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Program Notes

These 45 minutes of excerpts are from scenes 1, 2, 3, and 5 of an two-
act operatic work-in-progress. The opera, set in 1980s Poland, is a tender and
passionate love story of two young men who meet one summer and bond over
an illicit copy of James Baldwin’s seminal LGBTQ novel Giovannis Room. As
the Communist Republic declines, they discover their political identities are at
odds, and their love is tested. Filled with informers, opportunists, and those who
dream of a life in the West, the story of Ludwik and Janusz evokes a nostalgia for
a Poland that “could be” while bringing to life the struggles of two individuals
trapped in a stultifying and corrupt bureaucratic state and the difficult decisions
each makes to survive. What emerges is an exhilarating and powerful love affair
haunted by Iron Curtain politics.

Jumping 45 years ahead, the poisonous fact is that Swimming in the Dark
takes place in Poland, a nation where Polish president Andrzej Duda recently
commented that “LGBT ideology is even more destructive than Communism”
and where many regions of Poland have declared themselves LGBT-free zones
in 2019. This has foreshadowed what is happening in many parts of the United
States already hostile to LGBTQ Americans.



Biographies

Martin Hennessy is a prolific composer of chamber opera and
art song. His opera A Letter to East 117 Street, with a libretto
by Mark Campbell, was the first winner of the Domenic J.
Pellicciotti Opera Composition Prize in 2014. Other chamber
works include 7he Young King, with a libretto by Tom Rowan,
commissioned by the University of Maryland; and 7he Good
Friar, with alibretto by Mark Campbell, for the Center for Contemporary Opera
and Urban Arias. With librettist Stephen Kitsakos, Hennessy composed Az
Incident in Sutton Square (finalist for the 2023 Dominic Argento Chamber Opera
Prize), The Woman in Penthouse A, and The Pleasing Recollection: A Cabaret Opera.
His Ben _Jonson Songs won grand prize at the San Francisco Song Festival, and he
has been honored with Copland House and Millay Colony residencies as well
as commissions from the Estate Project for Artists with AIDS and the Sorel
Foundation.

Stephen Kitsakos is an opera librettist, theatre director and
educator. Writing commissions include the NEA, the American
Opera Project, NYSCA, and the Episcopal Diocese of NY. With
composer Sheila Silver he wrote the libretto for A Thousand
Splendid Suns, based on the bestselling book by Khaled Hosseini
(Seattle Opera) a nominee for Best New Opera 2023
International Opera Awards, the chamber opera 7he Wooden Sword, and the
Tibetan-themed operatic cantata 7he White Rooster, commissioned by the
Smithsonian Institution. With composer Martin Hennessy he wrote the libretti
for the one-act opera theater monologues An Incident in Sutton Square, finalist
for the 2023 Dominic Argento Chamber Opera Award, 7he Woman in Penthouse
A and The Pleasing Recollection. A member of the Theatre Arts Faculty at SUNY
New Paltz for fifteen years, Kitsakos was a contributing writer at 7he Sondheim
Review as well as Music in American Life for ABC-CLIO.
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