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SYNOPSIS by Royce Vavrek

PROLOGUE

It is the holiday season. Adelaide Mills, a writer
living in New York, happens upon a Christmas-
themed department store window that transports
her back to her hometown in Nebraska and a special
Christmas 20 years before.

SCENE 1

In Adelaide’s memory, her younger self, Addie, tries
on an angel costume that Grandma is making for her
to wear in a Christmas pageant. After the costume
has been fitted, Addie and her best friend, Carla
Mae, decorate hard-boiled eggs to represent boys
they “hate.” Carla Mae suddenly asks why the Mills’s
Christmas tree hasn’t been put up yet. Addie makes
up an excuse — she is embarrassed that her father
won't allow a Christmas tree in the house. Sensing an
awkward moment, Grandma tells the girls to put on
their snowsuits and play outside, where a snowball
fight breaks out between the boys and the girls.

SCENE 2

Addie has decided to ask Dad one more time if
they can have a Christmas tree, so at Grandma'’s
suggestion, she waits until after dinner. Dad replies
that Addie doesn’t need a tree, but they make a bet:
if Addie can drink a glass “full” of water, he’ll get

a tree. When Addie does it, he told her she drank
the glass “empty” and thus lost the bet. Addie is
enraged and Grandma scolds him for his cruel trick.
Grandma points out that it isn’t Addie’s fault he is
still grieving the loss of his wife, Addie’s mother.

SCENE 3

At school, preparations for Christmas are in high
gear. Miss Thompson, the teacher, announces a gift
exchange and the children practice singing carols.
Later, the children come caroling at the Mills home.
Grandma is touched, but Dad doesn’t react at all.

SCENE 4

Addie and Carla Mae are doing homework in
Addie’s room. They fantasize about their future and
discuss what they want for Christmas.

SCENE 5

In the school gift exchange, Addie is embarrassed
to receive a heart pendant from Billy Wild. Miss
Thompson doesn’t want to leave the class Christmas

tree in the room over the vacation, so she decides
to give it to someone whose family has no tree.
Addie and another girl, Gloria Cott, are the only
ones without a tree, so Miss Thompson devises an
impromptu contest to determine a winner. Addie
wins, and Carla Mae helps her get the tree home.

SCENE 6

Grandma and Addie decorate the tree. At night, when
he thinks he is alone, Dad turns on the Christmas tree
lights and remembers his last Christmaswith his wife.
Addie sneaks out of her room to watch him. When
Addie comes down the stairs, Dad explodes and tells
her she must get the tree out of his house. Grandma
tells him again that his griefis not Addie’s fault and
that he will drive her away.

SCENE 7

Grandma tries to comfort Addie, who still doesn’t
understand the true reason for her father’s anger. She
reaches Addie. When Grandma and Dad have gone
to sleep, Addie slips out of the house and lugs the
tree to Gloria Cott’s house. She rings the doorbell
and runs away.

SCENE 8

In the morning, Dad asks Addie where the tree is.
Addie replies that she took it to the Cott’s front
yard. Dad seems to be having second thoughts.

SCENE 9

Addie and her schoolmates get ready for the annual
Christmas pageant. Gloria, dressed as a cow, thanks
Addie for the tree. Addie is wearing the heart pendant
from Billy Wild, who notices. They wish each other
good luck before going onstage for the pageant.

SCENE 10

When Addie, Grandma, and Dad return from the
pageant, Addie sees a huge, beautiful, undecorated
pine tree in the living room. The house now looks
like Christmas. Grandma has brought in the old
ornaments, and Dad crowns the tree with a star
made by his wife.

EPILOGUE

Back in New York, the grown-up Adelaide smiles at
her recollections from 20 years ago, and we see her
Christmas tree, topped with her mother’s star.



LIBRETTIST’S NOTE by Royce Vavrek

EVERY PROJECT | WRITE inevitably contains auto-
biographic elements, but perhaps none so much
as The House without a Christmas Tree. When | read
Gail Rock’s novel, | was immediately struck by
how similar the fictional town of Clear River, Ne-
braska, was to my hometown of Sexsmith in west-
ern Alberta, Canada, a small town of around 1,500
people in the ‘80s and "90s where | attended St.
Mary’s Catholic School. The book also spoke to me
as |, too, lost a parent — in my case my father,
who took his own life when | was in my mid-20s. |
know all too well how grief creates a lens, a prism
through which we see and experience the world,
a grief that often cycles around and becomes am-
plified at this time of year. Christmas has always
been a very important holiday in my family, and
as a precocious young boy | took it upon myself
to volunteer my siblings and cousins to perform in
an annual family concert in my paternal grandpar-
ents’ basement after turkey dinner and presents
— one of my earliest opportunities as a producer/
writer/performer/ringmaster. Twenty-five or so
years later, like Adelaide, | now live in New York
City, a long way away from the canola, barley, and
wheat fields of my childhood, and |'write for a liv-
ing... and | get to write with geniuses like Ricky lan
Gordon, a man whose music I've loved forever. |
wrote the libretto for this opera with my niece and
nephews in mind (and in heart)—Gunnar, Lydia,
Jacob, and Reid—a quartet of curious and imagina-
tive personalities with- whom | am lucky to get to
spend Christmas every year. With this opera, | am
hoping to instill in'them a love of music and the-
ater, something that their late grandfather, Andy
Vavrek, valued immensely. My sincerest thanks go
out to everyone at Houston Grand Opera, particu-
larly Patrick and Perryn for giving me the wonder-
ful opportunity to tell this story, and to Ricky, who
has changed my life in a million ways through
our collaboration. | wish everyone the merriest of
Christmases as you gather ‘round your Christmas
trees!

COMPOSER’S NOTE by Ricky lan Gordon

| WAS HONORED to be asked by Patrick Summers
to create one of the holiday operas for Houston
Grand Opera’s series. While | was looking for an
idea, Patrick called one day to tell me of a TV movie
he saw when he was little and asked me to watch
it and read the book. I liked it right away. | was
moved by the way the little girl, Addie, is asked
to grow up. In a world that often turns its back
on grief, this story stares it squarely in the face
and gives it the power to heal and augment every-
thing, to bless. | asked Royce Vavrek to watch and
read it and he felt the same way, and went a step
further in personalizing it and making it some-
what about his childhood in Alberta, Canada.

| felt a kind of freedom in thinking kids might see
this opera with their parents. It made me want to
make it very transparent and understandable, full
of love, and full of Christmas. Here | am, one more
Jewish composer adding to the Christmas canon.
But what a joy it was writing it, with Royce’s witty,
singular, kids"-world libretto. | even got to create
a new setting of a Christmas carol!

When The House Without A Christmas Tree pre-
miered at Houston Grand Opera on November
30th, 2018, the city had recently suffered great
injury from a flood of epic proportions. The op-
era house at The Wortham Center was unusable
with pipes and tubes sticking out of it all over the
place. It looked like it was in the Intensive Care
Unit. We had to set up shop at the local conven-
tion center. It was a “make it work” moment, and
I think we all felt like we were lighting a candle
for the city’s recovery. | suppose that is why, in
my heart The House Without A Christmas Tree feels
like a Christmas present for Houston, a city that
has always been so welcoming to me. This is my
third opera for this great company and my second
opera with Royce Vavrek, both, very good things.

Merry Christmas, Happy Chanukah, and all good
things, whatever you celebrate. May our country,
like Addie Mills, grow and learn from its own mis-
takes. May peace reign upon the world.



The House without a Christmas Tree
A New Opera Based on the Beloved Holiday Classic by Gail Rock

Libretto by (Revised Version, 2018) Music by
ROYCE VAVREK Prolo gue RICKY TAN GORDON
New York City, Christmas Eve Clear River, Nebraska
ADELAIDE MILLS, a woman in her mid- thirties, sits at a small antique
writing desk in her small apartment in New York. She begins to write.
Hesitant J = 48 Piit mosso + = 66 rit. Slow again J=48
o)
Addie g—— % = = ,‘,; = ¥
\Q)\l > 3 L 3 L= 3 > 3
. o)
Adelaide . — - % - - 2 - 4
Mills '\:)\7 % % % %
9 [ ) J /) [ ) I/
Grandma J%B—Z - % = = % = %
9 [} I/ [ ) I /)
Carla Mae -%B—z = % = = Z = %
Billy Wild {en—7, = i/ = ~ 7 = %
\%)\I > 3 > 3 > 3 > 3
) ) Slow again /=48
Hesitant » = 48 Piu mosso » = 66 rit, / "
A — I I/_h bﬂ
722 amEl T ‘ i “_'_F—‘E, o o %
&% R a— =ias == = s -
~—~ & /
Piano pp———| mp \—/ o PP
=N — . TN
SEEEES . . e e
o 1 be - be o — & i
7R~ 14 * * e * * Gl
e r RS

5

J

TN
1

66 rit.

[ J X
T

L=

g ; gb";: g i g
R i

Piano gy
—
5 . N > T —
i S———— T b o o4 5 %
= J\_LV- B b d— g I J I)F
P e I A
Yy r r ] > >
Slow again J=48 . =66 Bratty . =88
8 . 4 accel. > #? > e T >
== ======
D - ] | Lk
i # - .ll [ ! ! w L‘—‘J ‘ ;‘\ }
© F T T f
Piano h msub' >, >~ >,
y 3 h TN == "]
IFP:;"E ie—te : fe — — ﬁim—‘]—;y—;;
Ay RN g e R 1 o= :
e Q < fe T | T T
. ! i
=
© 2018 by Theodore Presser Company All Rights Reserved International Copyright Secured

411-41158

Printed in U.S.A.

Unauthorized copying, arranging, adapting, recording, or a’zgital storage or
transmission is an infringement of copyright. Infringers are lia

le under the law.




>/ >

L H
iillee
g =
HL 3%
i
AbLlel] >A F. [
Aol I
VAL i N Nd
*x 4 A “Tonl
A || LA~
AL 1% AH
>.uw i A |
S
~———— ——

g

[ .Y

/‘\
Ten®
—_

JL AN

Piano

rit.

17

P

/
=

() &
> 4

~—

) ]
/)
=

= |

£

=

==

S
- o

" e—
s

<

o .P_.._
=

- o
* -

=

;‘_ o
ge s

=5

<

o .P_.._
=

2

.
7

Instr.

Piano

=76

More somber J

a tempo rit.

20

‘F- -

HIL

0 4
>’ 4
y
(e

5 7%

=
-

-

() &

Instr.

Piano

411-41158



92

—

8va-

in New York

rit.

ra

63
\

live_and work

Like daybreak J

Pp sub.

Al L
| 1] O
el 7. 15
Broad J

N~

-

I

rit.

V&

8va-4

2 TM
s i &
SN ¢ s 4181
-RHAv m F\ 23 H
o) I FL o
.P\\m N _w\
N m ! ] ]
i [

rit.
—
74 I
f i
land-scape

! !

— b
- } L4

now,

ra

—

accel.

wri - ter

66
a

J=

I'm

—

1

48

Come primo

23 )
[> )

| .o YW /N4
[> ]
/

o)
b 4

Y 4

)
27

™,
A
g/
Yy
o

72

D
b

dlef

Ci - ty.

-

37 Meno di “Daybreak” J

I
[ fanY  — —
. \
O
I

0
b’ 4
oJ
0
o)
p” A
(e

Piano
Adel.

Piano
Adel.
Piano

411-41158



34 poco rit. a tempo poco rit. a tempo
| N X
)’ 4 I | ] | — N
Adel. D i ‘ ! e e — P = . i
1y} \ Y \ Y
far, far_ a - way__ from the lit - tle town______ where
.'..l.'.
.
9 . @
& = = £ 7 ﬁ }
ANIV4
e 6
o) — —
. P’ A I I I I ] | 1
Piano ‘ ‘ —
pp
o) ;
75 . 2
— _[ — e
37 rit a tempo rit
o) |70 | |
P’ A o o > ] ] b ] l
Adel. [Ho—eo—P — —1 poe—bmF b—e s
ANIV4 ] I "4 I I L/ | ] I
J 7 ' ‘ r % 1
I grew up...__ Clear Ri- ver, Ne - bras - ka,
8va--------c-------- 1 ~
A 4 - ‘#Ig & . 4 - #:ﬁ - /\, bJ -h, | K\
4 ) @ @ - ) ® @10 1 T 1 be
"f‘ﬁ - ‘ ‘ - ] ‘ } | | I ] :
ANIV4 e = - ] 1 | I ] q
. v
Piano P mp [ —— b —
£ g o A —~— b o be be |
Bl D c— — P — T he @
y4 J ] ] ] [ £anY be D@ v | | | =l i '} - - .} Lnd‘ T‘ e | — \‘\
g —r S S = =
v v
40 atempo rit. Exuberant J = 76
o) | | . P o+ -
O - * r ] _'_
Adel. i i i Py I i } ! i 4 } - i — \. E ! |
B | — | — r | 4 I r — o
J = ——
Pop -u - la- tion: fif-teen hun - dred._ Clear Ri-ver was sur-roun-ded by
> > > >
/‘\ N N\ N\ RN
o) —/\4\ | \ .'
P’ A I I—V\d d 1) . - .
{es—bo ba DO '—_ﬁt@
DRe b T e e e
Piano P mp
(e J I d -
N Ny NN N | o 2 2> > > |

411-41158



Adel.

Instr.

Piano

Adel.

Piano

Adel.

Piano

=)

43 rit. a tempo
0 i X p— Py — i Y
o e e e ts =
I — T
corn - fields and cat-tle and a wide o-pen sky. The
; e .
\Q)\I
p , a tempo
~ ~ ~ ~ rit. /_\
e N W e —— i
A= o o o ; ‘ - e F
ST erlref el ) Tzl
_ = - = = (m =
P —~ —~ — = = /\%
el B g !E;%Eﬁ%g
D e e st
¥ ‘ ! o o —— e ——
- r 7 EE\_/ id :
46
9 e —— i be d= o — )
I I V[ ] ‘7 d‘ L". ‘ } } :\ LA"—' }
:@FW:‘EU .  — ™ be—®
on - ly house worth no - ting, the An - der-son’s house, stood, im
5 =
— — 5 - —s—"
vy 3 % % - - | ) Nl
— mp
P~ T~
= = = = ~ PR
e o, | o o b bee o [ o o ., = =
1 q .‘ Il)! ‘ ‘.—b"—b?_'_ ] I !I:u })5 &
b = ‘ 1 =P

48 Tt Compassionate, but resigned .=50
o) m— = ‘
y 4 — \ ‘ b # \ i‘ 2 } 7] 2t
! ) 4 Geo . %
po - sing, at just three sto - ries high.
>
e > e o
f Wy ® | %
P’ 4 - I [ 104 J A
y 4 - (] ) [ h ] (] [} x
D . . B - — Y . Y 3
oJ 4
sfz
po =
P’ A J— I I I Lh I [ ) J A
7 AR e o 3 ‘ %b i
pr L A~ P
W BB e A DL s PP
&)t i 2 %

411-41158



10

50 rit. a tempo rit.
] A ! -
TR o e e S, s B =
ANV 3 | I I 1 = /A II’ [ Irv‘# = = T I ] > 3
Main Street just a hand - ful of stores, a bank, a post of - fice, > and Mis-ter Bra-dy’s_
A | /I”_\‘ | I,p |
| l = ﬁ [ I I D ; t‘ %
. D I o ®
b g s —
Piano mp rp —
vd e, .. —= . e b e o he
O 1/ [ o | [ )
77, \ 71D rﬂ\:fbuﬂi)z o i
> 3 [ ] r J ] V] I I = 3
o \ O] —
52 With movement J = 72
5 b, | P —
T ]
Adel. [y be z — = =, | |
U == |- I T | 4 I
—
__ shop. Trains  roared through, whi -
/\
be b ~
/2 - /— K
Instr. {7 % %
ANV 3 =
bb 4 With movement J = 72 mp
Hn . | - .
GE : =
5
mp DL T T —
Piano — mf —_— N Za P
e s e T P =
Y ) 1 P21 N J A Ji |
e Aoy M S hl = 0.
E= S 5o
il b
54 rit.
l)\o — . Ib;' 7] T M ] I I | i \; I)ﬁ
Adel. [ fan = i [ bd Dii : : L I DP I | 4
- st - ling by, but  could ne - ver find 3an ex - cuse to
//\
~~
= R :Aéé
I — e S8 el o5 e e e v =
J T ————
— mp\_/> o~ rit
] b\./? %-‘._ b\;: ’l | — I ] I
| \ - ] - ] - i — b ‘P = "(P — — !
[mmm— - oJ % |14
Piano — mp
- == = F o ¥ o
he—o® R . =

411-41158



a tempo rit. a tempo poco rit.
O e b b
Adel. Hes— ¥ — 1 H 1 ———
\.)\I I | 4 | 4 Vi
stop. Not where 1 grew up... not where
/\ //\

!
!
%E

o)

P A
Instr. s
ANIV4

[3)

a tempo rit a tempo poco rit

o) \ \ \ \ \ \ — _ } i \‘
h ® ® * e o e e & |5 o+ o e o e
Dhe e e e o . e e - — - —

/‘\
Piano mf — /e PR T ~
ETE . Pl e E TR S Py

. . — i K
Adel. (s I be at d 4 be o —o- > 1 N
\!)\I | 4 i i
Instr.
e —
[
Piano ﬁ
b | o —— be # by @
O i_‘_- 'h 1~ 3_
\ na 2%
\ \ b T — P
60 rit. Slower « = 60 rit.
/- | = _ 2
Adel. [fygoe——g— 5 2 —
o) i — —_— ‘ r—
bras - ka, Po-pu - la - tion: fif-teen  hun - dred.__
-
f) i o
3 - %4 —— -
GE” 4
o 6 ’
H N . = 4\1 —
Piano |y yoe s e o o s o »j g o ¢
J = == bo P r
/-\ /\
o~ EBEDED Ce o T o1 a1 FdT Fd T T Fo
s 3
\

411-41158



12

Abruth =76
>

TN /WJ =48 rit.

63 o . )
h 41— .’ﬁﬂ.g .‘._ .'. .’E .g .‘._ 'P-
’ = 5 - ¥ %
Instr. {7 < I/ I Py 7
\Q)\I L 3 I > 3
"‘Lfl >~ ﬁ\
A >~ >~ >~ e > N\ >
| |l = il ‘
. 5. £ |
/! 8/ o —o

|
I;
ﬂf

Piano ~— - Py //-\\

[ ater — \ fo > .ﬁ . P rES ,
el e, 5 ~~ 9", te il
- —— Gl eo—2— ' G4

>
65 Slow, nostalgic . = 48 =

’ N— ‘ | gt —

Adel. !) D — — } 7 E

1 of - ten think of that lit - tle  town at this

JEN S3N
N
N

1}
™
L
e
[Trev

N
T‘ Ve
vs

\
Piano rp
fm I3 ° ‘

(N

gy il
ooe ||

¥

—9

K s
NS
00 ||

»

67 rit
T Y — — —
) | — I ] e ——
Adel. [——T— B e 1
| o o o @
J 3 ] s &
time  of year..___ . of the snow-drifts and the 1 - ci- cl>es,
o) S e ® — — = e @ —
£ o . ——
6 6
Piano @ hjy)
ey———#* -‘P_ — } 9 z ; > F —
P = I I 1
I (7]
T O o T
69 Col3la voce (a tempo) ; rit.
3
9 ! — — e o ® o o # P )
Adel.  Hay ¥ C — . o e T~ =
o @ 0/ [ 4 3 3 3 —
of the gin-ger-bread and ho - li - day par-ties. I can still hear the ca - ro - lers _ sing - ing._
% =
o) 4 | — il
b A I I I L o
. ‘ 3 . ze *
et et 7]
T e '
. \/
Piano \//\\ —
pcresc. R — ﬂ
o S— C— ] gl ot ﬁ' \ ﬂ-;- E
)— — » ¢
L
7 E? R 7 Y= *

9]

Y]]
ax
Y]

81l

411-41158



13

71 Joyous =176

T == : = 5
el. v\ mv (7K PN 4_
)
Carolers: (faintly offstage, a memory)
m
’( 9 L [ ] E— A [ ] \ 5:
%—i »- * - T o o S — " %
Ga - ther ‘round the Christ - mas  Tree! Ga - ther ‘round the Christ - mas  Tree!
Chorus Carolers:
e - e
[o— ———= "= E T ==
Ga - ther ‘round__ the Christ - mas Tree! __ Ga - ther ‘round___ the Christ - mas Tree! __
Joyous ‘=176 o
A us & = 2 o _
P’ A ot
G e e e e e e = -7
e
Piano mp
9 1l I I \ﬁ | — I !
- Ze o e o o e |° Ze o . ——= 1y
S— ~_ S— ~_ S~— ~ S— ~—
73 rit. a tempo rit.
/l)\o 53 ! \ ﬁ# ® 7] H._P_'&_h —r—r I
\’7 ; Iy j Ji T‘} I | I I
= \ = Nz
Chorus E - ver - green haveitsbran - ches been, It is king of all the__ wood-land scene.
h I | — I [ J A 1)
H:ﬁ‘; o — e . o -
\

n\y u S—
E - ver - green haveitsbran - ches been, It is king of all the__wood-land scene._
rit.
a tempo
4 o . £ . /\:1 it
b g geate Earcecr 2 .
1 = = 4
| 2 Y/ ) ) ) | y /! I
DA f f m——— 1 ! —

Piano #5 }r//\ “-/uh.:\ % ﬁP rg‘ ‘

|

Jc
W

q
= =

Adel. ey ——— '?;i"_ == I‘=é = ——
1 of - ten think of that lit - tle town, and a Christ-mas there, twen-ty
e 0 /_\J_ 0 J_
A ‘bo_ ® — & —
P A | | l L r i‘;:‘l .\ - d\ | -
T —
Piano PPCresc. ————--——-———-- 6 ) ____.
7\—‘14\ /—\ l L# H 4‘
)— C ? - | | |
i i nj r ) & [
0/ .To I I 'Ig ./ h? g 7 ?

411-41158



14

77 rit. Broadly, full of love /=36
e —— , e — "t
Adel. [ an I I i ] 5 r il "v ] & 14
years a- go: just my grand-ma, my_ fa - ther, and
behe £ £ /5\
9 > .ﬁﬁF g:: - = - . - £ -
Instr. {oy— S i — — o= i
) 7
p——— mp J
vt Broadly/,ft%f love + = 36 _ "/'\b
9 '!!'!51'1; z f‘
@) = 2 | s ‘ 7
oJ
=y z Z
, Frpaes  Friaes . |
Piano | o o b% js z
(cresc.)______ o ____ P — —~ o
L 72, 7=, 7= ezl
= s . = %
¢ T3 ! v :E = - f
V ) T
>
79 molto rit.
9 | —d J A
Adel. oy = p3 %
)
me...
5 %
Instr. (% } - P "/
oJ
TS
Q . ] |
Instr.  Hes—g— ~ - f . 41. I’v‘ﬁ » i ;’%
oJ 4
mp
8V“/l)/\l molto rit.
A . o
A — 7] o e - %
O/ i 1 %
. o
9 | —d C) *_ . I|’§ l[) o ]
Piano | ey r—3 7 ‘; - ? i 17
J bz ‘ | 0
/\ /\
‘< = . 2
B2 — G %
=S o ”

411-41158

Ry

ﬁ<¢|||



Scene One
Clear River, Twenty Years Ago. ADDIE, a pre-teen girl, st

15

ands on an ottoman as

her GRANDMA, a kooky-looking woman trapped in an earlier decade, works with
needle and thread at the hem of her angel costume. ADDIE’s best friend CARLA MAE

sits at the table with books out and a snack in front of her.
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(beat, breaking character,

to her GRANDMA)
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(GRANDMA pulls the costume over ADDIE’s
head and drapes it over her sewing machine.
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