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Dickinson's poetry will come to life on the Montalvo stage

By Brian Babcock
Bay Area News Group

The Montalvo Arts Center is putting on a one-time performance that takes the words of Emily Dickinson's poetry and uses them as a commentary on life.

The performance, which is being touted as a "new opera," is titled Divide Light and was written by Lesley Dill, a New York-based visual and performing artist. Richard Marriot composed music for the opera, with additional music by Tom Morgan.

The opera will also include music by Bay Area-based organizations, including The Choral Project and Del Sol String Quartet.

"Divide Light is a very special presentation," Dill said in a press release. "It is rare for an opera to include a string quartet and choir. One of our goals [for the performance] is to redefine what opera is."

The opera, which was commissioned and produced by the Montalvo Arts Center and took three years to produce, will show only once at the venue on Aug. 13. The performance will incorporate all of Dickinson's 1,775 poems and will touch on many emotions, beginning with fear and ending with ecstasy, Dill said.

The show will also investigate American Transcendentalism, which is a school of thought prevalent in mid-19th century New England that began as a protest against the general state of culture and society at the time.

Dickinson inspires much of Dill's work. Dill's mother gave her a book of poetry by Dickinson about 20 years ago. At first Dill didn't open the book, thinking that she wouldn't be able to appreciate the poetry and thought the words wouldn't sink into her mind as the poet meant them to.

But her mind, and her artistic work, completely changed after reading the first poem.

"As soon as I read some of the words, it went right to my creative mind," she said.

"I realized that I could never make a work of art without words," Dill said. "Language is the core of my work."

Throughout the performance poems stream, scroll, flash, swirl, fade in, fall down, and rise up on the screen. The performers sing Dickinson's words and wear them scrawled across their costumes.

"Her language is parallel to music because you can have so much complexity in just one word," said Dill, who calls the performance "an opera of the interior mind."
