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Abstract 

 

Unbuckling the German Belt: The History of Opera Audiences in San 
Antonio 

 

Ernest Isaiah Alba, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

 

Supervisor:  Ward Keeler 

 

Opera is unique among forms of Western classical music and performing arts in 

that it has always been a popular and accessible form of “cultured” entertainment. As a 

city with one of the longest and richest histories of opera performance in Texas, San 

Antonio provides a significant opportunity to survey the relationship between this 

popular art form and discourses of identity, power, and difference across ethnic, class, 

and gender divisions. This paper has two aims. First, it investigates the history of opera 

reception in San Antonio in order to examine changes in the traditional values of its 

citizens over the past century, focusing on the influence of ethnic identity among German 

immigrants. Then, it looks at the scholarship on cultural performance in various 

contemporary situations analogous to that of San Antonio and constructs five key 

processes of identification that show how individuals contextualize themselves in shared 

histories and identities through their participation in cultural performance of opera. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

European art forms have been disseminated in the Americas for as long as 

European colonizers have inhabited the New World, but because staging opera requires 

an investment of significant social and financial capital, it was not until the late 19th 

century that opera become a common and popular form of entertainment in the southwest 

United States. San Antonio was among the first communities to build an opera house, in 

1886, and because of its location in central Texas, San Antonio is a nexus point of many 

intersecting influences – global politics, national economics, and Texas history, all 

interspersed with a few powerful historical figures, particularly in the oil business. In this 

paper, I suggest that, despite the ebb and flow of opera’s relevance to the lives of San 

Antonio’s citizens, there is an undercurrent of support for opera that has remained since 

its inception, for various reasons, but ultimately manifested as a discourse of elite status 

for the city and a strong identification with the city and its history. By interviewing 

members of different generations of San Antonio citizens and comparing the symbolic 

meaning they attach to opera and to San Antonio with that of even older generations, 

using historical archival data, the research proposed in this paper will both illuminate 

aspects of local history and have broader implications for future anthropological and 

ethnomusicological research. 

Opera is unique among forms of Western classical music and performing arts in 

that it has always been a popular and accessible form of “cultured” entertainment. As a 

city with one of the longest and richest histories of opera performance in Texas, San 
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Antonio provides a significant opportunity to understand the relationship between this 

popular art form and discourses of power and difference across racial, class, and 

geographic divisions. The work in collecting and interpreting San Antonio’s opera history 

has been minimal and vast quantities of information remain unread as sources for 

revealing the history of San Antonio’s people through their consumption of opera. 

Employing a diachronic approach in uncovering change over time in the symbolic value 

attached to this popular performing art, this initial study will shed light on the effect of 

ethnic, gender, and class shifts of power on the changing value of opera as cultural 

entertainment and thereby contribute to current debates on the relationship of “cultured” 

or “elite” entertainment to group identification.  

The aim of this paper is to prepare an investigation of San Antonio with two 

methodologies – historical and ethnographic. First, I survey the history of opera reception 

in San Antonio in order to examine changes in the traditional values of its citizens over 

the past century. Then, I look at the scholarship on cultural performance in various 

contemporary situations analogous to that of San Antonio. This paper argues that 

research using a combination of these two methodologies can show how individuals 

contextualize themselves in shared histories and identities through their participation in 

cultural performance. These methodologies can illuminate aspects of local San Antonio 

history that demonstrate the ability of individuals to use cultural baggage from a shared 

history to continually reengage with an art form and use that art form to reconstruct or 

reify existing or desired identity formations against the influx of other influences that 

they perceive as threatening to their values and, thus, their society. This work deals with 
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an object that is traditionally the study of musicology but has the anthropological aim of 

generalizing trends in social behavior and uses a partially historical methodology, and it 

is necessarily an interdisciplinary work and subject to critique from several academic 

camps including cultural anthropology, history, ethnomusicology and musicology, 

though it is hoped that it will serve more to contribute to the bridging of gaps between the 

approaches and aims of these disciplines. 

 Though it is widely understood that music and musicians are a product of their 

time, Bruno Nettl notes that analyzing music-making, or “cultural performance,” in a 

social context is useful for revealing values of the time of which they are a product (Nettl 

1992: 149). “Cultural performance” is understood to be music, theater, pageant, or sports 

events in which a society abstracts for itself and others its governing principles, showing 

itself and others its uniqueness. Examples include Native American intertribal powwows, 

Japanese underground hip-hop club scenes, and performances by the Metropolitan Opera 

in New York. In the case of the Radif, the basic repertory of Persian music, the change 

witnessed over the course of the early 20th century from a structure similar to other 

Iranian culture to a structure similar to major Western musical traditions – in the use of 

Western instruments, notation, and large ensembles guided by conductors – shows in 

detail values – like hierarchy, guidance by a central authority, and individualism - that are 

important to Iranian culture at large (Nettl 1978). It is clear then that an understanding of 

cultural performance can tell us about the values of a society, and changes that may occur 

in those values will be manifested in cultural performance. This project is fundamentally 

about that - value change in society as manifested in cultural performance. However, the 
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focus of this project is not on opera performance on the stage by singers and actor, but 

rather the performance of opera by audiences. On the surface, one can assume that this is 

an analysis of the reception of cultural performance, rather than of cultural performance. 

The distinction is not so easy to make. 

Atkinson argues that, to understand the values disseminated through social music 

events (that we are calling cultural performances), the most important performance is not 

necessarily that of the actors on the stage but that of the audience and of the producers of 

the spectacle on the stage. The performance on the stage is a connecting point through 

which the audiences and producers engage one another in creating an agreement and 

bond over what values they share (and by which producers profit and audiences are 

typically entertained). The producers’ understanding of those shared values is manifested 

in the particular performance, and the audience’s understanding of those shared values is 

manifested in their reception of the performance. If the audience cheers, the producers are 

probably assuaged that they understand the audience’s values. If the audience boos, we 

can surmise that the audience believe the producers broke their agreement with the 

audience over what constitutes an enjoyable evening of entertainment and are saying that 

the producers have lost touch with their shared values.  

In the case of San Antonio Opera, the performances are not very good by most 

professional opera company standards1. Yet, they regularly receive applause and their 

budget continues to grow. Clearly, producers have not lost touch with the shared values 

                                                
1 This point is discussed in greater detail in Chapter 2. However, a cursory search of the San Antonio 
Express-News reviews of past opera productions will make evident the same point. 
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of San Antonio citizens. What are the real forces at work, if not the production values of 

the opera, that keep San Antonio audiences in the seats and subscribing season after 

season? The history of opera in San Antonio shows that identification with German 

ancestry, gender roles, charismatic authority, city loyalty and class status play important 

roles in ensuring the continuance of opera in San Antonio. 

The German influence from the 1850s 

Opera has been performed in Texas since the 1850s when an influx of German 

immigrants created what historians now call the German Belt, which extended from the 

Galveston-Houston area, through Austin and San Antonio, and all the way into West 

Texas. American historians are familiar with the German Belt as a typical product of the 

effects of “dominant personality,” and “America letters” in the migration of European 

ethnic groups to the United States. Johann Freidrich Ernest is significant as one of these 

early dominant personalities. Ernst and his family were among the first Germans to settle 

in Texas, in 1831. In a concerted effort to begin German settlements in Texas, Ernst 

wrote lengthy letters to friends in Germany, extolling the virtues of Texas settlements and 

beginning what migration scholars call a “chain migration.”  

Due to the large numbers of German immigrants in Texas, in 1856 the German 

Opera Company became the first of many traveling opera companies that performed in 

Texas. Throughout the latter half of the 19th century, opera houses sprang up across 

Texas. In Sisterdale, just north of San Antonio, the Sisterdale Opera House was 
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constructed some time between 1867 and 18842. In El Paso, the Schutz Opera House was 

built in 1883 and the Myar Opera House in 18873. In the German town of New Braunfels, 

the Seekatz Opera House was built in 19004. 

San Antonio has been an unusually strong supporter of opera, in forms palatable 

to local audiences, since the late 19th century. It hosted a golden era of opera consumption 

in the middle of the 20th century and after a decline in consumption in the late 20th 

century began to grow again in the 21st century. The opening of the Grand Opera House 

in downtown San Antonio in 1886 was the first major step towards institutionalizing 

opera in San Antonio. At the time many of the inhabitants did not speak English, and 

German speakers outnumbered Hispanics and Anglos throughout the late 1800s5. 

Traveling opera companies regularly came and performed at the Grand Opera House. 

Opera, however, was not the only form of cultured entertainment in San Antonio 

to have a physical building to house it. Wealthy German merchants established The 

Staffel Casino Club in 1854, originally for meetings between twenty Germans in the 

home of Carl Hummel. The casino was built and opened in 1858. It hosted games, music, 

plays, lectures, and actors6. Functions included coming out parties for daughters of 

important families. Thus, both gambling and opera served as social centers for 

businessmen, politicians, socialites and celebrities.  

                                                
2 http://www.sisterdaledancehall.com/index_history.html 
3 http://dnn.epcc.edu/nwlibrary/borderlands/19_theaters.htm 
4 http://www.seekatzoperahouse.com/ 
5 http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/hds02 
6 http://www.germancontest.org/germansa/ 
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German identification declined in the 20th century. Historians point to rural 

depopulation (the disintegration of German communities), intermarriage, and modern 

communication. Acculturation sped up as a result of the world wars and associated anti-

German prejudice. Furthermore, there was no more significant migration from Germany 

to Texas after the early 1900s7. Opera also declined in the city, in part because of the 

Great Depression. The Grand Opera House closed in the 30s and it was not until 1945 

that opera reestablished itself permanently in San Antonio. 

In 1938, Max Reiter, a prominent conductor in Germany and World War II 

refugee, fled to New York City with several other European conductors. A saturation of 

the market on the East Coast forced him to come to Texas, where he eventually founded 

the San Antonio Symphony in 1945. This was a man who personally knew Richard 

Strauss and conducted world premieres and radio broadcasts of many of his works from 

San Antonio. Most significantly, he established in San Antonio the first resident opera 

company in Texas. Along with providing a symphonic repertoire, the San Antonio 

Symphony provided a locally produced two-weekend opera season using national and 

local singers.  

 San Antonio during this time period was a veritable mecca for opera. The 

wealthy oil tycoon, Robert Tobin, funded symphony and opera in San Antonio for 

decades. The role of women in the continuance of support for opera cannot be stressed 

enough. The San Antonio Women’s Opera Guild persuaded the Metropolitan Opera of 

New York to move the yearly auditions for national talent from Dallas to San Antonio. 

                                                
7 http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/png02 
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American and world debuts of operas took place and international superstars headlined 

performances at the annual San Antonio Opera Festival. Support of opera once again 

declined in the 80s and the festival was discontinued in 1983. 

The German influence was undoubtedly enormous in the days of opera’s 

inception in Texas. Yet, it seems as if the German influence has not disappeared and in 

fact has resurged in San Antonio, despite the influx of new kinds of immigrants, 

primarily from Mexico and southern United States. More than seventeen percent of 

Texans claim full or partial German ancestry. In San Antonio, fourteen percent claim 

German ancestry8. It is difficult, based on the extant literature to determine the long-term 

effect of German identity to the support for opera. Even the large collection of materials 

documenting the extensive work of opera patrons in the San Antonio arts community - 

planning materials, correspondence, scrapbooks, programs, brochures, audio tapes, 

photographs and assorted ephemera – do not provide direct evidence of the influence of 

these deep-seated identities, identities whose influence is considerably diffuse. 

Answering these questions would require in-depth interviewing of long-term and short-

term participants in opera. 

This is not to say that most opera consumers today are German descendants, or 

that their German ancestry is the direct cause of their appreciation and/or consumption of 

opera. Rather, German identity is one of several forces that have shaped the environment 

                                                
8 
http://books.google.com/books?id=oj1PKROHl28C&lpg=PA4&ots=HCNkAY4ckh&dq=what%20percenta
ge%20of%20san%20antonio%20german&pg=PA4#v=onepage&q&f=false 
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in which people consume opera in San Antonio and is manifested, if not explicitly, in the 

reasons that people support or enjoy opera today. 

Yet, we can begin to shape some hypotheses. In the middle and late 19th century 

in Texas, German immigrants and their descendants used opera and other elite forms of 

entertainment to connect to their old identities and to connect to one another. More than 

simply a social identity that was being solidified through the opportunity that opera 

provides to socialize, there was a larger national identity and still larger transnational 

identity that was being strengthened by knowing that one was being entertained by the 

same music, stories, and people that were entertaining other Americans and Europeans 

across vast geographic areas and that had entertained them in a past spanning centuries.  

There are other significant people and issues at play here. The influence of oil 

tycoons and art directors who funded and managed opera, of women who support opera – 

these are all people who, for one reason or another, became important figures in making 

opera a part of San Antonio culture. These people all identified with opera enough to 

have supported it significantly throughout San Antonio’s history. These class, racial, and 

gender identities form the dispositions of individuals towards opera. My research must 

look at the particular values that are attached to this art form by this society for reasons 

specific to this society - specific gender, race, or class formations. 

Identification as a theoretical framework 

Identification is a process by which an individual recognizes or constructs 

commonalities with other people or other groups and articulates or determines meaning to 

people and groups outside or within the boundaries of these commonalities, thereby 
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creating what is commonly understood as identities, bounded in time and space (Hall 

2000: 16). The descendants of German immigrants living in San Antonio are no longer 

Germans in many ways – they do not live within the political boundaries of Germany, do 

not raise their children in a German-speaking country, and necessarily have to negotiate 

their German identity with their Texan and American ones, which form as their German 

identities deform. This phenomenological or conscious process operates across social, 

class, and ethnic differences.  

Another aspect of identification is that it entails the creation of discourses (Stuart 

2000: 19). My research, in addition to trying to understand how opera serves to 

strengthen or reinforce German and other identities for San Antonio opera fans, must 

seek to uncover how the discourse around opera is a method by which this identity and its 

necessary oppositionality to other identities are constructed and reified. How is opera 

discussed in San Antonio? What do residents wish to say about themselves by the way in 

which they participate in and create discourse around opera? 

 Identification, in my opinion, assumes that people have considerable agency, an 

ability to affect the discourses that surround them and to construct/reconstruct the 

environment in which they make choices, for two main reasons: 1) because, as Laclau 

argues, the ability to constitute a social identity out of discourse is an act of power and 2) 

because there is a "knowing" involved in the taking up of static identities that fail to 

account for the constant shift in identification with different groups (Hall 2000: 18). An 

American may feel more "American" on the day when Osama Bin Laden is captured than 

the day before, one in which his life was mundane. Opera can provides these moments of 
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heightened awareness of identity (Benzecry 2009: 138). Do people feel as if they are 

better able to negotiate their identity when participating in or “performing” the reception 

of opera? My research should seek to interrogate the issue of agency as well. Are 

processes of identification not highly constrained by the discourses that create different 

and oppositional identities? What are the symbolic boundaries placed on individuals as 

they determine (and overdetermine) who they are? It is possible that what motivates 

ordinary San Antonio citizens to attend the opera is not upward mobility alone, but moral 

sentiments, religious beliefs, esprit de corps, etc. It is also possible that the actions of the 

few charismatic authority figures, the wealthy and powerful citizens of San Antonio, have 

a greater influence on the actions of less powerful and more numerous citizens than the 

other way around. What tensions exist as a result of power struggles and the exercise of 

agency? Who enjoys greater agency in San Antonio? That is, who determines the 

overarching symbolic meanings of opera to San Antonio, i.e. the discourse around opera? 

And has this discourse changed over time? 

 People’s identification with certain classes or races gives them certain 

dispositions, which are collectively termed “habitus” (Bourdieu 1986: 245). A person’s 

habitus is a “set of dispositions” that creates practices and perceptions over a long process 

of social inculcation.  It is objective structures like the myth of the German people (see 

Herder), a shared language (German was spoken in San Antonio far more frequently in 

the mid 19th century than Spanish or English), and kinship (German peasantry struggling 

to survive on the frontier) that act on and are acted upon by the set of structured 

dispositions (the habitus, e.g. disposition towards opera, disposition towards casinos, 
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disposition towards other settlers). Objective structures can also be the physicalization of 

these desires to share one’s language or identity with others (Bourdieu 1986: 243). These 

physicalizations include buildings like the opera house or the casino. These objective 

structures are the result of other objective structures like German kinship that are 

incorporated and internalized in the habitus, e.g. disposition towards opera or gambling, 

which then works to reproduce the objective structures in physical manifestations like the 

opera house or casino and continual financial support of the opera house of opera or 

gambling.  

But of course the relationship between the objective structures and the structured 

dispositions can change. Bourdieu’s distinction is particularly applicable to opera because 

the relationship between the San Antonio Opera and the audience is a regularly 

renegotiated one that requires a continual re-evaulation on the part of patrons of the value 

of opera to them. Opera patrons either buy individual tickets, for which there is an almost 

monthly evaluation of the value of attending the opera, or they buy season tickets, for 

which there is a yearly evaluation of the value of opera. 

If San Antonians are able to acquire such important markers of identity status or 

elite status without having to internalize the disposition to support opera in San Antonio, 

we should see a difference in the discourse surrounding opera as the management reacts 

to the shifting values of San Antonio’s citizenry and its potential customers and as the 

citizens themselves come to identify other forms of entertainment (such as attending San 

Antonio Spurs basketball games) with class or ethnic status. That is, advertising for opera 

in 1890 should sell opera differently to audiences than advertising for opera in 1950 and 
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in 2011. Younger audiences should value opera for different reasons than older 

audiences.  

Benzecry has commented on the ability of opera to draw viewers in instantly and 

hold their attention. Certainly this is part of the magic of opera, but it is more relevantly 

part of the reason it can be popular entertainment. Whereas classical music in the 

instrumental or symphonic tradition requires considerable effort to enjoy, opera has many 

aspects that immediately draw an appeal – narrative structure, lavish scenery, costumes, 

dance, etc. Opera patrons will observe these as things that draw them to opera, but there 

is always something underneath that makes opera the specific type of entertainment that 

they choose out of the many that could give them a similarly magical experience.   

To reiterate a point made earlier in this paper, we should seek not to limit 

theoretical constructions of performance of opera to the performance of opera singers on 

the stage. Rather, we should take an ethnomusicological definition of performance and 

considers everything in relation to opera as the performance of opera. Audiences 

“perform” opera in activities such as: of course, watching operas staged by professional 

and amateur companies, at film screenings, at home on Netflix, Youtube, or various other 

home media, listening to opera in the car or on the radio; talking about opera with others 

outside of the opera house at home, at parties, and at work; chatting on Internet forums, 

reviewing operas on blogs, commenting on newspaper critic reviews. All of these are 

manifestations of a certain disposition towards opera that reveal the particular values of a 

person and the values that person shares with a group with which he or she identifies. 
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Chapter 2 

A personal introduction to the San Antonio Opera 

After noticing some major differences in the repertoire of the San Antonio Opera 

from those of other regional companies in Fort Worth, Dallas, and Austin, I began to 

wonder why the San Antonio audience existed, let alone thrived. The Dallas Opera’s 

2011 production of Gounod’s Romeo & Juliet was a glamorous event, the rival of 19th 

century French productions of grand opera. At Houston Grand Opera, superstar Susan 

Graham in Handel’s Xerxes received rave reviews. The special effects in Austin Lyric 

Opera’s 2010 production of Humperdinck's Hansel und Gretel were spectacular. Fort 

Worth Opera’s 2008 production of Puccini’s Turandot was a lavish production with stunt 

performances by a touring company of Chinese acrobats. I have continued to support 

each of these companies because their productions have been consistently excellent. 

By comparison, each production of San Antonio Opera has suffered at the hands 

of critics, including myself. In 2000, their production of Mozart’s Cosi fan Tutte during 

the third season substituted a synthesizer for the harpsichord during recitative sections 

and was performed in English (a general taboo for productions of Italian opera among 

professional opera companies). A backdrop of a river in a mountain gorge having nothing 

to do with the opera seems to have been picked randomly from another show.  In 2009, 

for their third production of Madama Butterfly, the singers were miked (another taboo in 

professional opera) so their voices would carry in the massive five-thousand-seat 

Municipal Auditorium. In their 2011 production of Marriage of Figaro, even the surtitles 

(captions projected over the stage that have become standard for American productions of 
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non-English language opera) were not working, so the audience did not know when to 

clap or laugh. 

Charles Carson, a musicologist at the University of Texas at Austin told me a 

story in March 2011 about one of his students at the University of Houston. One of the 

assignments for his Western music history class was to see a live performance of music 

in the Western classical canon. The student came up to him and said there were no more 

performances of classical music in the city to attend before the deadline for the 

assignment. Amazingly, the student was correct, save a performance of an opera. Charles 

said, “Well, it will cost you $35, but you can attend the performance of this opera.” The 

student replied, “I saw the listing, but the money isn’t the problem.” “What’s the 

problem, then?” “I don’t own a tux!” 

These episodes highlight the disparity between assumptions among people who 

do and don’t participate in opera. San Antonio Opera patrons are content to patronize an 

opera company that produces substandard opera, while nonpatrons are unwilling to attend 

because they believe they aren’t allowed to be there without changing at least their 

clothing, if not their demeanor, or knowledge base. The FAQs on American opera 

company websites commonly include the frequently asked question: “How should I 

dress?” Nonpatrons assume that elegant, formal attire must be worn, and many FAQ’s 

specifically state that this form of attire is not required. The correct answer is, of course, 

that one may dress as one likes. When I attend the opera, I typically wear jeans and a t-

shirt or short-sleeve polo; not because I can’t afford a jacket or wish to act out against 

commonly held stereotypes of opera patrons, but because it is what I usually wear and 
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what is most comfortable for me to wear. This wasn’t always the case. I used to wear 

these kinds of clothes to make a statement. To say that the opera house is a democratic 

institution, in which people of all social backgrounds can attend. However, elegantly 

dressed people are not necessarily wearing slacks, tie, and jacket to make a statement, 

either. It is what they usually wear at work, for instance, or what is most comfortable for 

them to wear. 

The point of both of these stories - my uniformly bad experience of hearing opera 

in San Antonio and the young Houstonite’s misunderstanding of opera etiquette - is that 

there are different types of opera patrons. Some patrons attend the opera dressed a certain 

way to make a claim about their status in society. But others wearing the same clothing – 

whether it’s a suit and tie or jeans and t-shirt – are possibly making a different statement. 

One cannot tell simply by observing them. Similarly, one cannot assume that a company 

is not successful by simply observing their productions. The remarkable thing about San 

Antonio Opera is that it has survived and expanded for 15 years, despite low production 

values. It has capitalized on an understanding of the values of San Antonians, of which 

adherence to standard models for professional opera productions – stagings of Italian and 

German opera in their original languages and with proper acoustics – is not of high 

priority. 

San Antonio Opera: a case study 

In 1983, R. Paul Williams founded the Chamber Opera Theater. The first 

production, William Walton’s The Bear and Menotti’s The Medium played in 1985 to 

only a handful of people in Beethoven Hall. A switch to more mainstream repertory and a 
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name change to Opera Theatre of San Antonio in 1986 brought growth. However, the 

company filed bankruptcy in 1988 having staged a handful of productions – Menotti’s 

Amahl and the Night Visitors in December 1986, Die Fledermaus, HMS Pinafore, 

Madama Butterfly, and Pavarotti in Concert in January 1988 – and just before their 

November 1988 production of Don Giovanni and planned productions of Carmen and 

The Mikado. Don Giovanni had sold out 600 seats at the Carver Community Cultural 

Center before the company folded. 

Professional opera had a 10-year absence between the 1983-1988 incarnation and 

the 1998 Pocket Opera incarnation. In the meantime, different groups in San Antonio 

produced operas, but none with any regularity. 

In 1997, Mark Richter began Pocket Opera and performed a bare bones staging of 

Mozart’s rarely performed Der Schauspieldirektor and Bernstein’s Trouble in Tahiti. By 

the fourth season (2000/2001), the company had begun to rent or, in the case of the June 

2001 production of Donizetti’s Elixir of Love, purchase full sets from other opera 

companies. They also began to phase out English adaptations of operas, though during 

the fourth season, Die Fledermaus was performed in English. Nevertheless, their 

repertoire still stresses contemporary English one-act operas and English comic opera. 

Below is a partial list of the operas performed over the course of the first few seasons of 

San Antonio Opera. Notice that each year, the budget increases, the repertoire becomes 

more mainstream and the performance venue and name of the company change. In all of 

these trends, the San Antonio Opera continues to more closely resemble other 

professional opera companies in the United States. 
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Season Operas Performed Operating 
Budget 

Venue Name of 
Company 

1 (98/99) Der 
Schauspieldirektor; 
Trouble in Tahiti 

$6,000 San Pedro 
Playhouse 

San Antonio 
Pocket Opera 

2 (99/00) Don Pasquale; 
Amahl and the 
Night Visitors; 
Cavalleria Rusticana 

$40,000 San Pedro 
Playhouse; 
McAllister 
Auditorium 

San Antonio 
Pocket Opera 

3 (00/01) Barber of Seville; 
Amahl & the Night 
Visitors; Cosi Fan 
Tutte; Double Bill: 
The Old Maid & the 
Thief/Gallantry 

$100,000 McAllister 
Auditorium 

San Antonio 
Lyric Opera 

4 (01/02) Madama Butterfly; 
Elixir of Love; Die 
Fledermaus 

$210,000 McAllister 
Auditorium 

San Antonio 
Lyric Opera 

7 (03/04) Rigoletto; Don 
Pasquale 

$384,500 McAllister 
Auditorium 

San Antonio 
Lyric Opera 

8 (04/05) Madama Butterfly; 
La Cenerentola; 
Don Giovanni 

$600,000 McAllister 
Auditorium 

San Antonio 
Lyric Opera 

14 (10/11) Suor Angelica, 
Pagliacci; Marriage 
of Figaro; HMS 
Pinafore 

$2,000,000 Lila Cockrell 
Theatre 

San Antonio 
Opera 

Table 1. San Antonio Opera company statistics 1998-2011. 

The most recent incarnations of professional opera in San Antonio by R. Paul 

Williams and Mark Richter seem to be conscious of the history of opera in San Antonio 

and have attempted to rekindle that flame and reconnect to that history. In 2010, a second 

unnamed opera company formed and began soliciting funds to produce operas in the near 

future. In response, Jeannie Wyatt, board president of the San Antonio Opera said, 

“There is some value in having a history.” Mel Weingart, organizer of the new opera 

company, has said that he wants San Antonio to have more “lavish” productions. Both 
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groups seem to be appealing to a sense of nostalgia and history among potential 

supporters of their opera company, particularly for the golden era of opera in the 50s and 

60s. This underscores the dependence of operatic repertoire on the resources available 

and a company’s ability to cater to the San Antonio audience. Who is this audience and 

how do their desires and identities differ from past audiences of opera in San Antonio? 

But first, why is it important that we understand this audience? And why in light of past 

audiences of opera in San Antonio? 

It is tempting to try to force an imaginary coherence to the discourse of opera in 

San Antonio. However, without a solid ethnographic foundation upon which to build 

conclusions, one can only hypothesize about the relationship between the discourse 

around opera and the values that people who appreciate opera in San Antonio share. In 

the absence of ethnographic data in San Antonio, one can examine the results of 

ethnographic data from other investigations of performing arts audiences. 

Defining the opera patron 

The main purpose of the second chapter is to explore how contemporary 

American audiences develop a positive disposition towards opera. Most supporters of 

opera do not have the ability to change significantly the fortunes of the San Antonio 

Opera or of opera in San Antonio. These patrons are less visible than charismatic 

authorities like Mark Richter or Mel Weingart. How do we find them? Recent literature 

allows us to construct profiles for other types of patrons that can guide the search. 

We can begin by asking the question: is opera, which is a European art form, 

perceived as a foreign cultural performance that is modified for local purposes, or is it 
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perceived as a domestic form of cultural performance, brought along with people who 

consume it? In the case of Eastern and other non-Western appropriation of Western 

forms, different anthropologists have argued differently about whether the local form 

constitutes a meaningful difference. 

Ian Condry (2001, 2006) in analyzing the Japanese hip-hop scene has found that 

Japanese rappers and MCs respond more to local influences in their reconstruction of 

Western/American hip-hop than to larger shifting trends in Western-influenced world 

pop. According to Condry, hip-hop is “constantly made and re-made in specific locations 

through local dialects and for particular audiences” in order to produce a “dynamic and 

contradictory (or ambivalent) realm of debate about what it means to be Japanese” 

(Condry 2006: 2; 16). In Burma, Keeler finds a different understanding of hip-hop. 

According to Keeler, “the sad fact is that the assertive style so emblematic of 

contemporary rap, whether in Burma or anywhere else, poses no threat to hegemonic 

understandings of what it means to be modern or cosmopolitan” (Keeler 2009: 13). To 

what extent is the taste of San Antonio Opera patrons insular and to what extent is it 

influenced by larger trends in opera? Are San Antonio citizens supporters of opera 

because of local reasons like German ancestry or city history, or because of the influence 

of a larger national or international discourse on the value of opera? 

I draw on literature to identify five motivations among contemporary American 

audiences for a positive disposition towards opera. Membership in each group is not 

mutually exclusive with membership in other groups. Someone who could be motivated 

to support opera as an arts patron could also be motivated to support opera because of the 
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desire to socialize with specific people that are important in other facets of their lives, 

such as business partners or colleagues. The following potential ways of identifying with 

opera can help us draw the contours of identities that people cling to in defending their 

perception of opera as meaningful to their lives. They draw on literature from 

ethnomusicology, performance studies, and cultural anthropology on audience reception 

of performing arts.  

Tom Boellstorff’s (2003) notion of “dubbing culture” would describe the San 

Antonio Opera as a reworking of a foreign model so that it neither remains true to nor 

hides the foreign origins. Incongruity with foreign model matters little to the consumers. 

In the case of Burmese rap, Burmese rappers perform a cultural lip synch for audiences 

and do not bother themselves about originality or authenticity, instead taking up any 

materials in foreign pop that will serve their domestic purposes (Keeler 2009: 13). Do 

audience members perceive the current incarnation of opera as a cultural lip synch of 

sorts? Or do they understand it as an “authentic” expression of San Antonio opera 

culture? 

Patrons of opera tend to be patrons of cultural arts in general. Their motivation for 

attending opera is largely, or in part, because of their affinity for all arts. Surveys (Barnes 

1986) have found that men and women are roughly equally represented among these 

kinds of patrons. Patrons tend to be in their 30s (ballet and theatre) and 40s (opera and 

symphony). They also tend to be more educated than the general public, have higher 

incomes, and work in high-status occupations. Blue-collar workers in the survey 

accounted for only 3 percent of performing arts audiences surveyed, while accounting for 
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more than 30% of the US adult population. They tend to be white, as well. What is the 

demographic of San Antonio Opera’s audience and has it changed over time? 

The agreed-upon perspective on popular music throughout the literature is that 

commercially viable music is a site of contestation for what Hall calls the “power bloc,” 

or dominant forces from above that include corporations and other forces of capitalism, 

and a populist force from below that includes the people whose musical idioms are 

translated into a commodified object in popular music, typically as recordings. Within 

this framework, different researchers ascribe different levels of agency to the forces of 

populism, but they all ascribe this dichotomous relationship of dominant and subordinate 

to the hegemonic and socialist/populist forces of popular music. It is at the edges of the 

system that the mechanisms break down and the insidiousness of the system is seen most 

easily. Opera is at the edge of the system. In the case of opera in San Antonio, the 

question that must be asked and answered is, how much power does the audience have in 

determining opera repertoire? A corollary is how much power do they feel they have? It 

is clear that ultimate power resides in the director, but what concerns him the most – is it 

the patrons of the opera or the underwriters of the opera? This question is best researched 

by asking opera management how they choose the repertoire. However, this question can 

additionally be answered by doing ethnography of San Antonio opera patrons. 

Neumann talks about the relationship between the continuity of a musical 

tradition and the inevitable change of musical tradition by historical actors (Neumann 

1991: 273). Aware of the ability of musical tradition to change, actors may often seek 

specifically to retain traditional elements, or what they perceive as traditional elements, in 
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their music, thereby changing a progression or stemming a progression. In the case of 

Indian classical music, there is a great awareness of and respect for the tradition of 

performance. The Sufi ritual repertory has as its primary purpose to show “the 

authenticity and historical continuity of the songs” (Qureshi qtd. in Neumann 1991: 274).  

Opera is typically a similar case and the influence of specific actors working to ensure the 

authenticity of the repertoire needs to be evaluated. Additionally, the importance of 

authenticity and the audience’s understanding of authenticity need to be evaluated in 

order to assess the effect of their desire for, or lack of desire for, authenticity. More 

generally, what are the other possible desires of individual actors that could influence the 

choice of repertoire? There is a strong indication from the history of the past two resident 

opera companies in San Antonio that individual actor agency has much to do with the 

ability of opera to find a home in San Antonio. 

Finally, postcolonial theory can be used to analyze reasons for opera patronage. 

Musical systems “articulate” identity – they are an embodiment of the processes that 

construct individual and group identification. There is a large body of literature that 

applies postcolonial theory to locations like San Antonio, in which the musical practices 

of a dominant outside group influence and are influenced by the values of the subordinate 

group. The critique predicts a subversion by the subordinate groups within the musical 

system in order to reinforce unity and identity of the subordinate group against the 

dominant group. 

The SA Opera necessarily operates according to standard economic models for 

American opera companies. Through this model, we can identify some patrons that must 
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exist, including wealthy underwriters and patrons. These patrons show up in the history 

of opera in San Antonio: the wealthy oil tycoon, Robert Tobin, who has funded opera in 

San Antonio for decades, the collective of women who founded the Opera Guild of San 

Antonio, and the German conductor Max Reiter. Clearly people like this help to set the 

discourse, but they are also affected by it. They create the structuring structures; that is, 

they use their social and cultural capital to influence how opera is performed and 

marketed to audiences in San Antonio. However, these structures also mold their 

dispositions, as is made evident by the struggle between the two current opera companies 

in San Antonio to claim residency in the newly renovated Lila Cockrell Theatre, and the 

recent reopening of the Sisterdale Opera House, one of the oldest opera houses in Texas, 

by the San Antonio Opera. 

Towards an ethnography of opera audiences 

Nettl identifies a significant disparity between popular conceptions of classical 

music and a learned conception of it (Nettl 1992: 145). In looking at these popular 

conceptions, we can learn about the relationship of opera to the rest of the culture and 

reveal the larger values of that particular culture. For instance, what does the standard 

FAQ on American opera websites reveal about the assumptions people make about 

opera? The following list of questions are familiar to anyone who has visited an 

American opera company’s website: 

1. What should I wear to the opera? 

2. How will I understand what people are singing? 

3. Is there intermission? 
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4. What if I’m late? 

5. When should I clap? 

6. What are surtitles? 

7. Anything else I should know? 

These questions and their associated assumptions show not only the disconnection 

between the assumptions about the norms of opera culture by those who know about 

opera (presumably those who are writing the answers to these FAQs) and those who do 

not, i.e., those who are asking the questions. They also show that these assumptions (that 

it is okay to dress casual at the opera, that surtitles are necessary for audiences, that there 

will always be intermissions, etc.) are widely held and almost exactly the same across the 

United States and perhaps the world. 

The overwhelming standardization of opera repertoire in the world (Agid and 

Tarondeau 2010: 46) coupled with the standardization of etiquette suggest that opera 

performance on the stage is itself less revealing of differences in the value of opera to 

audiences in different locations than other cultural performances that go on during its 

consumption (e.g. socializing), particularly outside of the opera house. The audience, 

regardless of where, performs certain rituals during the course of an opera performance 

that look very similar from one city to another. I have personally witnessed performances 

in Boston, New York, and all over Texas, and audiences are largely similar. The 

differences in audiences become amplified once they have an opportunity to perform 

amongst each other out of their seats in the opera house. 
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Agid and Tarondeau (2010) have done a large-N international comparative study 

of almost all opera companies in Europe and the Americas. While they focus mainly on 

differences in management style, they do have a section on audience. However, their 

approach is mostly to show how management attempts to appeal to local audiences 

through, for example, lower ticket prices to attract a younger audience, or community 

outreach programs to attract younger or more diverse patrons. Brochures, gala events, 

and special offers are other methods used by opera companies attempt to attract new 

audiences. Agid and Tarondeau present facts, but do not attempt to connect the ways in 

which audiences are attracted to opera to larger ideas about the values those audience 

members may have in common. All of these marketing and sales techniques are part of 

the discourse created around opera, but it is only half of that discourse. The other half is 

much harder to tease out just by looking at marketing techniques: the ways that audience 

members talk about opera and their response to the discourse set by the marketing 

techniques of opera companies. 

Atkinson (2006) focuses on the management of the Welsh National Opera and the 

production of opera through participant observation and by acting as an audience 

member. He attends social functions, dress rehearsals, and all stages of the performance 

preparation process. He is primarily focused on the performers and the 

managers/producers of opera and is less interested in the audience and what it has to say 

about a performance. This is because to the audience, opera is a spectacle, and he is 

trying to understand opera as the performance of mundane micro-scale social 

interactions. Atkinson’s work is in the tradition of the Second Chicago School of 
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symbolic interactionism, which stresses that creative endeavors are always grounded in 

ordinary social activity that is itself embedded in organized social relationships  

(Atkinson 2006: 189). Thus, Atkinson focuses on the work involved in preparing people 

for performance of opera (auditions and rehearsals) and the mundane performances 

among actors, musicians, and other involved artists that happen off stage (coffee breaks 

and lunch time). In short, he looks at the performers rather than the consumers. 

 Atkinson plays the role of a participant observer who is viewing opera from the 

perspective of a performer who notices the cracks and fails to be moved by the drama 

(Atkinson 2006: 8). This methodology is a good complement to the methodology of Agid 

and Tarondeau. Agid and Tarondeau are able to identify the larger forces that shape 

audience reception, while Atkinson is an embedded observer who is able to detail the 

intended effects of those larger forces. Agid and Tarondeau focus on management styles 

aimed at increasing attendance through various kinds of outreach. One can begin to 

understand the values of an audience, or segments of an audience, based on what types of 

management outreach are most effective at convincing them that attending opera 

performances or otherwise consuming it is an expression of their values. Atkinson’s 

study is important in that it elucidates this part of the study of opera that is too often 

unstudied. Performing arts are a realization of collective social identities, but 

musicological and ethnomusicological studies place little emphasis on analysis of these 

identities in favor of analysis of the performing arts and superficial description of the 

environment in which the performing arts thrive, respectively. Yes, actors and musicians 

perform for the audience, but they also perform for each other and the opera company 
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performs and presents itself to patrons, sponsors, and others. Uncovering the performance 

as it is manifested in discourse and tying it to cultural notions of identity is the central 

theme of my research. 

An important study that has taken up that challenge is Benzecry’s recent 

monograph, The Opera Fanatic (forthcoming 2011). He focuses his ethnography on the 

audience in Buenos Aires. Based on participant observation in “maestro” classes on opera 

at the local university in Buenos Aires where audience members were introduced to 

operas being produced at the Colon Opera House, Benzecry suggests that opera fans see 

their participation in opera as a way to reenact a past with which they identify, both the 

past of the genre and of the practice in the community, e.g. listening to recordings of the 

famous opera singers who started in Argentina, or discussing their memories of past 

performances in Buenos Aires by international superstars like Luciano Pavarotti or Maria 

Callas (Benzecry 2009: 144). This reenactment makes sense in the context of Buenos 

Aires and San Antonio, cities with a rich operatic tradition that has significantly declined 

in recent decades. Benzecry characterizes this reenactment in much the same way as 

Atkinson characterizes the Welsh National Opera’s marketing of itself – as performance 

of a shared history whereby audience members are in a heightened state of connection to 

these shared historical identities as Welsh, Argentinian, or San Antonian. In the case of 

reenactment of history, the performance serves to define the boundaries of cultural 

membership in this particular operatic community (Benzecry 2009: 144). 

While Benzecry’s analysis is extremely important in identifying the importance of 

history to audiences, he falls short of providing a comprehensive examination of opera 
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audiences in Buenos Aires and relating his observations of their positive disposition 

towards opera to larger cultural, ethnic, or historic values. Benzecry looks only at a very 

specific subsection of the audience, the section of the audience that occupies the standing 

room gallery in the rafters of the Colon Opera House, and he looks primarily at the 

phenomenological processes at work in their process of identifying as “opera fans” 

(Benzecry 2009: 137). His definition of what constitutes a “fan” of opera is itself 

problematic. Since his definition of fan is constructed on conversations with audience 

members in the upper/cheaper floors, he leaves out a significant portion of the members 

of the audience. These people are paying $10 to see an opera that the other 80% of the 

audience are paying up to ten times as much to see. Furthermore, he focuses on the 

similarities in the way they process opera, ignoring the diversity he identities in his 

informants.  

These ethnographers have in common a desire to observe and document how the 

mundane is manifested in the spectacular. Ethnography of the ways in which people 

participate in the performance of opera, is a way of engaging with people in their 

everyday lives, as paradoxical as it may sound. What draws Benzecry and Atkinson 

together is a focus on the ordinary and on the mundane. Benzecry’s and to a certain 

extent Atkinson’s approach is in the vein of symbolic interactionism and is best at 

analyzing the discourse beyond that of the opera management. However, Benzecry’s 

sample is not comprehensive enough. My research should continue what Benzecry has 

done in Buenos Aires in San Antonio, drawing on members from all tiers of the opera 

house to understand the various racial, gender, and class influences on positive 
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dispositions towards opera in San Antonio, the process by which people come to develop 

that disposition, and to understand more generally how identification processes occur, 

using both historical and ethnographic methodologies. This can realistically be 

accomplished by combining a case study of the current opera company (or companies, as 

it were) operating in San Antonio with a longitudinal sampling of long-term residents of 

San Antonio and conducting oral history interviews with them.  

Conclusion 

The San Antonio Opera is situated at a nexus among many intersecting influences 

– global politics, national economics, local history, and individual agency. It is a 

structuring structure in that it creates discursive practices that creates differential 

identifications among San Antonio citizens. What are these differential identifications? 

How do these identifications, in turn, structure opera in San Antonio? Do they change the 

structure of opera in San Antonio over time? What can the changing or unchanging 

situation of San Antonio Opera over the past century tell us about the people of San 

Antonio? About identification of individuals along class, gender, race, or other 

differences that are given meaning over time? These are just a few of the questions with 

potential answers from an interdisciplinary approach to the study of opera in San Antonio 

that combines a historical methodology, deep ethnography, and participant observation. 
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