mary F. Stowe Endowed Fund

ARTISTIC & PRODUCTION 
Kreielsheimer Endowment Fund for Mainstage 
Eulalie Schneider Fund for Artistic Excellence 
Lundgren Endowment for New Works 
Diana Blackmore Endowed Fund 
Hartmut B. Gottschau Endowed Fund supporting German Operas

To learn more about the Foundation and the Endowment for Seattle Opera, visit seattleopera.org/legacy or contact  
Donor Services at 206.389.7669 or donor.services@seattleopera.org.

We are grateful to the Seattle Opera Foundation for the over $1.3 million in 
funds distributed annually to support all aspects of Seattle Opera’s work.
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For years, numerous individuals and organizations have welcomed Afghan refugees to Washington State with open arms. These dedicated 
volunteers and professionals are aiding new arrivals with food and shelter, clothing and toiletries, health care and education, as well as 
employment and immigration assistance. You can also help welcome our new friends, families, and neighbors by volunteering and donating to 
these organizations:

Afghans evacuated by the United States still face humanitarian needs.

Afghan American Cultural Association
www.aaca-wa.org

Afghans of Seattle
www.facebook.com/afghansofseattle

Afghan Health Initiative 
www.afghanhealth.org

Diocese of Olympia  
Refugee Resettlement Office
www.dioceserroseattle.org

Immigrant Women’s Community Center
iwccwa.org

International Rescue Committee-Seattle
www.rescue.org/united-states/seattle-wa
 

YOU CAN HELP

Jewish Family Service
www.jfsseattle.org

Kits for Peace/Essentials First
www.essentialsfirst.org

Lutheran Community  
Services Northwest
www.lcsnw.org 

American Muslim  
Empowerment Network
www.mapsredmond.org/amen

Muslim Community Resource Center
www.mapsredmond.org/mcrc

Refugee Artisan Initiative
www.refugeesarts.org 

Refugee and Immigrant  
Services Northwest
www.risnw.org

Refugee Women’s Alliance
www.rewa.org

Sahar Education
www.sahareducation.org

SCM Medical Missions
www.scmmedicalmissions.org

Viets for Afghans
www.vietsforafghans.org

World Relief-Western Washington
www.worldrelief.org/western-wa
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KHALED HOSSEINI
Author (Kabul, Afghanistan)

Khaled Hosseini was 
born in Kabul, 
Afghanistan, in 1965. In 
1980, after the Soviet 
invasion of his 
birthplace, Khaled and 
his family were granted 

political asylum in the U.S. Khaled studied 
medicine and practiced as a physician in 
California until 2004, after which he 
dedicated himself to writing. He is the author 
of The Kite Runner, A Thousand Splendid Suns, 
and other books. He has served as a Goodwill 
Ambassador for UNHCR, the UN Refugee 
Agency, since 2006.  In 2008, he launched 
The Khaled Hosseini Foundation, a 501(c)(3) 
nonprofit, which provides humanitarian 
assistance to the people of Afghanistan. 
He lives in California.

SHEILA SILVER
Composer (Seattle, WA)

Seattle Opera Debut
Sheila Silver is a 
distinguished composer 
of chamber and 
orchestral music, 
songs, and opera. 
“Only a few composers 

in any generation enliven the art form with 
their musical language and herald new 
directions in music. Sheila Silver is such a 
visionary.” (Wetterauer Zeitung) As a 2014 
Guggenheim Fellow, she traveled to India to 
study Hindustani music with master singer 
Kedar Narayan Bodas in order to incorporate 
elements of Hindustani music into her score 
for A Thousand Splendid Suns. Her opera 
The Wooden Sword won the Sackler Prize in 
Music Composition for Opera. Other awards 
include the Rome Prize, American Academy 
and Institute of Arts and Letters Composers 
Award, a Bunting Institute/Radcliffe 
Fellowship, and the Prix de Paris. Her work 
has been commissioned and performed 
throughout the world. She is Professor 
Emeritus of Music at Stony Brook University. 
Silver was born and raised in Seattle, 
Washington, and began studying piano at the 
age of five.

STEPHEN KITSAKOS
Librettist (New York, NY)

Seattle Opera Debut
Stephen Kitsakos is an 
opera librettist, theater 
writer, and performing 
arts educator. 
Writing commissions 
include the National 

Endowment for the Arts, New York State 
Council on the Arts, American Opera Project, 
BMI Foundation, Florida Arts Council, ABC-
CLIO, ASCAP Foundation, Catskill Watershed 
Corp. and the Episcopal Diocese of New York. 
With the composer Sheila Silver he wrote 
the libretto for The Wooden Sword (’09) and 
the cantata The White Rooster (’10) for the 
Smithsonian Institution. Other collaborations 
include The Other Voice (’98) with composer 
Robert Starer and Gail Godwin, Single 
Occupancies (’20) with composer Martin 
Hennessy and librettist Mark Campbell and 
The Pleasing Recollection, A Cabaret Opera 
(’22) for baritone Michael Kelly, with music 
by Hennessy. A contributing writer for The 
Sondheim Review, Kitsakos was a Professor of 
Theater Arts at State University of New York-
New Paltz, and currently teaches at University 
of California-Los Angeles’ Osher Institute and 
The Studios of Key West. Upcoming projects 
include the opera adaptation of Tomasz 
Jedrowski’s Swimming in the Dark with 
Hennessy.

GEOFFREY ALM
Fight Director & Intimacy Coach 
 (Seattle, WA)

Seattle Opera Debut: 
War and Peace (’90) 
Previously at Seattle 
Opera: Carmen (’19), Il 
trovatore (’19); Rigoletto 
(’19) 
Engagements: Sweat 

(ACT Theatre); Macbeth (Seattle Shakespeare 
Company)

TESS ALTIVEROS
Nana/Market Woman #1/Wajma 
Soprano (Seattle, WA)

Seattle Opera Debut: 
Clorinda, The Combat 
(’17) 
Previously at Seattle 
Opera: Giannetta, The 
Elixir of Love (’22, ’21); 
Songs of Summer (’20); 

Female Soldier, The Falling and the Rising (’19) 
Engagements: La messaggera, L’Orfeo 
(Pacific Music Works); Susanna, The Marriage 
of Figaro (Intermountain Opera); Female 
Soldier, The Falling and the Rising (Arizona 
Opera, Intermountain Opera, & Opera 
Memphis); Soloist, Wayward Sisters (Pacific 
MusicWorks)

MARTIN BAKARI
Jalil/Wakil/Guard

Tenor (Yellow Springs, 
OH)
Seattle Opera Debut: 
Peter the Honeyman, 
Porgy and Bess (’18) 
Previously at Seattle 
Opera: Don Basilio, 

The Marriage of Figaro (’22); Monsieur Triquet, 
Eugene Onegin (’20) 
Engagements: Charlie Parker, Charlie Parker’s 
Yardbird (Atlanta Opera, Arizona Opera, 
Pittsburgh Opera, Dayton Opera, and New 
Orleans Opera); Tenor Soloist, Carmina 
Burana (Carnegie Hall and Symphony San 
Jose); Goro, Madame Butterfly (Dallas Opera); 
Dr. Caius, Falstaff (Houston Grand Opera); 
Soloist, The Cartography Project (Washington 
National Opera); Prince Claus, Becoming 
Santa Claus (Chicago Opera Theater)

LORENZO JOSE BOADO
Zalmai

Soprano (Seattle, WA)
Seattle Opera Debut
Engagements: Violin 
Soloist, The Four 
Seasons: “Spring” 
(Orchestra Recital 
Series); Oliver, Oliver 

(Bellevue Opera); Soprano Soloist (St. James 
Cathedral Youth Choir)
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SARAH COIT
Fariba/Wife#3

Mezzo Soprano (Spring 
Hill, FL) 
Seattle Opera Debut: 
Mercedes, Carmen (’19) 
Engagements: Addison 
Moore, The Copper 
Queen and Composer, 

Ariadne auf Naxos (Arizona Opera); Rosina, 
The Barber of Seville and Laurene Powell 
Jobs, The (R)evolution of Steve Jobs (Utah 
Opera); Stéphano, Romeo and Juliet (San 
Diego Opera); Sesto, Julius Caesar (West Edge 
Opera)

AZIZ DEILDAAR
Production Consultant (Kabul, 
Afghanistan)

Seattle Opera Debut
Aziz Deildaar is a 
writer, editor, and 
cinematographer 
whose work in TV and 
film has been seen 
around the word. His 

screenplay for A Letter to the President won 
the award for Best Screenplay at the 9th 
Annual South Asian Association for Regional 
Cooperation Film Festival in Colombo, Sri 
Lanka. Deildaar served as Lecturer in the 
Department of Cinema at Kabul University 
and CEO of Roya Film House. He currently 
works as Program Manager for the Herat 
International Women’s Film Festival.

GRACE ELAINE FRANCK-SMITH
Zalmai

Soprano (Seattle, WA)
Seattle Opera Debut
Engagements: Spring 
Recital and Fall 
Recitals, Jose Luis 
Munoz Music Academy; 
Bellevue Chamber 

Chorus Concert

ARTISTS CONT.

http://portlandopera.org
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HUMAIRA GHILZAI
Cultural Consultant (Kabul, Afghanistan)

Seattle Opera Debut 
Humaira Ghilzai is a 
sought-after cultural 
expert, speaker, and 
writer with a mission to 
unveil the beauty, 
poetry, and humanity 

of the Afghan people through stories. 
Humaira made her Broadway debut in 2022 
with the production of The Kite Runner and 
has been working on the opera A Thousand 
Splendid Suns since 2017. 
Engagements: US and UK tours of the 
theatrical adaptations of Khaled Hosseini’s 
A Thousand Splendid Suns and The Kite 
Runner; Blood and Gifts (La Jolla Playhouse); 
Heartland (off-Broadway); Selling Kabul 
(Seattle Rep and Signature Theatre); Two 
Jews Walk Into a War (Theatre J); The Most 
Dangerous Highway in the World (Golden 
Thread Productions); Film and TV, Little 
America (Apple TV), Whiskey Tango Foxtrot, 
and Merry Friggin’ Christmas

MISHA KACHMAN
Set Designer (Washington, DC)

Seattle Opera Debut 
Engagements: Set 
Designer, Turandot 
(Teatro Degollado); 
Minor Character (Wilma 
Theater); Kleptocracy 
(Arena Stage); There’s 

Always the Hudson (Woolly Mammoth 
Theatre Company); Beastgirl (The Kennedy 
Center); Our Town (Syracuse Stage)

SARAH MATTOX
Wife #1/Market Woman #3

Mezzo Soprano (Bend, 
OR) 
Seattle Opera Debut: 
Fyodor, Boris Godunov 
(’00) 
Previously at Seattle 
Opera: The Mezzo, 

A Very Drunken Christmas Carol (’21); Teacher, 
The (R)evolution of Steve Jobs (’19); Kate 
Pinkerton, Madame Butterfly (’17);  
Engagements: Julia Child, Bon Appetit! 
(Tacoma Opera); Mezzo Soloist, Durufle’s 
Requiem (Missoula Symphony); Beethoven’s 
Symphony #9 (Boise Philharmonic); Composer, 
Heart Mountain Suite (Central Oregon 
Mastersingers); Mozart’s Requiem (Harmonia 
Seattle); Skirvin’s Curve of Gold and Corigliano’s 
Fern Hill (Seattle Choral Company)

MAUREEN MCKAY
Laila

Soprano (Atlanta, GA) 
Seattle Opera Debut: 
Leïla, The Pearl Fishers 
(’15) 
Seattle Opera Young 
Artist: 2004/05, 
2005/06 

Engagements: Pamina, The Magic Flute 
(Komische Oper Berlin); Gretel, Hansel and 
Gretel (Bayerische Staatsoper); Sister 
Genovieffa, Suor Angelica and Echo, Ariadne 
auf Naxos (Metropolitan Opera); Soprano 
Soloist, Beethoven’s Symphony #9 (Dallas 
Symphony Orchestra at Bravo! Vail Festival)

JOHN MOORE
Rasheed

Baritone (Milford 
(Okoboji), IA) 
Seattle Opera Debut: 
Count Almaviva, The 
Marriage of Figaro (’16)  
Previously at Seattle 
Opera: Marcello, 

La bohème (’21); Eugene Onegin, Eugene Onegin 
(’20); Steve Jobs, The (R)evolution of Steve Jobs 
(’19) 
Engagements: Jess, A Thousand Acres 
(Des Moines Metro Opera); Steve Jobs, The  
(R)evolution of Steve Jobs (Atlanta Opera, 
Austin Opera, and Lyric Opera of Kansas City); 
Count Almaviva, The Marriage of Figaro (New 
Zealand Opera); Jan Nyman, Breaking the 
Waves (Opera Philadelphia)

RAFAEL MORAS
Tariq

Tenor (San Antonio, TX) 
Seattle Opera Debut 
Engagements: Don 
José, Carmen 
(Minnesota Opera); 
Alfredo, La traviata 
(Holy City Arts & Lyric 

Opera and Utah Opera); Tenor Soloist, Fiesta 
Sinfónica (Houston Symphony); Tenor Soloist, 
Entre Amigos (Fort Worth Opera); Father 
Matias, El Milagro del Recuerdo (Arizona 
Opera and Houston Grand Opera); Duke of 
Mantua, Rigoletto (Sacramento Philharmonic 
& Opera)

KARIN MUSHEGAIN
Mariam

Mezzo-Soprano 
(Redlands, CA) 
Seattle Opera Debut: 
Cinderella, Cinderella 
(’13) 
Previously at Seattle 
Opera: Minskwoman, 

Flight (’21); Cherubino, The Marriage of Figaro 
(’16) 
Engagements: Rosina, The Barber of Seville 
(Charlottesville Opera); Zerlina, Don Giovanni 
(Austin Opera); Hansel, Hansel and Gretel 
(Virginia Opera)

ANDERSON NUNNELLEY 
Associate Stage Director (Santa Fe, NM)

Seattle Opera Debut: 
Charlie Parker’s 
Yardbird (’20)
Seattle Opera Artistic 
Administration Intern 
(’12–’13)
Previously at Seattle 

Opera: Associate Director, Blue (’22)
Seattle Opera Debut: Assistant Director, 
Charlie Parker’s Yardbird (’20)
Engagements: Assistant Director, Lucia Di 
Lammermoor; (LA Opera); Assistant Director, 
Falstaff and The Lord of Cries (Santa Fe 
Opera); Associate Producer, Svadba (Boston 
Lyric Opera & Opera Philadelphia); Associate 
Producer, Solider Song (Opera Philadelphia)
Assistant Director, Pelléas et Mélisande 
(Santa Fe Opera)
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IBIDUNNI OJIKUTU
Wife #2/Market Woman #2

Soprano (Bellingham, 
WA) 
Seattle Opera Debut: 
Strawberry Woman, 
Porgy and Bess (’11) 
Previously at Seattle 
Opera: Strawberry 

Woman, Porgy and Bess (’18) 
Engagements: Elsa, Lohengrin (SkyOpera); 
Antron’s Mother, The Central Park Five 
(Portland Opera); Soprano Soloist, 
Extraordinary Measures (Mount Baker 
Theater); Okoye and Beethoven (Western 
Washington University Symphony Orchestra); 
Featured Star, In the Garden of Sonder (Music 
From Home)

ANDREW POTTER
Mullah/Sharif/Soldier

Bass (Mansfield, OH) 
Seattle Opera Debut: 
Abimelech, Samson 
and Delilah  (’23)
Engagements: 
Sarastro, The Magic 
Flute (Eugene Opera); 

Scarpia, Tosca (Indianapolis Opera); Don 
Pasquale, Don Pasquale (Opera Santa 
Barbara); King Rene, Iolanta (Pacific Opera 
Project); Sparafucile, Rigoletto (Opera 
Orlando); Vodnik, Rusalka (Portland Opera)

RIKA SADAT
Costume Cultural & Historical Consultant 
(Herat, Afghanistan)

Seattle Opera Debut
Rika Sadat is an 
entrepreneur, 
businesswoman, and 
one of Afghanistan’s 
most prominent 
fashion and costume 

designers. In addition to designing the sets for 
some of the country’s most famous television 
shows, she has used her fashion business to 
work in direct opposition to the Taliban’s strict 
and oppressive rule. Sadat is the Founder 
and Director of Abnoos, a women-led luxury 
silk COVID-19 mask business and modeling 
company, which she developed under the 
Taliban to create employment opportunities 
for women suffering during the pandemic and 
Afghanistan’s rising humanitarian crisis.

ARTISTS CONT.

Open Wed–Sun
11 am–5 pm
Admission is always free
fryemuseum.org

FEB 04–MAY 14

Image: Katherine Bradford. Woman Flying, 1999. Oil on canvas dropcloth. 84 x 72 in. Portland Museum of Art, Maine. Museum purchase with support 
from the Friends of the Collection, 2012.14 © Katherine Bradford. Image courtesy Luc Demers

Flying Woman: The Paintings of Katherine Bradford is organized by the Portland Museum of Art, Maine. The exhibition was curated by Jaime 
DeSimone, former Robert and Elizabeth Nanovic Curator of Contemporary Art, Portland Museum of Art, Maine. The presentation at the Frye Art 
Museum is organized by Amanda Donnan, Chief Curator.  Generous support for the Frye’s installation is provided by ArtsFund, the Frye Foundation, 
and Frye Members. News media sponsorship is provided by The Seattle Times. Broadcast media sponsorship is provided by KCTS 9.

TICKETS
MEANYCENTER.ORG

206-543-4880

May 6

LOS ANGELES 
MASTER CHORALE

Lagrime di San Pietro 
Staged by acclaimed director PETER SELLARS

http://fryemuseum.org
http://meanycenter.org


ROYA SADAT
Director (Herat, Afghanistan)

Seattle Opera Debut
Roya Sadat is 
Afghanistan’s first 
woman film and 
television producer 
during the post-Taliban 
era and the winner 

of more than 20 international film awards, 
including the 2021 Kim Dae Jung Nobel Peace 
Film Award and the 2018 International Women 
of Courage Award presented by the United 
States Department of State. Sadat is among the 
BBC’s 100 Inspiring and Influential Women for 
2021. Her three films—A Letter to the President 
(’17), Playing the Taar (’08), and Three Dots 
(’03)—have been invited to more than 60 
International Film Festivals. A Letter to 
the President was selected as the official 
entry from Afghanistan for the Best Foreign 
Language Film at the 90th Academy Awards. In 
addition, she has produced eight documentary 
films, three television programs, as well as a 
music video.

JEN SCHRIEVER
Lighting Designer (New York, NY)

Seattle Opera Debut 
Engagements: Lighting 
Designer, A Strange Loop 
(Lyceum Theatre); 1776 
(American Airlines 
Theatre); Death of a 
Salesman (Hudson 

Theatre); Selling Kabul (Playwrights Horizons); 
The Pearl Fishers (Metropolitan Opera); Blue 
Man Group (National Tour)

ASHRAF SEWAILAM
Hakim/Driver

Bass-Baritone (Cairo, 
Egypt) 
Seattle Opera Debut: 
Colline, La bohème (’07) 
Previously at Seattle 
Opera: Colline, La 
bohème (’21); Leporello, 

Don Giovanni (’14); Mandarin, Turandot (’12) 
Engagements: Capitán, Florencia in the 
Amazon (Pittsburgh Opera); Alidoro, Cinderella 
(San Diego Opera); Mustafa, The Italian Girl in 
Algiers (Portland Opera); Maometto II, 
Maometto II (Washington Concert Opera); First 
Priest, The Magic Flute (Metropolitan Opera); 
Bartolo, The Barber of Seville (New Orleans 
Opera)

VISWA SUBBARAMAN
Conductor (Big Spring, TX)

Seattle Opera Debut: 
Flight (’21) 
Previously at Seattle 
Opera: Conductor, Blue 
(’22) 
Engagements: We 
Shall Not Be Moved 

(Opera Philadelphia and Dutch National 
Opera); Voir Dire (Fort Worth Opera)

DEBORAH TROUT
Costume Designer (Seattle, WA)

Seattle Opera Debut: 
The Marriage of Figaro 
(’09)  
Previously at Seattle 
Opera: The Turn of the 
Screw (’19), Beatrice and 
Benedict (’18); An 

American Dream (’15) 
Engagements: Costume Designer, The 
Crucible, Dracula, and Mr. Burns – A Post 
Electric Play (ACT Theatre); A Dolls House 
Part 2, True West, and The Hound of the 
Baskervilles (Seattle Repertory Theatre)

ROBERTSON WITMER
Sound Designer (Seattle WA)

Seattle Opera Debut: 
The Falling & The Rising 
(’19)  
Previously at Seattle 
Opera: Orpheus and 
Eurydice (’22); Welcome 
Back Concert: Die 

Walküre (’21); Tosca (’21) 
Engagements: Sound Designer, A Christmas 
Carol (ACT Theatre); Harlem Nutcracker 
(Spectrum Dance Theater);Greenwood(Alvin 
Ailey American Dance Theater) Red Riding 
Hood (Seattle Children’s Theatre)

ORCHESTRA
Violin I
Eduardo Rios, Concertmaster
Hui Cao
Timothy Garland
Sol Im
Caitlin Kelley
Je Yeon Lee
Heewon Park
Mikhail Shmidt
John Weller
Jeannie Wells Yablonsky

Violin II
Seung Hoon Lee, Principal
Kathleen Boyer, Asst. Principal
Eugene Bazhanov
Brittany Breeden
Stephen Bryant
Linda Cole
Artur Girsky
Ilana Zaks

Viola
Timothy Hale, Principal
Aaron Conitz
Wesley Dyring
Allison Farkas
Kayleigh Miller
Rachel Swerdlow

Cello
Efe Baltacigil, Principal
Nathan Chan, Asst. Principal
Walter Gray
Emily Hu
Charles Jacot
David Sabee

Bass
Jordan Anderson, Principal
Jonathan Burnstein
Sam Casseday
Travis Gore

Flute
Jeffrey Barker, Principal
Zartouhi Dombourian-Eby

Piccolo
Zartouhi Dombourian-Eby

Oboe
Ben Hausmann, Principal

English Horn
Dan Williams

Seattle Opera 2022/23 Season26

ARTISTS CONT.



Clarinet
Benjamin Lulich, Principal
Laura DeLuca

Bass Clarinet
Eric Jacobs

Bassoon
Luke Fieweger, Principal
Kipras Mažeika

Horn
Jeffrey Fair, Principal
Jenna Breen

Trumpet
Alexander White, Principal
Michael Myers

Trombone
Ko-ichiro Yamamoto, Principal
Keith Winkle
Eden Garza

Tuba
John DiCesare, Principal

Percussion
Matt Decker, Principal
Rob Tucker

Harp
Valerie Muzzolini, Principal

Piano/Celesta
Jay Rozendaal

Personnel Manager
Liz Kane

Assistant Personnel Manager
Keith Higgins

Rotating members of the string section are 
listed alphabetically. 
The Orchestra is composed of members of 
the Seattle Symphony Orchestra. 

SUPERNUMERARIES
Maxwell Adams 
Akshay Agrawal
Kendall Carr
Richard Eidal
Jake Fatooh
Jasmine Hall
Jimmy Harrop

       27A Thousand Splendid Suns

DEEP SINGH
Tabla/Daf/Dholak/Tibetan Bowls 
(New York, NY)

Deep Singh is a 
Grammy-nominated 
artist who at the age 
of six became the 
youngest disciple of the 
late tabla master, Ustad 
Allah Rakha. Singh’s 

versatility as a performer, composer, and a 
producer has given him a unique place in the 
music industry resulting in some very 
innovative collaborations with leading artists 
from both the East and West, including 
Andrew Lloyd Webber/A. R. Rahman’s musical 
Bombay Dreams; Twyla Tharp’s musical Come 
Fly Away; Mira Nair/Vishal Bhardwaj’s musical 
Monsoon Wedding; and Aditya Chopra, Vishal 
Dadlani, and Sheykhar Ravjiani’s musical 
Come Fall In Love. He’s Performed with the 
Queens Symphony and composed “Anthem of 
Us” for India’s Prime Minister. He debuted 
“DEVO-Sutra” at Madison Square Garden/
Time Square (featuring DEVO). He’s 
performed with artists from India and 
Pakistan, including Ustad Nusrat Fateh Ali, 
Ustad Ghulam Ali, Ustad Sultan Khan, Ustad 
Salamat Ali, Ustad Hussain Bux, Hariharan, 
and Anuradha Paudwal.

Luther M. Hintz
Jack House
David Hsieh
Christopher Kehoe
Hanna Krasnowsky
Beth Krynicki
Dan Lathrop
Gary Lee
Laura McFarlane
Tyrone Olds
Leah Papernick
Jeff Parker
Sara Pierce
Bruce Schickler
John Smilgin
MarrSean Sonko
Ryan Strong
Kevin Swantek
Olivia Taguinod
Oliver Tjalve
Stephen Willey
Holden Withington
April Zhong

STEVE GORN
Bansuri (Rosendale, NY)

Steve Gorn, whose 
bansuri flute is said to 
‘re-align the cells,’ is 
featured on the 2011 
Grammy winning 
recording, “Miho – 
Journey to the 

Mountain,” with Dhruba Ghosh and the Paul 
Winter Consort, as well as the Academy 
Award winning Documentary film, Born into 
Brothels. He has performed Indian Classical 
Music and new American Music on the bansuri 
bamboo flute in concerts and festivals 
throughout the world. His gurus are the late 
bansuri masters Sri Gour Goswami of Kolkata, 
and Pt. Raghunath Seth of Mumbai, who he 
often accompanied in concert. He also studied 
with the late Ustad Z. M. Dagar. He has often 
performed in India, appearing at Bharat 
Bhavan in Bhopal, Habitat Center and Triveni 
Hall in New Delhi, The Sangeet Research 
Academy in Kolkata, National Centre for 
Performing Arts, The Nehru Center in 
Mumbai, and numerous other venues. His 
performance with Pandit Ravi Shankar’s 
disciple, Barun Kumar Pal, at Kolkata’s Rama 
Krishna Mission, was televised throughout 
India. In 2013, he was awarded the Pandit 
Jasraj Hyderabad Award for Cross Cultural 
Achievement.
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Seattle Opera is exceedingly 
grateful for recent contributions 
from the following organizations. 
Their impact keeps opera  
and the arts thriving in  
our community. 

UPCOMING 
EVENTS
JOHN MOORE IN RECITAL
THURSDAY, MARCH 2, AT 7:30 PM
THE OPERA CENTER
Since making his Seattle Opera debut in 2016, 
John Moore has been welcomed back to McCaw 
Hall in a variety of roles from Papageno in The 
Magic Flute to the title role in The (R)evolution 
of Steve Jobs. He has prepared a special 
program for a recital in the intimate Tagney 
Jones Hall. Be sure to join us for this one-night-
only performance and experience Moore’s 
“smooth, suave high baritone and exceptionally 
handsome stage presence” (OperaWire). 
General Public: $45, Subscribers $40

SEATTLEOPERA.ORG/JOHNMOORE

COMMUNITY CONVERSATION: 
SHUJAAT: CELEBRATING 
AFGHAN WOMEN’S 
RESILIENCE
WEDNESDAY, MARCH 8 AT 5:00 PM
THE OPERA CENTER
In this International Women’s Day event co-
hosted by the Center for Women & Democracy 
and featuring speakers from the Refugee 
Women’s Alliance, Sahar Education, and the 
Refugee Artisan Initiative, learn more about 
challenges that Afghan women are facing here 
and abroad and how you could support our 
newest neighbors and community members. 
Afghan cultural consultant Humaira Ghilzai will 
moderate.  
Free. 

SEATTLEOPERA.ORG/RESILIENCE

ARTISTS RECITAL: FROM HIS 
HEART’S DEEP CORE
FEATURING ELLAINA LEWIS AND MARTIN 
BAKARI WITH JOE WILLIAMS
TUESDAY, APRIL 4, AT 7:30 PM
THE OPERA CENTER
Seattle Opera favorites Martin Bakari (The 
Marriage of Figaro) and Ellaina Lewis (Blue) 
team up with Tacoma pianist Joe Williams 
for a special night of opera, classical art song, 

Seattle Opera thanks our Community Partners for A Thousand Splendid Suns

Afghanistan National Institute of Music
AliBaba Awrang Calligraphy
ArtLords
Center for Women and Democracy

MEDIA PARTNER:SUPPORTED IN PART BY: 

Jazze’s Organic Afghan Fusion
JFS Refugee Resettlement Program
University of Washington Ethnomusicology
University of Washington Persian & Iranian Studies
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1314 E. John St.
Seattle, WA
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Anchored by a vibrant, friendly downtown, and surround by water... 
infinite adventures await.

and jazz. The program will feature music 
from Richard Thompson and other African 
American composers, including settings of 
Paul Lawrence Dunbar’s poetry, which has 
resonated and inspired artists for generations 
across many musical genres.  
General Public: $45, Subscribers: $40

SEATTLEOPERA.ORG/RECITAL

WOMEN IN OPERA
CLASSES BEGIN MARCH 29 
ONLINE VIA ZOOM WEBINAR (6 
SESSIONS)
Judy Tsou, UW Head Music Librarian 
Emeritus, will illuminate women’s 
involvement in opera as creators, directors, 
and conductors and scrutinizes opera’s often 
troubling treatment of women as characters. 
Along the way, you’ll explore works ranging 
from Francesca Caccini’s 17th-century La 
liberazione di Ruggiero to contemporary 
works like Du Yun’s Pulitzer Prize-winning 
Angel’s Bone.  
$150, Sliding Scale Fee. 

SEATTLEOPERA.ORG/WOMENINOPERA

STAGING DIFFERENCE:  
RACE AND REPRESENTATION 
IN VERDI’S OPERAS
FRIDAY–SATURDAY, MAY 5–6, 2–4 PM
THE OPERA CENTER (IN-PERSON CLASS)
Join Seattle Opera Scholar-in-Residence 
Naomi André for an in-depth investigation of 
race and difference as represented in Verdi’s 
operas. Like many of his contemporaries, 
Verdi often gravitated toward characters 
and cultures beyond Europe, as well as 
marginalized people within Europe, raising 
challenging issues when staging these 
works today. This two-part series explores 
themes around musical exoticism, cultural 
representation, and casting in works from 
Verdi’s middle and late periods. 
$150, Sliding Scale Fee. 

SEATTLEOPERA.ORG/OPERACLASSES

Metropolitan Opera Soprano

Katie Van Kooten
in

McIntyre Hall, Mount Vernon
www. PNOpera.org

April 14, 16, 21 & 23

Der Rosenkavalier
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By Mirwaiss Sidiqi

As the Soviet-Afghan War 
drags on for a decade, 
nearly 4.5 million Afghan 
refugees will relocate 
to Pakistan and Iran. 
In an attempt to clear 
insurgents from the 
rural countryside, the 
Soviets destroy half of 
Afghanistan's villages over 
the next several years.

The mujahideen 
start receiving 
weapons from the 
US, as well as  
Britain and China. 

Gorbachev 
starts 
withdrawing 
Soviet 
troops from 
Afghanistan. 

Daoud Khan 
seizes power 
from King 
Mohammed 
Zahir Shah  

and declares Afghanistan  
a republic.

Daoud Khan is killed 
in a communist coup; 
Nur Mohammad 
Taraki named 
president. Rival 

infighting begins, including 
conflict between the Soviet-
backed communists and the 
mujahideen, armed Islamist 
guerrillas.

1970 1980

When her mother commits 
suicide, fifteen-year-old 
Mariam is forced by her 
father’s wives to wed 
Rasheed.

Hakim is a teacher who 
encourages Laila to learn as 
much as she can.

Laila’s older brothers both 
die fighting the Soviets.

OP
ER

A
HIS

TO
RY

Mariam’s marriage sours after 
she loses three children and 
her husband turns abusive. 
Meanwhile, down the street, 
Laila is born to Fatima and 
Hakim. 

Often called the “Heart of Asia,” Afghanistan borders Pakistan, Iran, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and China. Its rich culture is a mosaic 
of Persian and Central Asian traditions. But its central position along the legendary Silk Road has long attracted invaders, from Alexander the 
Great to more recent superpowers. In the years when A Thousand Splendid Suns is set—the last decades of the twentieth century—Afghanistan 
was torn apart both by outside forces and internal warring factions. 

Customs, terminology, literature, and architecture

P
ho

to
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ra

1973 1978 1979 1986 1987

A BRIEF GUIDE TO THE OPERA:

Located in a mountain valley, Kabul is surrounded by ranges on all sides.
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1990 2000

Khaled Hosseini’s novels have given many Americans a more complex image of life in Afghanistan than just the stories we see in the news. But 
there's much, much more to learn and understand. Here, on this and the next page, is a bit more information about the world of A Thousand  
Splendid Suns.

Afghan Civil 
War. The Taliban, 
led by Mullah 
Omar, execute 
former president 
Najibullah and gain 
control of much of 
Afghanistan. 

NATO forces 
drive the 
Taliban from 
Afghanistan. 
They wage an 
insurgency 
for the next 
twenty years.

The Taliban 
implement a strict 
interpretation of 
sharia law, restricting 
women’s rights. 
Among the world’s 
nations only Pakistan, 
Saudi Arabia, and the 
UAE recognize them 
as Afghanistan’s 
legitimate 
government.

Hijackers crash 
airplanes into 
the World Trade 
Center towers, the 
Pentagon, and a 
Pennsylvania field. 
The US demands the 
Taliban hand over 
Osama bin Laden and 
expel al-Qaida from 
Afghanistan. 

Peace accord signed in 
Geneva by the communist 
Afghan government of 
Mohammed Najibullah; 
Pakistan; the Soviet 
Union; and the US. 
(Conspicuously absent: 
the mujahideen.) In 
Pakistan, Osama bin 
Laden and others form 
al-Qaida.

Al-Qaida 
bombs 
American 
embassies 
in Africa. 

The US retaliates with 
attacks against Bin 
Laden training camps in 
Afghanistan. 

Upon the death of her parents, 
the pregnant Laila, believing 
her fiancé Tariq dead, marries 
Rasheed. At first Mariam 
resents her, but the two women 
bond upon the birth of Aziza, 
Laila’s daughter by Tariq.

The final scenes of the 
opera occur in July 2001. 

Laila gives Rasheed 
the son he has always 
wanted, Zalmai.

1988 1992 1996 1998 2001 2001

Poet Khalil Gibran.

POETRY  
Afghans are always reciting poetry or 
peppering their speech with allusions to 
history or mythology. (Witness Nana’s 
threatening reference to the jinn, a mythical 
demon masking a reference to mental 
illness.) Laila’s family is a bit more bookish 
than Mariam’s; Laila’s father Hakim teaches 
school, whereas Mariam’s father Jalil ran a 
movie theater (in the ‘70s, the brief “golden 
age” of Afghan cinema). Laila quotes 
twentieth-century Lebanese poet Khalil 
Gibran while flirting with Tariq and, with 
her father, sings a duet on words written in 
praise of Kabul’s beauty by the seventeenth-
century Persian poet Saib-e-Tabrizi. Rasheed 
mocks young Laila and Tariq by comparing 
them to Laili & Majnoon, star-crossed lovers 
in an old Persian poem they’ve studied at 
school. (They ignore his scorn and go on to 
sing a love duet on lines from that poem!) 
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TERMS OF ENDEARMENT
Salaam alaikum! (“Peace be upon you,” from Arabic. Flip those 
words around to respond: “Alaikum salaam!”) Afghans have a 
thousand ways of expressing fondness. You’ll hear in this opera 
people who are not blood relations calling each other Khala jan 
(“Dear Auntie”) or Hamshira (“Sister”). In Persian, adding jan when 
you say someone’s name suggests respect, affection, and/or 
intimacy—along the lines of calling someone “my dear” in English. 
(As a stand-alone word, jan means soul, spirit, life.)  

 
ARCHITECTURE 
An iconic architectural feature of cities such as Herat and Kabul 
are the minarets which adorn the skylines. From these towers, 
always connected to mosques, the faithful are called to prayer by 
muezzins. 

Mariam and Nana lived in a traditional hut, made from mud bricks, 
outside of Herat. Jalil’s mansion would have had a pidakhana or 
“outside house” (servants’ quarters—where Nana lived when she 
worked there), whereas the droonhawyli or “inside house” is just for 
residents. Residents cover surfaces inside their homes with rugs, 
kilim made from cotton or felt, even tufted bamboo.

HUSBAND & WIFE
It all begins well enough, for Mariam and Rasheed. “I laid a sofrah 
for your dinner,” she tells him, referring to the tablecloth that can be 
set on the floor and covered with food, including sabzi (vegetables), 
lentil dal, and rice. In gratitude he will take her out for ice cream, 
and to watch the boys flying kites. (Read Khaled Hosseini’s The 
Kite Runner to discover more about that popular pastime.) It is 
important to Rasheed that, when his wife leaves the house, she 
protect her modesty with a burqa—a veil covering the entire face 
and body, with a window so the eyes can see out. 

 
WHAT IS FORBIDDEN 
Hosseini’s novel begins the day little Mariam first hears the word 
harami, an insult referencing her illegitimate status, akin to 
“bastard” in English. The word derives from an Arabic root meaning 
“forbidden” or “sinful;” for instance, the "harem" is the part of a 
house where men who aren’t family members are forbidden to go. A 
related term, mahram, means a man who would be forbidden, under 
Islamic law, to marry a certain woman—her father, brother, son, or 
uncle. After the Taliban implement sharia it becomes unlawful for a 
woman to leave her house without her husband or a mahram.
 

Mirwaiss Sidiqi is an ex-country director of the Aga Khan Music 
Initiative in Afghanistan. A graduate of Musicology from Kabul 
University, Sidiqi is a Visiting Researcher at Goldsmiths University of 
London, where he earned an advance degree in Ethnomusicology. 
He has participated in various conferences and symposiums. He was 
an active member of SAFAR Project and worked as a researcher 
and staff member at Franz Liszt University of Music Weimar and a 
founding member of Afghanistan Music Research Center. He was 
born in Kabul and is fluent in Farsi, French, English, German, and 
Pashto.

Minarets are promenent architectural features throughout Afghanistan.

In the novel, Hakim takes Laila and Tariq on a trip to Bamiyan to visit the famous 
Buddhas. The Buddhas were carved between the 5th and 6th century CE. These 
magnificent ancient statues were destroyed in March 2001 by the Taliban, who 
considered them an affront to Islam. 

Photo © University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee Libraries
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IN THE  
LOBBY
ARTWORK BY ARTLORDS
On view in the lobby are works of art created 
by ArtLords, a group of artist-activists based 
in Kabul, Afghanistan until the Taliban 
retook the city in the summer of 2021. The 
exhibition includes artworks rescued from 
Afghanistan and photographs of public 
art in Kabul (now destroyed), as well as 
an original mural created in Seattle by 
community members in a project facilitated 
by ArtLords in February. Founded in 2014, 
ArtLords is a global grassroots movement 
motivated by the desire to pave the way for 
social transformation and behavioral change 
through employing the soft power of art and 
culture.

LEARN MORE AT:  
ARTLORDS.CO

 
HANDCRAFTED 
EMBROIDERY  
FROM THE REFUGEE  
ARTISAN INITIATIVE
Eight local refugee artisans from Seattle’s 
Afghan and Pakistani communities created 
this original garment  illustrating the 
intricate sewing and bead work famous 
throughout Central Asia. Based in the Lake 
City neighborhood of Seattle, the Refugee 
Artisan Initiative partners with immigrant 
women looking to work from home with 
sewing skills. Each artists receives training to 
determine the best path for them in order 
to foster an inclusive, prosperous transition 
to the United States.  

LEARN MORE AT:  
REFUGEEARTS.ORG

Photo © Artlords

Photo © Refugee Artisan Initiative
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By Humaira Ghilzai

When I first read Khaled Hosseini’s novel 
A Thousand Splendid Suns, as an Afghan 
American I was moved by the nuanced 
portrayal of Afghan families and the effects 
of war on ordinary people. The novel follows 
Mariam, a harami, a ‘bastard’ girl, who grows up 
in rural poverty, and Laila, a young girl raised in 
a privileged household in Kabul who must deal 
with the catastrophic blows of war and loss. 
Despite their age difference (nineteen years) 
and their differing upbringing, Hosseini shows 
a unique perspective of female empowerment 
when the two women form a bond and fight 
back while under siege by their cruel husband, 
Rasheed.

Painting by Darya Parsia, an Afghan artist recently displaced. "I was born with a powerful talent in painting that never 
blossomed due to being a girl, but these obstacles could never stop me from this passion I knew was inside me. I always 
believed that one day my art was going to show the resilience and the resistance of Afghan women."

It is important to note that not all men are 
misogynistic, patriarchal bullies. Just look 
at the other nuanced male characters in 
A Thousand Splendid Suns such as Mullah 
Faizullah, Mariam’s Quran tutor, who 
encourages her curiosity and is an advocate 
of her going to school. There is the kind and 
gentle Hakim, Laila’s father, an educator and a 
dreamer who loves and supports his wife and 
daughter. Of course, there is Tariq, innocent, 
silly, and a bit of a showoff like most teenage 
boys. He is a victim of a patriarchal society's 
expectations of a man to be chivalrous, 
strong, and take care of his family. As I see 
it, Hosseini has shown the many faces of a 

PATRIARCHY:  
NOT A MUSLIM PROBLEM, 
BUT A GLOBAL EPIDEMIC

patriarchal society through the four main 
male characters.

“Laila and Mariam are living in a patriarchal 
society which grows worse and more 
oppressive as their lives continue, and they 
routinely experience domestic violence, 
both physically and psychologically, from 
Rasheed. And while we women in the West 
have made great progress, we must still be 
vigilant of our rights. We do not yet live in 
a world where men and women are truly 
equal,” says Sheila Silver, the composer who 
adapted the novel for the opera stage.

A SYSTEM OF SUPPRESSION 
AND OPPRESSION
In this essay, I use the word patriarchy to 
mean a system that infiltrates every aspect 
of our male-dominated society resulting in 
the suppression and oppression of women 
and other marginalized groups such as 
BIPOC and LGBTQ+ communities. One 
obvious example of patriarchy is that in 
over a year, the Taliban regime has rolled 
back every basic right that Afghan women 
fought for in the past 21 years. Today, Afghan 
women are not allowed to leave their 
homes without a male chaperone. Girls are 
not allowed to go to school. Women are 
not allowed to work, participate in politics, 
gather in public spaces, or have any rights 
beyond what their husbands permit. 

These strict rules, cloaked under the guise of 
‘Islamic law’ and safety, deny Afghan women 
the opportunity to participate fully in their 
society. 

"The world is still not a fair place for women. 
Violence against women has existed since 
the beginning of life, and women's life 
and well-being is less valued in this unjust 
world. She is the first to be affected by war, 
violence, displacement, and hunger. Already 
the worst country for women, since taking 
power in August 2021, the Taliban have 
turned Afghanistan into a massive prison for 
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women and girls,” says Roya Sadat, an award-
winning Afghan filmmaker who grew up in 
Herat under the Taliban rule in the 90s.

“Education, employment, free mobility, 
freedom of expression, and equal access 
to services are either banned or restricted. 
Women cannot even choose the color of their 
clothes. Mothers are not allowed to take their 
children to parks and playgrounds. A woman 
must always be accompanied by a male blood 
relative once outside her home.

“It took decades to create an empowering 
environment for women in my country, but the 
Taliban eroded all the gains as soon as they 
took power by force. We cannot and must not 
turn a blind eye on the situation of women 
and girls. We have a responsibility toward 
future generations. We must tell the stories of 
suffering and sacrifice, but more importantly 
also the stories of hope and humanity...A 
Thousand Splendid Suns does that,” adds 
Sadat, who is directing Seattle Opera’s 
production.

ZAN, ZENDAGI, AZADEE  
(WOMAN, LIFE, FREEDOM)
A similar uprising is happening in Iran where 
women and their rights are also under siege. 
On September 16, 2022, Mahsa Amini was 
arrested by morality police in Tehran for not 
wearing her hijab correctly. When in custody 
she was struck on the head, which put her in 
a coma. She died three days later. In Iran, the 
morality police can make arrests based on 
dress, behavior, and mixing between men and 

 

There are roughly 20,000 calls a day to 
domestic violence hotlines in the United 
States.

20% of rapes and sexual assaults in 
England and Wales are reported to the 
police, and of those in 2015, 7.5% resulted 
in a conviction. The Guardian.

According to the United Nations, only 28 
countries have women as Heads of State 
and/or Government. At the current rate, 
gender equality in the highest positions 
of power will not be reached for another 
130 years. 

 
It’s easy to look at countries like Afghanistan 
and Iran to pin the problem of oppression 
of women on Muslim men. As a brown, 
immigrant woman living in the US, my eyes 
opened to pervasiveness of patriarchy in 2016, 
when 68 million Americans voted for a man 
who was caught on tape describing grabbing 
women’s genitals and who was accused 
of sexual misconduct by 26 women. It was 
demoralizing to me that millions of people 
found his rhetoric and actions acceptable and 
saw him fit to become a US president.

A GIANT STEP BACK 
Despite the gains of the feminist movement 
in the Western world, the patriarchy holds 
a great deal of power and influence. It is 
present in the media we consume, the cultural 
norms that we are expected to adhere to, 
the normalized pay inequity and lack of 

women. Punishments range from warnings 
to beatings. Many Iranian women, girls, boys, 
and men are protesting under the slogan: Zan, 
Zendagi, Azadee! (Woman, Life, Freedom!). 
They are calling for the end of theocracy and 
the morality police’s unchecked power. The 
Iranian government is suppressing dissent 
by arresting and killing protestors, shutting 
down the Internet, and terrorizing families of 
dissenters. 

It’s easy to see gender inequality and women’s 
oppression in countries like Afghanistan and 
Iran, but the problem is global. “Patriarchy is 
so much in our societal fabric that we stopped 
using the word for many years. It was the 
sort of word that, if uttered without irony, 
marked out the speaker as a very particular 
type of person—an iron-spined feminist of 
the old school, or the kind of ossified leftist 
who complained bitterly about the evils of 
capitalism. Even feminist theorists had left it 
behind,” comments Charlotte Higgins, a writer 
and journalist.

The #MeToo movement put the word 
patriarchy into circulation again, according 
to Higgins. Unfortunately, the perpetrators 
of assault on women, aside from the famous 
names Jeffrey Epstein and Harvey Weinstein, 
are still roaming in our society. The dominant 
force—white men of wealth and privilege—
that created most Western legal, political, 
military, law enforcement, and educational 
systems carry a legacy of sexism that 
discourages women from speaking up or 
speaking out.

A view of demonstrators marching on Pennsylvania Avenue during the Women's March on Washington in January 2017.
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force—white men of wealth and privilege—
that created most Western legal, political, 
military, law enforcement, and educational 
systems carry a legacy of sexism that 
discourages women from speaking up or 
speaking out.

A view of demonstrators marching on Pennsylvania Avenue during the Women's March on Washington in January 2017.
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representation of women in positions of politics. 

For example, Vice President Kamala Harris is the first American 
woman who has been elected to one the highest offices of the United 
States. She was elected long after Sheikh Hasina, Prime Minister of 
Bangladesh, Benazir Bhutto, Prime Minister of Pakistan, Isabel Perón, 
President of Argentina, and others became female leaders in Europe 
and around the world. 

The reversal of Roe v. Wade feels like a giant step back for gender 
equality in the US as conservative political movements and 
ideologies that reinforce patriarchal values are being enforced even 
in our highest courts. In the past five years, we have seen pushback 
against laws that seek to protect the rights of women, marginalized 
groups, and the LGBTQ+ communities. It is important to notice the 
normalizing of racist and misogynistic language of politicians and 
the spread of false information by the media. These trends of right-
leaning ideas and populist leaders are also growing in European 
countries such as Sweden, Italy, France, and Netherlands. “We have 
less tolerance for undesired and harassing behavior,” says feminist 
writer and journalist Jennifer Guerra. “Sadly, this growth in awareness 
from the public hasn't been followed by an adequate response from 
the media, the intellectuals, and the political class." 

In an interconnected world, it is important we continue to push 
back against oppressive regimes, autocrats, and the patriarchy to 
create an equitable and inclusive world. For example, there are a few 
countries—Rwanda, Cuba, Nicaragua, Mexico, and the United Arab 
Emirates—that have applied gender quotas to their political systems 
and reached fifty percent female representation in parliament or 
lower houses. Unfortunately, this ‘forced’ acceptance of female 
politicians has caused backlash in India and some other countries. 

Participation and support of women in politics should be the norm 
rather than exception. According to UN Women—an organization 
focused on supporting UN member states identify and achieve 
gender equity goals—female leaders have demonstrated that they 
are much better at working across party lines and reaching bipartisan 
decisions. Women leaders often champion gender equality, work 
towards reducing the pay gap, spearhead family-friendly parental 
leave policies, childcare, and medical care access.

It is important that we don’t look at the plight of Afghan and 
Iranian women as a ‘Muslim world problem’. We must see our 
interconnectedness not just through the supply chain or need for oil, 
but through the lens of how our action and inaction speaks to our 
humanity and how we want to leave this beautiful world for future 
generations. 

The systemic inequities affecting women, whether in the extremes 
in Afghanistan and Iran, or in subtle yet devastating ways in 
the Western world, is something we all have a responsibility to 
understand fully and fight against. In the Western world, specifically 
in the US, we have many privileges–economic and political power–
that we must use to challenge the norms and stereotypes that have 
been imposed on us and stand up for the rights and dignity of all 
women.

   
I hope this article inspires you to take action. Here are 
a few simple ways to exercise your anti-patriarchy 
muscles. 
 
READ
Backlash by Susan Faludi
No More Nice Girls by Ellen Willis 
Status and Culture by W. David Marx 

LISTEN
To Ezra Klein’s interview with Michelle Goldberg  
where they discuss feminism after Roe v. Wade.

TEACH
Your children to deconstruct their privilege by 
dismantling heteronormative gender specific behavior in 
your home such as requiring everyone in the household  
to cook, clean, take out the garbage, and learn  
about finances.

ELECT 
Politicians (male and female) who care about gender  
equality, dismantling systemic racism, improving health 
care, childcare, women’s access to choice, LGBTQ+ rights, 
and equal pay.  

SUPPORT 
Local chapters of The Sister District, an organization  
focused on supporting progressive state legislators.

STAND 
In solidarity with Afghan and Iranian women by keeping 
up with the news, avoiding "othering" them, and seeing 
their struggle an extension of your struggle. 

HUMAIRA GHILZAI is a writer, speaker, and Afghanistan 
cultural consultant. She focuses on projects that bring 
positive social change. She co-founded Afghan Friends 
Network and instituted the Sister City relationship 
between Hayward, California and Ghazni, Afghanistan, 
where she has done extensive work to improve education 
for girls, boys, and women.

Ghilzai is a sought-after cultural advisor who has worked 
with notable professional theatres authors, playwrights, 
and artists for the past ten years, utilizing her extensive 
knowledge of Afghan people, culture, religion, and history 
to bring authenticity to their creative work relating to 
Afghanistan and the Islamic world.
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By Glenn Hare
AFGHAN VOICES

It's a beautiful place.  
The people are very nice.  
They respect other people.  
They care and love each other.”
—Parwana 

From: Kandahar, Afghanistan
US Arrival: 2016
Currently Lives: Lynnwood, Washington
Occupation: Artist, Refugee Artisan Initiative

It’s a beautiful country, 
surrounded by high mountains 
with lots of rivers. Near my 
home is a lovely river where I 
would catch fish. Some parts of 
Afghanistan are deserts and flat. 
Afghans are very nice, polite, and 
respectful to guests and strangers. 
We are known for our hospitality.”
—Mohammad Iqbal Selanee  

From: Kunar, Afghanistan
US Arrival: 2021
Currently Lives: Bellevue, Washington
Occupation: Language Interpreter

Despite what's going on in 
Afghanistan—what has been 
going on for the last 40 years—the 
country remains very energetic, 
and people keep moving.”
—Shogofa Amini 

From: Mazar-e-Sharif, Afghanistan
US Arrival: 2010
Currently Lives: Seattle, Washington
Occupation: Nonprofit Program Manager 

HOW WOULD YOU DESCRIBE AFGHANISTAN TO SOMEONE WHO HAS NOT BEEN THERE?

My husband and his family were 
living here. We got engaged in 
Afghanistan and I came here 
to marry him and live with his 
family.”
—Nazeefah Salim 

 
From: Maidan Wardak, Afghanistan
US Arrival: 2003
Currently Lives: Mukilteo, Washington
Occupation: Artist, Refugee Artisan Initiative 

I came here with my family 
when I was 11 years old, right 
after the Russian Army marched 
into Afghanistan. We escaped to 
Pakistan, then to Germany, where 
we were given political asylum. 
From there we came to America.”
—Humaira Ghilzai

 
From: Kabul, Afghanistan
US Arrival: 1978
Currently Lives: San Francisco Bay Area, CA
Occupation: Writer, Afghan Cultural Consultant

I was evacuated after the Taliban 
takeover. I arrived in America on 
August 15, 2021. I escaped to the 
Kabul Airport, which was a huge 
task at that time. Then I flew to 
Abu Dhabi in the United Arab 
Emirates. From there I came to 
Virginia where my wife was.”
—Omaid Sharifi

 
From: Kabul, Afghanistan
US Arrival: 2021
Currently Lives: Northern Virginia
Occupation: Founder, ArtLords

UNDER WHAT CIRCUMSTANCES DID YOU ARRIVE IN AMERICA?

Photo © RaMin Afshar

The Great Mosque located in Herat, Afghanistan.

Set amid Afghanistan’s political turmoil of the 
late twentieth century, A Thousand Splendid 
Suns chronicles the lives of Mariam and Laila as 
they face community upheaval and domestic 
violence. But it is only one story. Afghanistan has 
millions more. Through a series of interviews 
Afghan Voices presents a few others, capturing 
the experiences of Afghans who have lived in 
the US for years as well as those 
who have just recently arrived. 
Here are excerpts from their 
conversations. Scan the QR Code 
to read their entire interviews.
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Mohammad Iqbal Selanee

Because I’ve worked with the 
American government, I’ve been 
eligible to apply as a special 
immigrant since 2005. But I chose 
not to. The most significant reason 
was to continue doing our work 
in Afghanistan. While at the same 
time I wanted to come here because 
my wife was here. I love being here 
because I can continue my work, I 
can have freedoms, and I can help a 
lot of artists in my organization.”
—Omaid Sharifi

From a young age—maybe seven 
or eight—I felt like I belonged in 
America. My father had lived in 
the US and shared stories about 
America. He was a diplomat and we 
met American diplomats working 
in Afghanistan. They often gave 
unusual gifts. We also lived in India 
for a period. So, we were exposed to 
other countries and cultures from an 
early age. For most of my young life, 
I felt that I belonged in America.”
—Humaira Ghilzai 

The hardest thing is watching my 
children lose weight. They worry 
a lot, have anxiety. My oldest one 
has just turned 11. Every night he 
wants to know when are we going 
back?”
—Mohammad Iqbal Selanee

Yes. Compared to Pakistan, you 
(America) has more opportunities. 
The education is good for 
the children. That’s the most 
important thing.”
—Mehnaz Gohar

 
From: Peshawar, Pakistan
US Arrival: 2018 
Currently Lives: Kirkland, Washington
Occupation: Artist, Refugee Artisan Initiative

The culture. American  
culture. It’s the eye contact,  
the handshakes are awkward  
to me. These are things we  
don’t do in Afghanistan.”
—Baseerah Salim

 
From: Maidan Wardak, Afghanistan
US Arrival: 2003
Currently Lives: Seattle, Washington
Occupation: Artist, Refugee Artisan Initiative

I feel like I have to explain Afghan 
culture over and over. Americans 
only know Afghanistan and 
Muslims from what they see on 
TV. I have to over explain that I’m 
not what you see on TV. I have to 
correct every wrong message that 
they get from the media.”
—Shogofa Amini

DID YOU WANT TO COME TO AMERICA?

WHAT HAS BEEN FRUSTRATING ABOUT LIFE IN AMERICA?

Baseerah Salim Shogofa Amini 
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That the day will come when 
there are no issues in Afghanistan. 
We will return and feast in 
prosperity. That we forgive our 
enemies, and everything is good. 
I’m hoping one day I’ll go back 
and will have all my friends 
gather at my home. We will fish 
and walk in the mountains. I want 
to be with my family. I want to be 
buried in my own cemetery where 
my grandfather is buried.”
—Mohammad Iqbal Selanee

I’m hopeless when it comes to 
Afghanistan. I don't see a way 
out. But if I could manipulate 
the future, I would love to 
see Afghanistan in a situation 
where the Afghan people were 
empowered to make their own 
decisions—to be the masters of 
their own destiny.”
—Humaira Ghilzai 

Peace, prosperity, and where girls 
and young people are able to go to 
school. That's my hope. Every day, 
I hope that no child goes hungry. I 
hope that families don’t sell their 
daughters to put food on the table.”
—Shogofa Amini

WHAT ARE YOUR HOPES FOR AFGHANISTAN?

The story of Mariam and Laila 
really doesn’t resonate with me. 
Their story is not my experience. 
But I feel that it is a time capsule 
of what war does to people. 
Women are always collateral 
damage of misogynistic behavior 
perpetuated by war.”
—Humaira Ghilzai 

I read the book a while ago. 
The story is amazing, very 
powerful. It definitely paints a 
picture of life in Afghanistan 
and the plight of women there. 
What resonated with me was 
the resilience of Mariam and 
Laila.”
—Shogofa Amini

WHAT RESONATES WITH YOU IN THE NOVEL A THOUSAND SPLENDID SUNS?

Humaira Ghilzai Omaid Sharifi Mehnaz Gohar

ABOUT THE PHOTOGRAPH ON PAGE 37

The photograph of Herat's Great Mosque 
was taken by RaMin Afshar, an Afghan 
photographer currently living in France. 
For several years, Afshar worked as a news, 
war, landscape, street, and environmental 
photographer. He also served as a staff 
photographer at the Ministry of Urban 
Developement. In 2015, Afshar was 
awarded the Allameh Salahuddin Seljuqi 
Award for Best Photograph of the Year. 
When Kabul fell to Taliban in 2021, Afshar 
was evacuated by French forces. Currently, 
he’s studying web design in Blois, France.
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``

How much would you sacrifice for love? Violetta holds  
court at every party in Paris, toasting to high-class  
pleasures alongside affluent men. 

But beneath the grandeur lies a fatal disease. Will her  
time run out before she knows true love? Verdi’s timeless 
story of fate and sacrifice, renowned for its soaring arias and 
heart-wrenching ending, proves how “love is the heartbeat 
of the universe.”

2022/23 Season Sponsor: James and Sherry Raisbeck
Young Singers Sponsor: Maureen and Richard Swanson 
Principal Singer Season Sponsor: Joan Watjen—in memory of Craig M. Watjen
Production Sponsor: Ann P. Wyckoff, 4Culture, City of Seattle Office of Arts & Culture 
Chorus Sponsor: The Late Robert Julien
Artist Sponsor: Anne M. Redman—Mane Galoyan (“Violetta”)
Dramaturg Sponsor: Toby Bright and Nancy Ward—Jonathan Dean
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Our new Director of Development knows what it takes to go the distance. As a long-
distance runner Shannon Rolbiecki has logged hundreds of miles. And as a singer and 
a fundraiser, she appreciates working towards goals that take years to accomplish. 
During her career, she’s spearheaded a multiple-million-dollar endowment campaign as 
well as a major capital campaign. In this interview, you’ll discover Shannon’s passion for 
singing, the similarities between performing and fundraising, and what she eats while 
running for 24 hours or more.

WHERE DID YOU GROW UP?
Near Sheboygan, Wisconsin. I'm from Kiel, which is about 20 minutes northwest of 
Sheboygan. It’s located about midway between Lake Winnebago and Lake Michigan.

YOU ALSO LIVED IN NEW YORK CITY. WHAT DID YOU DO IN THE BIG APPLE?
That seems like a million years ago. I went there to study musical theater after high 
school. But I left the program to do what I considered more “serious music.” So, I  
got into jazz and cabaret singing. I was living the life of a young artist—working in 
bookstores and singing in cabaret clubs, and with jazz ensembles. For a long time, I 
was part of a female a capella group. Then I went back to school to study classical 
voice and opera.

GOING THE DISTANCE:  
MEET SHANNON ROLBIECKI By Glenn Hare

WHAT IS YOUR VOICE TYPE?
I’m a mezzo. I’ve always wanted to be a singer, but it was hard to figure out what kind of singer I wanted to be. I wanted to do it all. To sing opera 
you need to be laser focused. I love singing the classical repertoire. My favorite is Lieder and art songs. The intimate recital atmosphere is  
especially nice. That's probably what attracted me to singing cabaret–the close audiences and small ensembles, I love that.

WHO ARE YOUR FAVORITE JAZZ VOCALISTS?
I'm more of a Doris Day and Rosemary Clooney than a Sarah Vaughn in singing style. And I like the standards from '30s and '40s.

HOW DID YOU GET INVOLVED IN LONG DISTANCE/ENDURANCE RUNNING? 
I’ve been a runner since I was eighteen, mostly for fitness and staying in shape. Around 2016, I decided I was going to run a half marathon. At the 
time, I thought I couldn’t run faster than a 10-minute mile or run longer than six miles. I trained and ran faster than I believed I could run. It just 
snowballed after that from full marathon to 50Ks to 100Ks, then 100 miles. Long distance running isn’t easy and it's not always fun. But through 
running, I’ve learned that success has no barriers. 

ARE SINGING, ENDURANCE RUNNING, AND FUNDRAISING SIMILAR IN ANY WAY?
I see parallels in all of them. Each is a long game. It’s about focusing on the big picture and the steps you take to accomplish big goals. Training 
for a race and practicing your voice is looking ahead. Sometimes that’s hard because you're making incremental changes over lengthy periods. 
It’s the same in fundraising. You set goals, make those small wins, and keep working toward the broader goal.

WHAT ARE YOUR FIRST PRIORITIES AS YOU GET STARTED AT SEATTLE OPERA?
I want to get to know our donors and Seattle’s opera community. I think the most important part of this role is understanding how our donors 
and our audience members interact with Seattle Opera, discovering what they love the most about it and how they connect with this artform. 
Equally as important is getting to know the development team, learning how best to work together, and establishing how we’ll define success. 
After that is understanding how the development team connects with the other departments at the opera. What I hope to accomplish quickly is 
learning how I can help people get closer to opera and this organization. When that happens, it’s good for everybody.

ONE LAST QUESTION: WHAT DO YOU EAT DURING AN ENDURANCE RUN?
When you're out there, especially on a long trail run, you're eating sugars and salt—basic nutrients that give you energy. I eat Oreos, potato 
chips, fig bars, and granola bars. Pop-Tarts are my favorite trail food. After your fourth round of Oreos, you never want to have one again. When I 
get back to civilization, I crave anything fresh, like salmon and vegetables.

Photo © David Jaewon
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I’m a mezzo. I’ve always wanted to be a singer, but it was hard to figure out what kind of singer I wanted to be. I wanted to do it all. To sing opera 
you need to be laser focused. I love singing the classical repertoire. My favorite is Lieder and art songs. The intimate recital atmosphere is  
especially nice. That's probably what attracted me to singing cabaret–the close audiences and small ensembles, I love that.

WHO ARE YOUR FAVORITE JAZZ VOCALISTS?
I'm more of a Doris Day and Rosemary Clooney than a Sarah Vaughn in singing style. And I like the standards from '30s and '40s.

HOW DID YOU GET INVOLVED IN LONG DISTANCE/ENDURANCE RUNNING? 
I’ve been a runner since I was eighteen, mostly for fitness and staying in shape. Around 2016, I decided I was going to run a half marathon. At the 
time, I thought I couldn’t run faster than a 10-minute mile or run longer than six miles. I trained and ran faster than I believed I could run. It just 
snowballed after that from full marathon to 50Ks to 100Ks, then 100 miles. Long distance running isn’t easy and it's not always fun. But through 
running, I’ve learned that success has no barriers. 

ARE SINGING, ENDURANCE RUNNING, AND FUNDRAISING SIMILAR IN ANY WAY?
I see parallels in all of them. Each is a long game. It’s about focusing on the big picture and the steps you take to accomplish big goals. Training 
for a race and practicing your voice is looking ahead. Sometimes that’s hard because you're making incremental changes over lengthy periods. 
It’s the same in fundraising. You set goals, make those small wins, and keep working toward the broader goal.

WHAT ARE YOUR FIRST PRIORITIES AS YOU GET STARTED AT SEATTLE OPERA?
I want to get to know our donors and Seattle’s opera community. I think the most important part of this role is understanding how our donors 
and our audience members interact with Seattle Opera, discovering what they love the most about it and how they connect with this artform. 
Equally as important is getting to know the development team, learning how best to work together, and establishing how we’ll define success. 
After that is understanding how the development team connects with the other departments at the opera. What I hope to accomplish quickly is 
learning how I can help people get closer to opera and this organization. When that happens, it’s good for everybody.

ONE LAST QUESTION: WHAT DO YOU EAT DURING AN ENDURANCE RUN?
When you're out there, especially on a long trail run, you're eating sugars and salt—basic nutrients that give you energy. I eat Oreos, potato 
chips, fig bars, and granola bars. Pop-Tarts are my favorite trail food. After your fourth round of Oreos, you never want to have one again. When I 
get back to civilization, I crave anything fresh, like salmon and vegetables.
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LOOKING AHEAD TO 2023/24
THE RING BOX SET
A 14-CD box set of a live recording 
of Seattle Opera’s 2013 Der Ring des 
Nibelungen. Asher Fisch conducts; cast 
includes Stefan Vinke, Alwyn Mellor, 
Greer Grimsley, Stephanie Blythe, and 
many others. Includes a 54-page booklet 
featuring full-color production photos, 
essays, and artist biographies, as well as 
libretti of the four operas in the original 
German with Stewart Spencer’s English 
translation. Price $125

THE AUTOBIOGRAPHY OF MALCOLM X
In the searing pages of this classic autobiography, 
originally published in 1964, Malcolm X reveals 
fascinating perspectives on the American Dream, the 
inherent racism in a society that denies its nonwhite 
citizens the opportunity to dream, and extraordinary 
insight into the most urgent issues of our own time. The 
Autobiography of Malcolm X stands as the definitive 
statement of a movement and a man whose work was 
never completed but whose message is timeless. It is 
essential reading for anyone who wants to understand 
America. One of Time’s most important nonfiction books 
of the twentieth century. Price $19

Located on the Kreielsheimer Promenade Level of McCaw Hall. Open two and half 
hours prior to curtain and during intermission. 

AMUSEMENTS
Gifts of Artistic Expression

A THOUSAND SPLENDID SUNS
A stunning accomplishment, Khaled Hosseini’s A Thousand 
Splendid Suns is a haunting, heartbreaking, compelling story of an 
unforgiving time, an unlikely friendship, and an indestructible love. 
#1 New York Times Bestseller. Price $17

UNDER A KABUL SKY
A collection of twelve short stories dive deep 
into imaginary worlds where everyday life 
is marked and marred by war. They speak of 
wounded love, captured women, confinement, 
talismans, borders, wolves. The stories 
give expression to the voices of Afghan 
women who would like to change their fate. 
The collection includes stories by Wasima 
Badghisi, Batool Haidari, Alia Ataee, Sedighe 
Kazemi, and others. Finalist, International 
Book Award for Multicultural Fiction.  
Price $22.95

LIMITED EDITION SUNS T-SHIRT
This limited edition T-shirt commemorates 
our world premiere of A Thousand Splendid 
Suns designed by Kitty Kough. Kough was 
inspired by the art of henna, an art form 
that’s been practiced in Pakistan, India, 
Africa, and the Middle East for more than 
5,000 years. Prices Women’s $28.95, 
Unisex $26.95

THE BARBER OF SEVILLE
Claudio Abbado conducts the London 
Symphony Orchestra and the Ambrosian 
Opera Chorus in this production of 
Gioachino Rossini’s The Barber of Seville, 
featuring Herman Prey, Teresa Berganza, 
Luigi Alva, and Enzo Dara. 2 CDs and 
libretto. Price $32.95
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