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ESSAY

The Amazing Adventures of 
Kavalier and Clay

Composer, Mason Bates; Librettist, Gene Scheer; 
Director, Bartlett Sher

Andrzej Filończyk, Miles Mykkanen. Evan Zimmerman, Met Opera

The Story
This pair [pictured above] are teenage Jewish cousins. Joe 
Kavalier (Andrzej Filończyk) has made a dramatic escape 
from Prague (it is 1939) and taken refuge with his relatives in 
Brooklyn. A gifted artist, Joe teams up with his writer cousin 
Sam Clay (Miles Mykkanen) to create a comic-book hero 
inspired by his exploits: “The Escapist,” who fights Nazis and 
rescues the imprisoned and persecuted. His goal is to earn 
enough money to save his parents and sister from Nazi-
overrun Prague. “The Escapist” is a wild success; the rescue is 
not, and Joe’s romance with Rosa (Sun-Ly Pierce) is a 
casualty.

‘The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier & Clay’ Review: Met Opera’s 
Simplistic Superhero Story, The Wall Street Journal. Heidi Waleson, 

Sept. 23, 2025
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The Occasion.
‘Kavalier & Clay’ Hears an Unusual Call From the Met: Encore!

Adam Nagourney Published Oct. 10, Updated Oct. 13, 2025.
…[I]n an unusual move, the Met is bringing “Kavalier & 
Clay” back later this season, programming four 
performances in February. … The Met said that 87 
percent of the paid seats, not counting 
complimentary tickets that are set aside each 
performance, were sold over the course of all seven 
shows, significantly higher than the number of seats 
sold at most operas. Of those, 35 percent of the 
attendees were new to the Met, and 30 percent were 
40 or younger.

The Met happily designated Kavalier a hit with audiences, and 
decided to add it to the Met at the Movies roster for January 
24. Generally, the reviews were positive on the performances 
and the staging, but less enthusiastic about the libretto and 
the music. 

The Most Favorable Review.
David Salazar, Sept 22, 2025. 

An immigrant and a gay man join forces to create 
art that defeats Nazis.

The plot is far from convoluted and the scenes 
manage a solid pace that immerses us with the 
characters and allows the music ample time to 
breathe and develop. We grow to love these 
characters, their hopes and dreams, their 
relationships, and ultimately, their fates. English 

https://www.nytimes.com/by/adam-nagourney
https://operawire.com/author/david-salazar
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libretti also often stumble in their inability to find any 
semblance of poetic language; realism often seizes the 
day in all the worst ways making every sung line sound 
mundane and lifeless. “Kavalier and Clay,” by contrast is 
full of poetic gestures, and moments that truly sear into 
your heart and mind. By contrast, but also to the libretto’s 
credit, a repetitive riff on the word “Dick” during a gay 
party is tastefully executed and hilarious at the same 
time.

I can’t sing enough praises about what Sher achieves 
here in what might be his finest opera production to date. 
Moreover, the use of new technology has never been 
more polished or enticing in any opera the Met has 
produced thus far.

https://operawire.com/metropolitan-opera-2025-26-review-the-
amazing-adventures-of-kavalier-and=clay

Other Views
General. By Edward Sava-Segal, 28 September 2025

Hoping to attract new audiences and reshape its 
repertory, the Metropolitan Opera has in recent seasons 
invested heavily in new American works. The Amazing 
Adventures of Kavalier & Clay, Mason Bates and Gene 
Scheer’s adaptation of Michael Chabon’s celebrated, 
multi-layered novel, may be the Met’s most audacious 
bet so far. The result is a production of extraordinary 
visual invention strapped to a score that seldom ventures 
beyond the predictable. As an event it impresses; as a 
new cornerstone for the repertory, it falls short.

bachtrack.com/review-bates-amazing-adventures-of-kavalier-clay-
metropolitan-opera-new-york-september-2025

https://operawire.com/metropolitan-opera-2025-26-review-the-amazing-adventures-of-kavalier-and=clay
https://operawire.com/metropolitan-opera-2025-26-review-the-amazing-adventures-of-kavalier-and=clay
https://bachtrack.com/22/270/list-published/21335
https://bachtrack.com/performer/metropolitan-opera
https://bachtrack.com/composer/bates
http://bachtrack.com/review-bates-amazing-adventures-of-kavalier-clay-metropolitan-opera-new-york-september-2025
http://bachtrack.com/review-bates-amazing-adventures-of-kavalier-clay-metropolitan-opera-new-york-september-2025
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Favorable comments
The libretto. Justin Davidson, New York Magazine’s 
architecture and classical-music critic , Sept. 30, 2025

In two acts, Scheer’s adaptation elegantly and 
eloquently gets at both the personal and global 
tragedies and triumphs in the story. Bates’ score has 
a strong and energetic pace for most of the 
duration, and Bartlett Sher’s production is not just 
skillful and intelligent, but succeeds as an important 
dramatic voice in itself. The performance, which 
included notable debuts, came from deep inside the 
music and drama.

vulture.com/article/reviewhe-dismaying-opera-of-kavalier-and-
clay.html

The staging. Joshua Barone, NY Times, Sept. 22, 2025
Bartlett Sher, a seasoned Broadway director with a 
talent for seamless elegance, wrangles everything 
into a smooth, visually cohesive production that 
blends realism and sliding panels on which 59 
Studios projects stylized animations.

…[T]he projections pay off in thrillingly filmic moments 
that reveal how a pencil’s sketches [ from the pair’s 
graphic novel, “The Escapist”] can open into an 
entirely new world. And Sher makes scenic 
transitions, even from the top of the Empire State 
Building in a lightning storm to a crowded party in an 
art gallery, look as easy as the flip of a comic book 
page.

https://www.vulture.com/author/justin-davidson/
http://vulture.com/article/reviewhe-dismaying-opera-of-kavalier-and-clay.html
http://vulture.com/article/reviewhe-dismaying-opera-of-kavalier-and-clay.html
https://www.nytimes.com/by/joshua-barone
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Met staging, ‘The Escapist,’ a graphic novel

Other Views
The libretto. Joshua Barone, ,NY Times, Sept. 22, 2025

Like a skipping stone, Bates’s [he may mean “Sheer” 
here, based on context in the full review] adaptation 
bounces across Chabon’s novel while never really 
plunging into it, for a treatment that is both too much 
for opera and not enough: too much plot, not 
enough transcendence.

‘All this is packed into two and a half hours, and to 
pull it off Scheer often resorts to cliché. Sam’s desire 
is expressed with the unpoetic banality of “I have a 
secret I don’t want what other guys want.”

https://www.nytimes.com/by/joshua-barone
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The music.
Bates has built his reputation on combining 
symphonic and electronic music, giving him a 
veneer of cool that belies a likable harmlessness. His 
score is almost always obvious, guiding a listener’s 
thoughts and emotions as a soundtrack would, 
rather than complicating them with layers of 
dramatic nuance.

Bates’s music can be skillful, even enjoyable. But it is 
also forgettable, in the way that much contemporary 
opera at the Met has been since the company re-
emerged from the pandemic.

The staging. Justin Davidson, New York Magazine’s 
architecture and classical-music critic, Sept. 30, 2025

Bartlett Sher’s production combines the iconography 
of 1940s comic books with a mashup of classic 
cinema. Nazis snarl, trench-coated G-men stage a 
raid, lovers kiss atop the Empire State Building (as in 
An Affair to Remember, with a nod to King Kong), 
servicemen dance in homoerotic homage to On the 
Town (accompanied by heavily Bernstein-inflected 
music), all of them romping through a film-noir city. 
Bates’s score, too, has been to Hollywood and back, 
and if John Williams were ever in the house, he might 
credibly take a curtain call. All of which raises a 
question: Once the novel, movies, and comics have 
had their say, what’s left for opera in this pileup of 
genres?

vulture.com/article/reviewhe-dismaying-
opera-of-kavalier-and-clay.html

https://www.vulture.com/author/justin-davidson/
http://vulture.com/article/reviewhe-dismaying-opera-of-kavalier-and-clay.html%202
http://vulture.com/article/reviewhe-dismaying-opera-of-kavalier-and-clay.html%202
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The Composer, George Grella, Mon Sep 22, 2025
Bates’ pace precludes a lot of the possible 
pleasure of the voice and vocal expression. The 
balance between that and select big dramatic 
moments is conceptually effective. There are 
further, fine ones from Joe, wrestling with his 
despair, and a moving duet between Sam and 
Rosa, as they try to figure out the future.

But Bates, at least as yet, does not have the 
harmonic or vocal language to make the most 
of the story’s opportunities.  Coming out of the 
indie-classical movement and with a 
background in electronic dance music, he uses 
lean harmonies and exact, simple rhythms. 
That’s not a problem in itself but his vocal 
phrases are mostly short and with predictable 
shapes. He writes opera like it’s pop music, the 
style sitting somewhere past music theater but 
not quite opera. It delivers plot and selected 
internal experiences, but there’s neither nuance 
nor large-scale harmonic resolution from the 
shadows of Prague to the sun of Long Island. 
Without expressive lines and harmonies, there’s 
a limit on the emotional power.

https://newyorkclassicalreview.com/2025/09/mets-
kavalier-clay-mixes-stunning-production-

with-largely-lightweight-music

https://newyorkclassicalreview.com/author/ggrella/
https://newyorkclassicalreview.com/2025/09/mets-kavalier-clay-mixes-stunning-production-with-largely-lightweight-music
https://newyorkclassicalreview.com/2025/09/mets-kavalier-clay-mixes-stunning-production-with-largely-lightweight-music
https://newyorkclassicalreview.com/2025/09/mets-kavalier-clay-mixes-stunning-production-with-largely-lightweight-music
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In Review: A ‘Kavalier & Clay’ Opera Doesn’t Meet Its 
Moment, NY Times, Sept. 22, 2025, Joshua Barone sums 
up his opinion on the Met’s strategy to cope with the 
challenge of diminishing opera audiences: 

“The prevailing house style, though, is a reach for 
topicality, like race and sexuality in “Fire Shut Up in My 
Bones,” drone warfare in “Grounded” and the antifascist 
power of art in “Kavalier & Clay.” This is admirable, but it’s 
often executed with toothless scores that ask so little of 
their audiences, they would just be background 
entertainment anywhere else.

That’s not what opera is. Its heightened form of life and 
storytelling takes hold of your attention, and has the 
power to utterly overwhelm you. But only at its best.”

This is what most opera has traditionally been. Whenever 
opera, over the centuries, has undergone a shift in 
singing style, subject matter, or format, there have been 
those who cried “The death of singing, the death of opera, 
etc.!” (fill in the blank). The departure of 21st century 
opera from tradition in its diverse ways has its partisans 
in both critical and popular circles. And as Alex Ross, 
music critic for the New Yorker, has noted, for every ten 
new operas, one might expect one with enduring value. 
What is the future of opera? Only time will tell. In the 
meantime, we have four centuries of operas that have 
stood the test of time to enjoy as well.

https://www.nytimes.com/2024/04/09/arts/music/met-opera-fire-shut-up-in-my-bones.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/04/09/arts/music/met-opera-fire-shut-up-in-my-bones.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/10/29/arts/music/grounded-review-washington-national-opera.html
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P.O. Box 244, Pittsford, NY 14534
eMail: info@operaguildofrochester.org

mailto:info@operaguildofrochester.org
mailto:info@operaguildofrocheaster.org
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