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CAST

(in order of appearance)

TULL (Baritone) A powerful Mormon Elder, early 40s, interested in marrying Jane.

JANE WITHERSTEEN (Mezzo-Soprano) A faithful Mormon woman-early 30s, owner of the
sprawling Withersteen ranch and herd, as well as the spring which gives water to the town of
Short Creek.

BERN VENTERS (Tenor) A Gentile, mid 20s. Jane’s head ranch hand and good friend.

LASSITER (Bass Baritone) A Hardened Texas gunfighter, late 30s, on a quest to find the grave of
Milly Erne.

JUD (Tenor) A faithful ranch hand, in his 50s, working the Withersteen Ranch.
BESS (Soprano) A young woman, late teens, ward of Bishop Dyer.

BISHOP DYER (Bass) The leader of the local Mormon Church, in his 40s—50s, the most powerful
man in Short Creek.

SMALL MEN’S CHORUS Tull’s men and the Bishop’s parishioners.

SYNOPSIS

The action takes place at the ranch of Jane Withersteen, in the nearby mountains, and in the town
of Short Creek on the Arizona-Utah border, circa 1870.

ACT 1

Jane Withersteen, a devout Mormon woman has inherited a sprawling ranch from her father. Tull, a
Mormon elder, wants to marry Jane, in part to add her ranch, herd and spring to the growing Mormon
settlement of Short Creek, but Jane resists his advances. To pressure Jane, Tull threatens to whip her
head rider, Venters, on a trumped-up charge. Lassiter, a mysterious gunman arrives in time to save
Venters and drive off the Mormons. Lassiter has come to see the grave of Milly Erne, who was a dear
friend of Jane. He asks about Milly’s daughter, who was taken by the Mormons when she was a baby.
Jane does not know of her whereabouts. When rustlers steal one of Jane’s herds, Venters rides off to
confront them, knowing the feared “Masked Rider” is among the rustlers.



ACT 2

Jane speaks to her departed father, questioning the behavior of her churchmen and confronting the
challenges of her situation. Lassiter arrives in time to avert a stampede bearing down on Jane’s ranch.
Venters and Bess, who he saved in a shootout with the rustlers, hide out in Surprise Valley. Bishop
Dyer, the head of the local Mormon Church confronts Jane on her friendship with Lassiter, as well as
her refusal to marry Tull. Lassiter arrives and drives off the Bishop, who damns them both. Venters
arrives and tells Jane and Lassiter about Bess, Surprise Valley and their plans to leave for Illinois. Jane
and Lassiter visit Milly Erne’s grave where Jane accidentally reveals a dark secret the Bishop has kept
all these years. Lassiter swears his revenge on the Bishop.

ACT 3

Bishop Dyer and Elder Tull reaffirm their commitment to the growing Mormon Church. Dyer
conducts a sermon as Lassiter waits outside the church. Lassiter confronts the Bishop. Back at Jane’s
house, Lassiter surrenders his guns to Jane, prepared to give up his life as a gunman. Tull and his men
prepare to attack Jane’s ranch and pursue Lassiter as Bess and Venters prepare to leave Surprise Valley
for Illinois. Jane and Lassiter decide to meet up with Bess and Venters and begin a new life there as
well. The four meet out on the Sage. Jane and Lassiter surrender their horses to the young lovers, so
that they may escape. Lassiter and Jane make their way to Surprise Valley with Tull and his men in hot
pursuit. With no way out, Jane and Lassiter must make a dramatic decision on how to save themselves.

SETTING

It is 1870. We are at the sprawling ranch of Jane Withersteen, on the Utah/Arizona border. Jane is
a strong independent woman, as well as a devout Mormon with an unshakeable faith. The Mormon
elders and Bishop want Jane to marry so that her land, herd and life-giving spring can be absorbed into
the growing Mormon settlement of Short Creek. But Jane does not love the man chosen for her. From
that basic conflict springs our drama.

Zane Grey’s book was published in 1912. It helped to launch the “American West” genre to the
world-wide stage and this operatic adaptation is one of the first “Wild West”” opera’s written. The story
emanates from the historic migration of the Mormon’s from persecution in the Midwest to their new
“Jerusalem” in Utah, where they established their religious center. While considered a romance novel,
Grey’s story is layered with religious, gender and societal themes that still resonate today:

1. Women; their rights and perceived place in society

Guns and violence

Greed, power and abuse of power

Religious fundamentalism

Revenge and vigilante justice

Faith and crises of faith

The most enduring of human desires; to find a HOME, a place to belong.
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CONSIDERATIONS

We are working from, and honoring Zane Grey’s novel. Posterity has decided this is
an important American work of literature. After 100 years, Sage is considered a classic,
while many other books from 1912 have disappeared from our cultural shelf. The story
that Grey tells, while a work of fiction, is rooted in history. And it is safe to assume that
the events in this novel could have and probably did happen to any number of people in
various ways.

There are no black-hatted villains here. Audiences of today are too savvy to fall
for thin characters and weak plots. We have attempted to flesh out all of the charac-
ters so that each has a belief system and acts in concert with it. These are, hopefully,
three-dimensional characters with whom we may agree or disagree, but whom we will,
hopefully, understand. To that end, we deviated from Grey’s book when necessary, even
creating new scenes, such as Bishop Dyer and Elder Tull’s duet, which opens act II1.

Our goal is to tell a great story. We were attracted from the start to the fact that this is
a rollicking Western; a shoot-em-up, exciting story full of conflict and action. We want
the audience to be on the edge of their seat, swept up completely in the struggles of the
characters, the majestic landscape and the magnificent, soaring music.

SINCE THE 2017 ARIZONA OPERA PREMIERE

In November of 2017, the recording of Arizona Opera’s World Premiere of “Riders”
was broadcast on radio stations around the world as part of WEMT Chicago’s opera
broadcasts.

On February 5th, 2020, the documentary film “Riders of the Purple Sage; the Mak-
ing of a Western Opera” will premiere at the Scottsdale Center for the Arts. This film,
directed by Emmy-award winning filmmaker Kristi Atwell, is 8 years in the making
and chronicles the creation of this opera from early conversations to the world premiere
fully-staged production.
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Act 1 Scene 1

112

Deliberato .
A At the Withersteen Ranch-early evening
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Act 2 Scene 4

At Milly Erne’s grave
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Act 3 Scene 1

The following Sunday. Dyer and Tull are in an empty church
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Act 3 Scene 3

80  Onthe sage near the mouth of Surprise Valley
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