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Sweet Land title treatment by Visual Issues. Photo by Casey Kringlen for The Industry.
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https://www.latimes.com/entertainment-arts/story/2020-02-27/sweet-land-opera-yuval-sharo
n-industry

Richard Hodges rehearses a scene from the Industry’s "Sweet Land,” at Los Angeles State
Historic Park on Feb. 21, 2020.(Genaro Molina / Los Angeles Times)

By JESSICA GELT STAFF WRITER
FEB. 27, 20208 AM
Toss out everything you thought you knew about the land you are currently occupying.

MacArthur grant winner Yuval Sharon’s avant-garde L.A. opera company, the Industry, is
taking on the subject in its latest production, “Sweet Land.” And the creative clamor of
rehearsal here in Los Angeles makes clear that this opera is an intense collaboration
among renowned artists in service of a common goal: the excavation, deconstruction and
reassembly of the myths surrounding the founding of America.

To tackle weighty subjects like immigration, cultural appropriation, racial identity and
colonialism, Sharon has enlisted help: interdisciplinary artist Cannupa Hanska Luger,
co-director and costume designer, who was raised on the Standing Rock Sioux reservation
in North Dakota; chamber music and noise composer Raven Chacon, a member of the
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Navajo Nation; Pulitzer Prize-winning composer and performance artist Du Yun, who
immigrated from China when she was 20; librettist Aja Couchois Duncan, a writer of
Ojibwe, French and Scottish descent; and African American librettist and poet Douglas

Kearney.

It's a lineup that would make antiquated history books shake on their shelves.

“It was definitely about building a team that had as many points of view as possible,”
Sharon says on a recent windy afternoon, standing beside Luger on the narrow spit of land
on the outskirts of downtown L.A. known as Los Angeles State Historic Park. Here, on open
land and in three pop-up theaters, “Sweet Land” will premiere Saturday and run through
March 15.

Artistic director Yuval Sharon, left, and artist and codirector Cannupa Hanska Luger share a
light moment during rehearsal of the opera "Sweet Land” at Los Angeles State Historic Park
on Feb. 21, 2020.(Genaro Molina / Los Angeles Times)
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Majority rule was not an option in this creative scenario, Sharon says. The group operated
only through cooperation, collaboration and consensus.

“From Day One we were very much creating this story together,” Du says. “It's us engaging
all of our individual experiences, saying what this scenario could have looked like for us,
and then extrapolating that into the work.”

Sharon calls “Sweet Land” the most “horizontal” work the Industry has created. He also
calls it the most important.

This is not a light statement coming from a man internationally known for breaking operatic
sound barriers and re-imagining the art form. The Industry’s projects have included
conceptual giants such as “Invisible Cities,” performed amid the hustle of Los Angeles’
Union Station in 2013; and “Hopscotch,” the 2015 opera that took place in 24 cars driving in
and around downtown L.A.

The Industry is dubbing “Sweet Land” an opera that “erases itself.” An audience limited to
200 (opening night tickets, at $250 each, are sold out) will arrive at L.A. State Historic Park
and be shepherded into a black box theater with a traditional proscenium stage. Later they
will be divided into two groups and guided to different open-air, theater-in-the-round
performance spaces. Each audience member will experience one of two stories.

A scene from the opera "Sweet Land” in rehearsal in one of two sites at Los Angeles State
Historic Park on Feb. 21, 2020. (Genaro Molina / Los Angeles Times)

One story line, titled “Feast,” tells of Hosts and Arrivals coming together. The Hosts already
inhabit the land; when the Arrivals show up on a ship, they are invited in.


https://www.latimes.com/entertainment/arts/la-ca-cm-yuval-sharon-20180719-story.html
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When these Arrivals appear on scene, Chacon says, they articulate two ideas: “We’re
starving. Can you please feed us?” And, “We’re here and we can’t go back, so what’s over
that hill?”

Composers Du Yun, left, and Raven Chacon attend a rehearsal for "Sweet Land” at Los
Angeles State Historic Park on Feb. 21, 2020. (Genaro Molina / Los Angeles Times)

“They come hungry, and they are needy and they overstep their bounds,” says Luger,
adding that “Feast” takes aspects of indigenous hospitality into account: what happens
when Arrivals’ sense of wealth is defined by what they have, but Hosts’ sense of wealth is
tied to what they can give to others.

The opera’s creators are careful to say they are not strictly focusing on what happened
between Native Americans and European settlers in North America. Luger says “Sweet
Land” takes place in a pocket universe.

“By relaxing our gaze and not being specific, components of different experiences globally
are represented in this process,” he says.

The immersive nature of the opera, adds Chacon, makes it so audience members are held
accountable and recognize that they are part of the story.

The Arrivals’ eventual land grab is violent — uncomfortable and divisive history that the
creative team says should not be distilled into a neat us-versus-them narrative.

After the first part of “Feast,” audience members are ushered to a point in the park called
“the crossroads,” where they rejoin others who have just experienced the story line titled
“Train.” After an eight-minute set change, the audiences are again ushered into their
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respective performance spaces where they experience a completely whitewashed version
of what they saw the first time.

For those who saw “Feast,” Luger says, “the scenes flip, and when you re-enter it’s like a
sanitized Golden Corral buffet-style feast. All you can eat.”

“Train” is meant to be the sequence of events that occurs after “Feast.” The audience is
taken on a journey of Manifest Destiny. The engine is a harbinger of doom, an “endless,
relentless machine,” Sharon says, adding that the scene is very dark.

The second, erased version of “Train” is bright and loud, like a commercial. In fact, the
composers used a lot of commercial music in conceiving it.

“There was no violence involved in the making of this train; no one suffered for the making
of this train,” Sharon says. “We now get to consume. The land becomes a commodity that
is open to us. So it’s horribly joyful.”

In both “Feast” and “Train,” a character remains who remembers the truth of what really
happened.

“Like a black line on a redacted statement,” Luger says.

Performers with the Industry prepare to rehearse a scene from "Sweet Land” at Los
Angeles State Historic Park on Feb. 21, 2020. (Genaro Molina / Los Angeles Times)

Los Angeles State Historic Park, formerly known as the Cornfield, is a vortex of cultural
triumph and trauma. The 32-acre former brownfield sandwiched between the Gold Line
tracks and Spring Street on the industrial outskirts of Chinatown, was the site of Southern
Pacific Railroad’s River Station. It served as a point of disembarkation for migrants from
around the world.
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“l didn’t know about this park, but now every time | come here, I’'m going to think, ‘Whose
land was this?”” says Sharon Chohi Kim, the “Sweet Land” performer who plays Wiindigo, a
mythical creature known as a “hungry ghost” in a variety of cultures and is representative of
the harm wrought by greed and violence.

Kim sits at a picnic table as the sun sets in a fiery blaze over Chinatown and the lights of
downtown’s skyscrapers flicker on, like tiny yellow eyes blinking open. A Metro train rattling
by, a helicopter buzzing overhead and the metal thrum of cars creeping through rush hour
on the 110 Freeway blend with the buzz saws and staple guns of crews constructing the
“Sweet Land” sets.

The sonic landscape of the city will play as much of a role in the opera’s soundtrack as
Chacon and Du’s compositions. And the land itself will serve as a crucial main character
alongside the 36-member ensemble.

Cast members, most of whom are L.A.-based singers, are as representative of varied
cultural perspectives as are the creators.

Micaela Tobin, who plays the mischievous and immortal Coyote, is a classically trained
vocalist who had drifted away from the traditional opera world, steeping herself in the
underground L.A. noise and electronica scene because she didn’t see herself or her culture
reflected in the art form.

“Sweet Land,” with its nontraditional, immersive presentation and radical themes of
representation, felt like a revelation to her.

“I always thought this is the kind of stuff we do in basements or in DIY venues,” she says. ‘I
remember first stepping into rehearsal and seeing a roomful of black and brown faces and it
was like, ‘Wow, we were all here before,” but in the past when you're in other operas, it's
not necessarily like this. It was emotional for me.”

Opera, says Luger, has a long history of elitism, which is why he feels it's the ideal medium
to address how mass culture has largely succeeded in erasing the true story of how we
came to be here, on this land, at this point in history.

“Opera is a privileged machine,” he says. “So as a rez kid, as a Native person in this
country, having access to an opera crowd ... ,” he trails off, shaking his head and smiling at
the possibilities.

Du adds that opera wasn'’t created just in the Western world. In China it blossomed in the
teahouses and the royal court. Still, she says, there is great power in occupying the space
dominated by the Western tradition with an opera like “Sweet Land.”
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Kelci Hahn, center, and other performers with The Industry rehearse a scene from, "Sweet
Land,” under the artistic direction of Yuval Sharon, right, at Los Angeles State Historic Park
on February 21, 2020. (Genaro Molina/Los Angeles Times)

Sharon jumps in.

“When | look around at the operatic landscape in this country, | see more colonialism. | see
French, German and ltalian repertoire, and | see stuff not at all related to the time we’re
living in,” he says. “There’s so much to talk about right now, and yet the No 1. opera
performed in America last year was ‘The Barber of Seville.”

“Sweet Land” is not interested in what Sharon calls “the gold-star approach,” where
audiences can pat themselves on the backs for exposing themselves to some heavy
themes before heading off for cocktails and a gourmet dinner.

By taking opera out of the opera house and placing it on the land, Sharon and his
collaborators hope to put audience members in an uncomfortable position.

“That discomfort is a valuable tool to stimulate new thoughts and ideas and to really
provoke new ways of thinking,” Sharon says.

“Sweet Land,” Luger adds, should not end with the last note. Audiences must take it with
them. This story, he says, scanning the smog-smudged horizon, ends somewhere out
there.
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'Sweet Land'

Where: Los Angeles State Historic Park, 1724 Baker St., L.A.

When: 8 p.m. Saturday; 4, 5:30 and 8 p.m. Sunday; 6 and 8:30 p.m. March 6-7; 5, 6:30 and
9 p.m. March 8 and 15; 6:30 and 9 p.m. March 13-14

Tickets: $75-$250
Info: (213) 761-8598; theindustryla.org

Running time: 1 hour, 25 minutes

0 0


https://theindustryla.org/sweet-land-tickets/#faq
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https://www.nytimes.com/2020/02/28/arts/music/sweet-land-opera.html

“Sweet Land,” in a Los Angeles park, is a parable for our time about Hosts and
Arrivals.)

Sharon Chohi Kim in a costume by Cannupa Hanska Luger for the Industry’s new
opera, “Sweet Land,” at Los Angeles State Historic Park.

Credit...Michael Christopher Brown for The New York Times
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g By Joshua Barone Published Feb. 28, 2020Updated March 1, 2020

LOS ANGELES — This city likes to pretend it has no history, Yuval Sharon said on a
recent afternoon while standing across the street from a place called, yes, Los
Angeles State Historic Park.

But history is here. For a long time the land on which this park now sits, not far from
the forest of skyscrapers downtown, was a rail yard known as the Cornfield. Nearby,
a mob of white people lynched nearly three dozen Chinese men and boys in 1871.


https://www.nytimes.com/2020/02/28/arts/music/sweet-land-opera.html
https://www.nytimes.com/by/joshua-barone
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Before colonialism and westward expansion, it was a flood plain and the site of an
important Tongva village.
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“There’s a kind of amnesia here that’s celebrated,” said Mr. Sharon, a MacArthur “genius’
grant-winning opera director. “| think that more than ever now, we need a sense of
reckoning with our history. And how can art play a role in that?”

The production features ephemeral architecture throughout the park.
Credit...Michael Christopher Brown for The New York Times

He doesn’t necessarily have the answer. But the new opera “Sweet Land,” which premiered
Feb. 29 at the park, is an attempt by Mr. Sharon — along with a team of collaborators and
his innovative company, the Industry — to at least start a conversation.

A head-spinning abstraction of colonialism and whitewashed mythology, “Sweet Land” has
been described by its creators as “an opera that erases itself.” It achieves an effect not
unlike that of traveling back in time to witness the first Thanksgiving, then returning to the
present to hear its story warped through the traditional, wholesome retelling.

Every Industry production — including “Invisible Cities,” which unfolded at Los Angeles’s
Union Station, and “Hopscotch,” set in 24 cars driving around the city — has collaborative
practice at its core. Mr. Sharon’s “Sweet Land” partners include, as co-director, Cannupa
Hanska Luger, an interdisciplinary artist who was raised on the Standing Rock Reservation
in North Dakota; Raven Chacon, a Navajo composer and installation artist; Du Yun, the
Pulitzer Prize-winning, Chinese-born composer; Aja Couchois Duncan, a librettist and writer
of Ojibwe descent; and Douglas Kearney, an African-American poet and librettist.



https://theindustryla.org/projects/sweet-land/
http://www.cannupahanska.com/
http://www.cannupahanska.com/
http://spiderwebsinthesky.com/
https://channelduyun.com/
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“We're Noah’s Ark,” Ms. Duncan said. “Two librettists, two composers, two directors.”

The composer Du Yun, left, with the opera’s directors, Yuval Sharon (in blue) and Mr.
Luger (in orange).

Credit...Michael Christopher Brown for The New York Times

Marc Lowenstein, one of the opera’s conductors.

Credit...Michael Christopher Brown for The New York Times

Each pair includes a newcomer to opera, which Ms. Du described as an opportunity “to
listen to a culture that is not our own.” Mr. Kearney, who has worked in the form before,
said that writing with Ms. Duncan, who hasn’t, has forced him to think more critically about
the function of a libretto.
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The artists have proposed a new myth about two groups, the Hosts and Arrivals —
reminiscent of the American experience, but also universal. (The piece’s relationship to the
United States, however, is undeniable: Think “sweet land of liberty.”)

“We are all from somewhere,” Mr. Sharon said. “Everyone has been either the colonized or
the perpetrator.”

Abstraction, he added, helps refocus history. “That’s where it feels more closely related to
the strategies in science fiction,” he said, “which are always so political and give you the
right tools to understand the present.”

A rehearsal watched by one of the opera’s composers, Raven Chacon, wearing a black
hoodie at bottom left.

Credit...Michael Christopher Brown for The New York Times

The “Sweet Land” librettos are placeless and poetic; the music is reminiscent of known
styles, but heard as if through a prism; the colorful costumes are works of arresting fantasy.
The sets are ephemeral architecture erected in the park — confronting, Mr. Sharon said,
“the illusion that we’ve always been here, not nature.”
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As in previous Industry projects, which have explored the possibility of individual audience
members having vastly different experiences, the plot of “Sweet Land” isn’t straightforward.
About 200 people gather at the start inside a pop-up space modeled on the Amargosa
Opera House, an unlikely theater plopped into Death Valley, Calif. After an introduction —
composed by Mr. Chacon and Ms. Du and depicting the Arrivals, well, arriving — the
audience is divided onto two tracks, each leading to a separate theater and story.

One is called “Feast,” written by Ms. Du and Ms. Duncan about welcoming the Arrivals; the
other, “Train,” is by Mr. Chacon and Mr. Kearney and about something like Manifest
Destiny. Each, Mr. Luger said, is “closer to what the reality might have been, at least in
terms of the emotional intensity. It's much more visceral. It really does not hide away from
the violence, the lust and sexuality. And the displacement.”

In these scenes, Mr. Chacon and Ms. Du avoided quoting specific Indigenous musical
styles. Still, there are echoes of them, such as in the vocal technique for Makwa, one of the
Hosts; there are parodic evocations of Western opera, as in an Arrival’s recitative, delivered
in countertenor voice with Baroque accompaniment.

Among the production’s abstractions is the creation of whiteness as an identity.
Credit...
Michael Christopher Brown for The New York Times

Image
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Peabody Southwell, left, with Richard Hodges.

Credit...Michael Christopher Brown for The New York Times



ﬂﬁ/fﬁ/ PRESS RECAP

The choreographer Tonantzin Carmelo, left, with Kelci Hahn during rehearsal.
Credit...Michael Christopher Brown for The New York Times

After “Feast” and “Train” are over, the audience is reunited outside at what's called “The
Crossroads,” a space of images projected onto mist. A chorus tells the crowd to “go back to
where you came from” — a double-edged phrase that echoes President Trump yet is also a
practical instruction to return to the theaters where “Feast” and “Train” took place.

Those spaces have been transformed; “Feast” now looks more like a Golden Corral, and
“Train” features a group of House Hunters. In the second-part pieces that follow, Mr.
Chacon and Ms. Du have switched tracks, letting each composer respond to the other’s
initial work. The stories the audiences heard in the first part are repeated, but now in an
oddly mythologized way — with the exception of a character returning from each original
story, flustered and trying to be heard, yet not acknowledged.

“It's what we’ve all been told in school,” Mr. Luger said. “But we’ve left the characters that
have been redacted. So you can tell the story isn’t all there.”


https://www.nytimes.com/2019/07/14/us/politics/trump-twitter-squad-congress.html
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Ms. Hahn at the park, which overlooks downtown Los Angeles.
Credit...
Michael Christopher Brown for The New York Times

If all of this sounds confusing, that’s the point. “I hope it’s frustrating, in the best way
possible,” Mr. Sharon said. “That’s what should be the catalyst for the self-examination that
we want the audience to come into.”

The audience’s response is crucial for the opera’s ending. As the listeners are reunited
back in the first theater, it's up to them to make sense — with one another — about what
they have just seen.

Mr. Sharon doesn’t recommend trying to see both the “Feast” and “Train” tracks. “I like the
idea that another person’s experience is actually really cut off from yours until you make the
effort to inquire about it,” he said. “The audience has to complete the work.”

Mr. Luger interjected: “And that is how you turn it into a myth.”
Sweet Land

Saturday through March 15, Los Angeles State Park; theindustryla.org.
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FALLING JAMES FEBRUARY 26, 2020

In 2015, The Industry commissioned several brilliant composers to create Hopscotch, an
L.A.-centric, multipart opera that was staged inside two dozen taxis and cars. Now the local
company returns with its first independent world-premiere work since Hopscotch, with the
debut of Sweet Land.

Described as “an opera that erases itself,” Sweet Land is an ambitious project by
composers Du Yun (who won a Pulitzer for Angelis Bone) and the Navajo Nation’s Raven
Chacon with librettists Douglas Kearney and Aja Couchois Duncan, and co-directed by
Cannupa Hanksa Luger and The Industry’s Yuval Sharon. With themes about immigration
and colonization, the opera centers on a procession through the park and a feast between
a “host” community and an “arrival” community, with a train symbolizing the effects of
Manifest Destiny.

L.A. State Historic Park, 1724 Baker St., downtown; Sat., Feb. 29, 8 p.m.; Sun., March 1,
5:30 p.m. & 8 p.m.; through Sun., March 15, 6:30 p.m. & 9 p.m.; $75-$110. (213) 761-8598,
sweetlandopera.com.
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Raven Chacon

In the digital age, it is said that everything lives online — somewhere. Not so with Sweet
Land, a site-specific opera that, according to the press release, “erases itself.” Presented
by The Industry, the experimental opera troupe that created Invisible Cities (2013) and
Hopscotch (2015) and springing from the fertile mind of founder and artistic director, Yuval
Sharon, this work is the result of a highly collaborative and multiperspective approach.

Indeed, there are two composers — Raven Chacon and Du Yun — two librettists —
Douglas Kearney and Aja Couchois Duncan — and, for the first time, Sharon shares
directing honors with Cannupa Hanksa Luger. Performed at the L.A. State Historic Park
from February 29 through March 15, the opera is said to be a “grotesque historical
pageant that disrupts the dominant narrative of American identity.” With two separate
“tracks” (each track showcases a diffderent story, different music and different cast
members), the work also features a large group of singers and musicians.


https://www.sfcv.org/article/the-industry-prepares-another-open-opera
https://www.sfcv.org/author/victoria-looseleaf
https://theindustryla.org/
http://spiderwebsinthesky.com/
https://channelduyun.com/
https://douglaskearney.com/
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/aja-couchois-duncan
https://theindustryla.org/projects/sweet-land/
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Yuval Sharon

Succinctly put, Sweet Land, for which The Industry partners with the Autry Museum of the
American West and IKAR, is an alternate history of the United States focusing on
encounters that include ships arriving on a shore — “the Arrivals” — who make contact with
another civilization they call “the Hosts.” The opera, which also includes a train scene and a
feast tableau, splinters in order to follow diverging perspectives.

In an email, Sharon wrote that he decided on this multiple perspective approach for The
Industry, because he has been “wanting to expand how opera is created, experienced, and
produced. This means not only changing what story is being told, but who is telling the
story. | think when you can bring in new voices and let them tell stories that resonate for
them, you're not only enriching the field, but you're enriching the world.”
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Composer Raven Chacon | Credit: Roger Jones

For Chacon, a composer, performer, and installation artist from Fort Defiance, Navajo
Nation, who makes his home in Albuquerque, New Mexico — and who hadn’t worked with
Sharon before — the process proved intriguing. “Yuval invited me to see his [2017]
production of War of the Worlds and he pitched this idea to somehow tell the story of
America’s history.

“He recognized there were a lot of myths in the founding of this country and [the
subsequent] whitewashing. Young people have learned erroneous, mythological facts
about the founding — events like Thanksgiving, [the Shoshone Indian guide and interpreter]
Sacajawea and Lewis and Clark — and Yuval had wanted to write an opera about this but
thought it might be too much for one composer to take on.”

Chacon explained that Sharon also wanted ongoing narratives and parallel stories that
might not be possible to experience in only one viewing. “Once we developed the story and
who would take on what segments, Du Yun and | were able to invert each other’'s musical
ideas in each of these scenes that we’re rewriting.

“After the audience sees the opening scene,” Chacon continued, “it splits into separate
scenes and the audience goes back to these same locations and watches the scene again.
I’'m writing the whitewashed version of Du Yun’s scene and she’s writing mine. There were
lots of opportunities for humor and for using musical references, not only to imply that
you’re watching the scene over again, but that the metaphorical content of history is
repeating itself.”

Raven Chacon
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Chacon, a CalArts graduate and United States Artists fellow who has collaborated with
Arizona Opera and the Kronos Quartet and was a member of the American Indian art
collective Postcommodity, has made numerous works across a variety of mediums. One
such work was the collective’s Repellent Fence (2015), a two-mile installation that bisected
the U.S.-Mexican Border that employed “scare-eye” balloons.

Often referred to as a sound artist who composes experimental noise music and explores
and transforms analog sounds into strikingly eerie scores through digitization and feedback
loops of handmade instruments, Chacon admits that the music he wrote for Sweet Land is
some of his most tonal. “What’s been interesting to me [in] thinking about education — what
you’re forced to learn as you grow into an artist or a person — | thought, or maybe | was
told that | had to study music history, the musical canon, and had to learn theory and
counterpoint — how to put dots on paper.

“Later,” Chacon recounted, “I realized that’s not necessary to be an artist, composer, or
sound artist. What this did give me — not to say that | didn’t have an appreciation — but
this has been an opportunity for me to reference all I've learned, to make music in the style
that the pilgrims might have listened to.”

The notion of sound, in whatever form, unquestionably occupies Chacon’s oeuvre, with the
composer explaining that that has been his motivation lately. “There’s an artifact of the
gestures that | want the performers to do. If that gesture produces a sound or an artifact of
a sound, then that’s desirable instead of forcing an emotional or connected sound to drama.
The challenge for me is to combine the two things in some kind of counterpoint — that |
achieve the gesture but it's going to propel the narrative or the emotion.

“I like that it might not, as well,” he added. “That it might have nothing to do with the
narrative, that can get interesting, not making a soundtrack to something. | wasn’t trying to
do that with any of this — to fit the words to music, to make physical gestures for the
musicians that’s going to produce sounds, then mediating all of that.”



