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It’s with immense pride that Sydney Chamber Opera premieres major 
US composer Nico Muhly’s fourth opera, Aphrodite, written specifically 
for us and Omega Ensemble to perform together. This opera represents 
everything SCO does best – uniting extraordinary artists from music 
and theatre, allowing them to create works of unique ambition and 
realising them with passion and precision: an ultimate chamber music 
experience writ large on the operatic stage.  Muhly’s previous operas 
have been written for the New York Metropolitan Opera – the world’s 
largest opera house, and now Aphrodite is written for SCO – probably 
the world’s smallest – though if ever any more evidence was needed 
that we punch above our weight artistically, I can’t imagine what it 
would be.  

This creative team led by Alexander Berlage has been inspired by 
Muhly’s trademark ecstatic, pulsing and brilliantly-written music and 
Melbourne playwright Laura Lethlean’s sharp libretto and has created 
a bitingly contemporary world for the two extraordinary singers to 
inhabit, fuelled by our first collaboration with Omega Ensemble’s 
instrumentalists and supported, as ever, by our long and fruitful 
residency at Carriageworks.



FERGUS LINEHAN  
CEO, CARRIAGEWORKS

For over a decade, Sydney Chamber Opera has been one of the most 
vital creative forces at Carriageworks. Their commitment to 20th and 
21st century repitore and their emphasis on premiering new music, has 
enriched our city’s musical life immeasurably.

Aphrodite, by the remarkable Nico Muhly, is the latest chapter in 
this story; a work that once again confirms SCO’s ability to attract 
artists of international calibre while remaining deeply connected to 
local audiences and collaborators. The fact that so many artists and 
companies are eager to collaborate with the company is testament to 
their generosity, vision, and collaborative spirit.

We are proud to call them a resident company and to continue 
supporting their extraordinary journey.
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SYNOPSIS 
Late at night, Ava returns to her hotel room, after attending the 
launch of a new Netflix documentary, based on her best-selling 
book The Aphrodite Complex.  

Alone, in a foreign city, Ava grapples with the aftershock of her 
recent divorce. She fantasies about Hector, a young Director of 
Photography, she met whilst filming in Greece. 

Catching glimpses of herself in the hotel mirrors, perceiving only 
her insecurities, Ava begins to spiral. She pours herself a drink 
from the mini bar and tries to distract herself. Late-night beauty 
advertisements stream into her room and she cannot help but 
compare herself to the younger, more desirable women on screen.  

From Ava’s self-loathing manifests a goddess. Both mythical 
apparition and subconscious entity, Aphrodite joins Ava in the 
hotel room... 

Ava has become intoxicated by the same mythology to which she 
was once so sure she was immune.



COMPOSER’S NOTE  
NICO MUHLY 

Setting Laura’s words was an exercise in learning to let them 
sing on their own - getting out of the way when necessary and 
amplifying them when they needed to soar. Alex Berlage, attached 
to the project from the get-go, arrived with very clear ideas about 
a framing device for the story, which can often be stressful but in 
this case was quite liberating. I found myself writing out of order, 
latching on to turns of phrase which were often visually evocative: 
“two rivers, flowing into one,” “only looking, never touching,” “the 
gathering of thunder.” Laura’s writing for Ava vacillates between 
seeing her as an expert, an academic, a dry and rational thinker. 
This suggested a pulse-based music: procedural and direct. Then, 
when she goes internal, the words suggested something more 
fragile, dizzy, and unmoored. Aphrodite herself, though, has the 
most direct and forceful music, very much in angry collaboration 
with the instrumentalists. Eventually, all these three music’s merge.  

LIBRETTIST’S NOTE  
LAURA LETHLEAN  

What does becoming the ‘most beautiful’ mean for a woman? Does 
beauty bestow power?  

When asked to be a part of this project, I was given two directions: 
write a libretto for two female performers, and make it about 
Aphrodite.  

This task sparked a curiosity about the technology of story. As I 
researched the myth of Aphrodite, I became interested in the way 
myths can carry lessons and values that shape our culture, and 
indeed, go on to shape the very way we perceive reality.   

It struck me that while what I assumed was true (among all the 
goddesses, Aphrodite was the ‘most beautiful’) I didn’t know the 



origins of Aphrodite lay in the very first deities. Way before Zeus, 
the myth of Aphrodite was shaping human culture. The very first 
city between the Euphrates and Tigris rivers worshipped a goddess 
of fertility. They called her Ishtar and later Astarte, and this same 
goddess was later worshipped as Aphrodite. So why then, did I 
only know the stories about her beauty? Why had that part of her 
character survived into modern day, while other aspects of her 
powers had fallen away? What does that say about our current 
culture, about the values embedded within the stories we continue 
to tell each other?  

This libretto explores these questions through the character of 
Ava, an academic and broadcaster who finds herself plunged into 
sudden fame when her book, ‘the Aphrodite Complex’ gets picked 
up and made into a popular documentary. Although she is an expert 
on the mythology of the original ‘most beautiful’ goddess, she finds 
she remains vulnerable to questions about her own beauty, power, 
and human connection. 

This program note, like the project itself, has been written 
across continents and time zones. While I wrote the libretto from 
Melbourne, Nico was composing from all over the world. Sometimes 
he’d be in LA, sometimes  New York, others Singapore, Dubai, 
London. As I worked on drafts, he travelled the world, transforming 
the words I sent into stunning music, transcending my attempts 
at textual expression. Each time I had the pleasure of hearing his 
composition, I was enchanted by his interpretation. I know you will 
be too. 

What an honour it has been to explore this subject matter with 
such a talented and hard working team. The skill and expertise 
of all involved is enough to give anyone imposter syndrome. As 
you experience Aphrodite, know you are in safe hands. In fact, the 
music, the performances, and the visuals prove that beauty is 
indeed powerfully real, but that the power that resides in beauty 
comes to us in a multitude of forms.



DIRECTOR’S NOTE  
ALEXANDER BERLAGE

This is not a retelling of mythology, but a conversation with it. 
Aphrodite holds a mirror to history – its ideals, its myths – and 
reflects back our enduring, deeply human hunger: to be beautiful, 
to be desired, to be enough. 

At its centre is Ava, a writer and filmmaker navigating the blurred 
line between myth and reality. Acclaimed for The Aphrodite Complex 
(her bestselling book, now a documentary series) Ava begins as the 
observer: critical, composed, in control. But slowly, seductively, she 
is drawn into the goddess’s myth. 

The glow of admiration touches her skin and she wants more. What 
begins as analysis becomes embodiment. Her image begins to 
fracture. 

This opera interrogates the stories we inherit and the ideals we 
chase: how identity, beauty, and worth are shaped by the myths we 
uphold and the images we project. From the marble pedestal to the 
filtered screen, the pressures remain. We long to be remembered, to 
be loved, to be seen – and are taught that perfection is the currency 
of value. But what if enough was never the point? 

In this world premiere by Nico Muhly and Laura Lethlean, Aphrodite 
becomes a lens through which we examine our cultural fixation with 
desirability. What we see in the mirror is not just a face, but the 
weight of history, mythology and social expectation. Like the golden 
apple once awarded to the most beautiful, beauty still demands a 
prize – and we keep competing for it. 

We may not be able to rewrite the myth, but we can choose how we 
reframe it. 

Click here for cast and creative team biographies

https://www.sydneychamberopera.com/2025/06/18/aphrodite-biographies/


ABOUT CARRIAGEWORKS
Carriageworks is one of Australia’s most significant creative 
industry hubs, renowned for its dynamic cultural events, 
performances, and exhibitions. Housed in a historic railway 
workshop in Sydney, Carriageworks offers a vibrant platform 
for opera, theatre, music, dance and more, collaborating with 
leading local and international artists to foster innovation and 
creativity in its distinctive industrial setting.
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