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An Evening with 
Audra McDonald
Friday, October 6, 2023, 7:30 p.m.

Audra McDonald, soprano

Andy Einhorn, conductor 

Jeremy Jordan, piano

Gene Lewin, drums

Mark Vanderpoel, bass

Lyric Opera Orchestra

Anthony Freud  
General Director,  
President & CEO  

Enrique Mazzola  
Music Director 

Selections to be announced from the stage.

Lighting Designer: Chris Maravich 
Stage Manager: Katrina Bachus
Assistant Stage Managers: Dan Sokalski, Tess Naval
Wardrobe: Wendy McCay

Ms. McDonald appears by arrangement with Alec Treuhaft, LLC.

LYRIC’S 2023/24 SEASON IS PRESENTED BY

			                 and Julie & Roger Baskes.

Lyric Opera of Chicago thanks its Official Airline, American Airlines, and acknowledges support 
from the Illinois Arts Council Agency. 
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Blythe J. McGarvie
Alison & Drew McNally

Liz Stiffel

A project of the Women’s Board
		  Nancy S. Santi, President
		  Alison Wehman McNally, Chair

Sylvia Neil & Daniel Fischel
David & Sheila Ormesher
Polsky Foundation
Arvin Scott Charitable Foundation
Nancy S. Searle
U.S. Bank
Donna Van Eekeren Foundation
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Artist profiles

AUDRA McDONALD 
SOPRANO

Audra McDonald is unparalleled in the 
breadth and versatility of her artistry  
as both a singer and an actor. The winner  

of a record-breaking six Tony Awards, two Grammy Awards,  
and an Emmy, in 2015 she received the National Medal of Arts—
America’s highest honor for achievement in the field—from  
President Barack Obama. In addition to her Tony-winning  
performances in Carousel, Master Class, Ragtime, A Raisin in the 
Sun, The Gershwins’ Porgy and Bess, and Lady Day at Emerson’s 
Bar & Grill—the role that also served as the vehicle for her Olivier 
Award-nominated 2017 debut in London’s West End—she has 
appeared on Broadway in The Secret Garden; Marie Christine 
(Tony nomination); Henry IV; 110 in the Shade (Tony nomination); 
Shuffle Along, or, The Making of the Musical Sensation of 1921 
and All That Followed; Frankie and Johnny in the Clair de Lune 
(Tony nomination); and Ohio State Murders (Tony nomination). 
On television, she appeared as the Mother Abbess in NBC’s The 
Sound of Music Live!, won an Emmy Award for her role as host of 
PBS’s Live From Lincoln Center, and received Emmy nominations 
for Wit, A Raisin in the Sun, and Lady Day at Emerson’s Bar & 
Grill. Having played Dr. Naomi Bennett on Private Practice (ABC) 
and Liz Reddick (formerly Lawrence) on both The Good Wife 
(CBS) and The Good Fight (Paramount+), she was most recently 
seen as Dorothy Scott on The Gilded Age (HBO). On film, she has 
appeared in Seven Servants, The Object of My Affection, Cradle 
Will Rock, It Runs in the Family, The Best Thief in the World, 
She Got Problems, Rampart, Ricki and the Flash, Disney’s live-
action Beauty and the Beast, the movie-musical Hello Again, the 
documentary Whitney Houston in Focus, the Obamas’ Higher 
Ground Productions’ Rustin, and MGM’s Aretha Franklin biopic, 
Respect. McDonald is a Juilliard-trained soprano, whose opera 
credits include La voix humaine and Send at Houston Grand 
Opera, and Rise and Fall of the City of Mahagonny at Los Angeles 
Opera, where the resulting recording earned her two Grammy Awards. 
She has issued five solo albums on the Nonesuch label as well as 
Sing Happy with the New York Philharmonic on Decca Gold. She 
is a founding member of Black Theatre United, board member 
of Covenant House International, and prominent advocate for 
LGBTQIA+ rights, and her favorite roles are those performed 
offstage, as an activist, wife to actor Will Swenson, and mother.

ANDY EINHORN 
CONDUCTOR 

The leading Broadway music director and 
conductor most recently served as the 
music supervisor and musical director for 

the Broadway productions of Hello, Dolly! starring Bette Midler 
(Grammy nomination) and Carousel starring Renée Fleming 
(Grammy nomination). Einhorn’s previous Broadway music 
directing and conducting credits include Holiday Inn, Bullets Over 
Broadway, Rodgers + Hammerstein’s Cinderella, Brief Encounter, 
and Sondheim on Sondheim. Other Broadway work includes 
Evita and The Light in the Piazza. Since 2011, Einhorn has served 
as music director and pianist for Audra McDonald, performing 
with her at prestigious orchestras and venues including the New 
York Philharmonic, Boston Pops at Tanglewood, Philadelphia 
Orchestra, San Francisco Symphony, National Symphony 
Orchestra, Cleveland Orchestra at Blossom, Cincinnati Pops, 
Chicago Symphony Orchestra at Ravinia, Los Angeles Opera, 
Carnegie Hall, Walt Disney Concert Hall, and a series of recorded 
concerts with Sydney Symphony at the Sydney Opera House in 
Australia. They have recorded two albums together: Sing Happy: 
Live with the New York Philharmonic and Go Back Home. Einhorn 
served as the music director for HBO’s Peabody Award-winning 
documentary Six by Sondheim and music supervisor for Great 
Performances’ Peabody Award-winning special Broadway 
Musicals: A Jewish Legacy on PBS. In 2019, Einhorn conducted 
Bette Midler and Marc Shaiman at the 2019 Academy Awards. 
He also music supervised and appeared on camera for the Emmy 
award-winning performance of Eat Sh*t Bob for HBO’s Last Week 
Tonight starring John Oliver. Recently, he has conducted concerts 
with Baltimore Symphony Orchestra, National Arts Centre 
Orchestra, Detroit Symphony, Vancouver Symphony Orchestra, 
Pacific Symphony, Cleveland Orchestra, and Aspen Music 
Festival. He is a guest faculty member at the Aspen Music Festival  
and is a regular music director and pianist for the 92nd Street Y’s 
Lyrics and Lyricists series.  
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Queen of Song

A conversation 
with the incomparable 
Audra McDonald, 
appearing on the Lyric 
stage for the first time.

By Roger Pines
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A six-time Tony Award-winner for her roles on Broadway, 
and a bona fide television star, Audra McDonald is 
equally celebrated for orchestral concerts, which she has 
performed to huge international acclaim. McDonald spoke 
with Lyric’s former dramaturg about her voice, her artistry, 
and the importance of a live audience.

What are you most looking forward to 
in this concert? 
I love Chicago! I’ve never performed at Lyric, but I look 
forward to getting to know the audience. 

You’ll be appearing with Lyric’s orchestra; 
do you remember your first time performing with 
such a large group?
I was doing Anything Goes at my high school, playing 
Reno Sweeney [the show’s leading role], and we had the 
high-school orchestra. It feels something like flying when 
I perform with an orchestra. You’re being supported by 
the most incredible updraft in the world, and you continue 
to soar higher and higher.

How did you get started performing orchestra 
concerts?
The first person who reached out to me for concert work 
was Michael Tilson Thomas, who said, “I’d like you to 
come sing with the San Francisco Symphony.” It was 1997 
or 1998.

You have sometimes been called a lyric soprano. 
Is that what you consider yourself?
I think so. My longtime voice teacher, Arthur Levy, 
says, “Your voice strikes me as a soprano with a bottom 
extension.”

How conscious are you of technique when 
you’re singing?
I don’t think I’m ever not considering technique! One way 
I look at it is that a dancer always does a “barre” to warm 
up, whether you’re doing tap, jazz, modern, or ballet—
you still have that foundation of technique. I’m most 
interested, and my vocal coach is most interested, that the 
entire instrument is warmed up and operational. When  
I was doing Billie Holiday [in Lady Day at Emerson’s  
Bar and Grill], he’d warm me up all the way to a high C,  
to make sure I had that, and then all the way down.  
So my voice was in optimum shape to do what I needed  
to do with it. 

You’ve always had amazingly clear and meaningful 
projection of text. Is that something you have 
particularly worked on?
I idolize Judy Garland and Lena Horne, and what they did 
with a text. I had the great fortune to do several concerts 
with Barbara Cook. After admiring her and knowing her 
work from afar, I was seeing her work up close! As I was 
auditioning for certain roles, or preparing for concerts, 
I had coaches, mentors, and friends who helped me put 
the music together, or let me perform it for them, before 
I performed it in public. They were able to help me get 
as close as possible to the specificity of the text, and the 
meaning and the emotion coming from the text. 

When I was at Juilliard and living more in the classical 
world, my focus on the text was a problem I would run 
into. I remember being given Despina’s aria “In uomini, 
in soldati” from Così fan tutte. There’s that one part, when 
she’s singing, “sperare fedeltà” [“to hope for fidelity”]. She 
laughs, because it’s a hilarious thought: “Please! Soldiers 
and men will be faithful? Come on!” I knew she was a 
lusty, smart, earthy maid, so I busted out with this really 
hearty, loud laugh that seemed right for the character. 
I remember being absolutely admonished and hushed 
by my coach: “No, no, no, that’s not good for the voice!” 
They gave me an example of what the laugh should be 
[she imitates a girlish, typical light-soprano laugh]. I 
said, “Why would it be that? That’s refined. She’s talking 
about whether men will cheat on you—that isn’t a refined 
moment.”

Back then, people might have said, “Audra is never going 
to make it!” I was always going to sacrifice the sound for 
the intention. 

How do you choose your repertoire for the concerts? 
It’s a gut feeling with any song. I know within two seconds 
that I want to sing it. It’s very instinctual for me, always. 
There’s something in me that responds in a primal way 
to the song. It’s usually a marriage of text and what the 
music is doing. The two come together in a way that’s 
meaningful to me, deep down in my soul. Ask Andy 
Einhorn, my music director all these years, who will be 
conducting this concert. The program will be chosen 
and put together very carefully, just as someone cooking 
an entire meal would want the dishes served at the right 
time—you don’t want to serve your dessert before your 
entrée! When Andy and I put a program together, we 
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think about the type of audience that will be there, and 
what might appeal to them, but first and foremost, what 
will appeal to us.

Andy Einhorn is your longtime musical partner.
Our work is 100 percent collaborative. He’s a brilliant 
conductor, arranger, pianist—and he’s got a fantastic 
singing voice. He’s a friend. I really am very fortunate 
to have had this relationship with him for so long. He 
knows my voice inside and out, so not only is he up 
there conducting and playing, and 
behind the scenes arranging the 
music—he also coaches me through 
each of the tunes. I could not do this 
without him.

Are there any living composers 
whose work connects strongly with 
you?
I find that the subject matter 
Adam Guettel writes about is very 
accessible for me. I always think 
of him as a Poulenc or Debussy or 
Fauré; in its beauty and complexity, 
Guettel’s music makes me feel the 
same way those composers do. 
There’s a rawness with Michael John 
LaChiusa’s music that I respond to. 
Ricky Ian Gordon’s music lives more 
on the classical side, but the way it 
flows and soars!

Do you also champion songs by women composers?
Yes. For instance there is a brilliant singer/songwriter, 
Kate Miller-Heidke. She’s Australian and a soprano—she’s 
written some wonderful stuff.

After you’ve performed a song for a period of time, 
do you ever start to hear things in it that you  
hadn’t before?
That happens with maturation. With life experience. There 
are certain songs in my concert right now, including a 
song I knew as a child. It’s a children’s song that has taken 
on a whole new meaning for me. The way I sang it as a kid 
versus the way I approach it as an adult—what comes up 
for me emotionally is completely different. 

Can you share the name of the song? 
“It’s Not Easy Being Green” [by Joe Raposo, written for 
Sesame Street].

You probably have countless admirers who hope 
every concert will include highlights from your 
musical theater roles. Is it important to you to 
include that repertoire? 
It’s not a big priority in my programs. In fact, I rarely do 
songs from my roles. I do sing “Summertime,” and every 

once in a while I’ll bring out “Mr. Snow” 
[from Carousel]. With Lady Day, that 
would mean my having to approximate 
Billie Holiday’s voice, which feels odd 
to do in a concert setting. I have a few 
albums out, and sometimes people have 
favorites from those albums, and those 
I tend to include. 

The audience is of course hugely 
important in your concerts. 
What do you get from them that 
you don’t get from a Broadway 
audience?
There’s no fourth wall in a concert 
setting. That’s the biggest thing: I can 
acknowledge that they’re there! Two 
shows on Broadway—Lady Day and 
Ohio State Murders—are the only times 
where my character addressed the 

audience. That’s the biggest difference with concerts— 
I am singing to them. 

Do you speak to the audience as well? 
I have ideas that I talk about between songs. It’s not 
scripted, and it changes from city to city. I’m not shy about 
telling the audience what it was like to get to that city. 
When I did a concert in the Grand Tetons, we got onstage, 
did our first number, and then it was, “We weren’t sure 
about getting here. What’s up with the bumpy weather?” 
I want the audience to feel like they’re in my living room 
and we’re going to have an evening together. “An Evening 
with Audra McDonald”—I take that quite literally. We’re 
going to share. There’s going to be a communion between 
me, the musicians, and the audience. I want them to have 
a more intimate knowledge of who I am.  
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Keun-A Lee
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Jerad Mosbey
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Kathleen Brauer
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Bing Jing Yu
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	 *	 On leave, 2023/24 Season
	**	 Season Substitute 
	 ^	 Solti Foundation U.S. Opera Residency

The Lyric Opera Orchestra string sections utilize revolving seating. Players behind the front desk change seats systematically
and are listed alphabetically in the roster above.




