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Chapter 1: Conception and Design Process 

Concept: What is Real, and What is True? 

Florencia en el Amazonas is a Spanish-language opera composed by Daniel 

Catán. The story draws inspiration from the various writings of Colombian novelist 

Gabriel García Márquez. The opera follows the world-renowned opera singer, 

Florencia Grimaldi, as she travels by steamboat from Letitia, Colombia to her home 

in Manaus, Brazil as she prepares to sing there in hopes of attracting her lover, 

Cristóbal. Joining Florencia on the boat are Rosalba, a young journalist writing a 

novel on the singer, Paula and Alvaro, a married couple looking to reignite their love, 

Riolobo, a river spirit parading as a man, the shipôs captain, and his nephew, Arcadio. 

As they journey down the river each passenger is faced with their own ideas about 

love and what it costs. When the ship suddenly faces a rough storm, Riolobo 

transforms and reveals his true self as a spirit of the river, calling upon the Amazons 

of the river to stop the boat from being destroyed. In the aftermath, Florencia is 

discovered in her cabin, longing for Cristóbalôs return. Rosalba, while hunting for her 

lost journal with Arcadio, accepts that there is room in her heart to let love in. Paula 

mourns the loss of her husband and realizes what she wanted all along was always 

with her. When she accepts that he is gone, Alvaro is given back to her by the river, 

he is the same, but different. As they are about to dock in Manaus a cholera outbreak 

has been discovered and they must steer away or risk infection. Distraught that she 

may never find her love, Florencia ascends the ship, singing an aria to her lost love 

and finally, transforms into the elusive butterfly, the Emerald Muse. 
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In the initial concept meeting our director, Corinne Hayes, stated that her 

centering idea for the piece was the following question, ñWhat is real and what is 

true?ò She explained her desire to have a sense that two worlds were being held 

together in the same space. The boat was real, but the Amazon River was true. This 

idea had to be the connective tissue between all the individual elements of the opera. 

Corinne was also interested in making sure that as we move through the piece, we 

were always moving towards the final apotheosis of Florencia turning into a butterfly. 

Since the opera was inspired by the writings of Gabriel Garcia Márquez, it was 

important that we approach the piece with an understanding of his use of Magical 

Realism. The idea of transforming the seemingly every day into the magical could be 

used as an anchor for all the different transformations. Finally, Corinne wanted to 

make sure that we honored the indigenous locale of the piece. She brought several 

images from Latin and Amazon native artists such as, Frida Kahlo, Nixiwaka 

Yawanawá and Abel Rodriguez (Figure 1). The images provided gave a sense of the 

magical realism in the piece as well as an idea of the color and texture of the 

rainforest.  

Research: What is Real? 

When moving into the research process for this piece, we were encouraged to 

continue looking for other Latin and Amazonian artists, and to dive deeper into the 

ones presented to us at the concept meeting. We also had the task of finding the 

balance between the world of the Amazon River and the world of the boat, which is 

more western in style. As the research process started, I worked back and forth 

between western fashion and imagery and native artists to hold both worlds, real and 



 

 

3 

 

true, in my mind throughout the process.  As a team we decided that something real 

was about the performative aspects of the character. While something true was about 

the fantastical desires of the heart.  

I started the research process by looking at the artists Frida Kahlo, Nixiwaka 

and Abel Rodriguez. These led to a painting done by John Dyer, an American artist 

learning from Nixwiwaka, this became a central image for the design team (Figure 

17). This painting opened us to the idea that the rainforest isnôt all green. Through the 

lens of Native Artists, the rainforest is made of a more dynamic color palette.  

During the concept meeting Director Hayes stated that she wanted to keep the 

piece in the early 20th century. We agreed on the Edwardian era, from 1905-1910. I 

used this range of years as a reference point but didnôt try to recreate a single year for 

the overall piece. For example, Florenciaôs finale gown is closer to 1910 in its 

silhouette which stands out against the other, earlier costume silhouettes that surround 

her. This is to show that she has transformed into a fantasy, something outside of the 

world that the other characters are currently inhabiting. It is both reflective of the 

character she becomes on stage as well as the very real apotheosis she is undergoing 

in the final moment.  

I was interested in how the transformations of the piece worked, and for this 

Florencia and Riolobo were my focal points. Florenciaôs research process was about 

finding a way to weave in the idea that she was always meant to be a butterfly by 

exploring her differences on and off stage. In the libretto there is a line that says, ñBut 

when Florencia arrives no one will recognize her. They say only the stage brings her 

to life. It has been a long time since anyone has seen her before or after the curtain 



 

 

4 

 

rises or falls. At every performance she appears different. A fantasy, an illusion? A 

mystery woman, like an Amazon of this river.ò This line sent me down the path of 

finding two images that would be the antithesis of each other. A way to create two 

different characters in the same body. One in hiding and one a fantasy. In the early 

stages of research, I found an Art Nouveau pin that became the inspiration for the first 

iteration of the finale transformation. This combined with a gown from 1905 became 

a starting place for Florenciaôs finale transformation. Additionally, this 

transformation had to have wings. At the first research meeting I had presented a set 

of images of wings covering a large expanse of the stage. Corinne agreed that the 

scale of the wings was an important part of the finale moment.  

In Rioloboôs first look he needed to feel both anchored in the period, while 

also feeling outside of the world that we are viewing on the stage. I discovered an 

image from Fashion Designer Ana Locking in her 2012 Fall/Winter collection (Figure 

4). This coat would become essential for Riolobo as a character. The layered coat 

could be manipulated into a period style but still felt outside of the world of the other 

characters. The color was inspiring for the character as it combined the blue of the 

river and the green of the rainforest. It was at this time that I reexamined the self 

portrait of Frida Kahlo that Corinne had presented during the concept meeting. I 

realized that Rioloboôs energy and character felt like a dragonfly. Upon bringing this 

discovery to Corinne she became excited about what this meant for the movement 

vocabulary of this character, and it would later affect how the set was designed, as 

she became excited about the possibilities of Riolobo and the spirits climbing around 

the ship like a jungle gym.  
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As I went back to Florenciaôs first look, I knew I wanted her to feel like she 

was hiding as much as possible. I looked at Edwardian walking dresses and sailing 

outfits. I also knew that I needed to start threading in the idea that she was meant to 

become a butterfly all along. I started finding a variety of butterflies so that I could 

investigate how to combine the two shapes together. I eventually found an afternoon 

dress from 1910 and another dress created by Au Bon Marche in roughly 1908 that I 

blended to get these separate ideas to feel at home in her first look (Figure 3). The 

Asymmetrical lapel having a wing-like shape and the veining detail combined to 

create a look that hinted at the inevitable transformation into the butterfly. 

The Chorus was a different challenge as they had to be both the people of the 

market and, in Corinneôs interpretation of the piece, spirits of the river that would 

guide and support the story as it went along. I concluded quite early that they would 

need to have a base look and pieces that could go over top for the different looks. The 

chorus would prove to be one of the trickier parts of the story telling and would 

change a significant number of times before we landed on the version that felt right 

for the story that we were telling.  
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Research Plates 

 

 
Figure 1: Director Research Plate 
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Figure 2: Emotional Response Images 
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Figure 3: Florencia Act 1 Scene 1 - Research 
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Figure 4: Riolobo Act 1 Scene 1 - Research 
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Figure 5: Rosalba Act 1 Scene 1 - Research 
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Figure 6: Arcadio - Research 
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Figure 7: Captain - Research 
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Figure 8: Paula Act 1 Scene 1 - Research 
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Figure 9: Alvaro Act 1 Scene 1 - Research 
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Figure 10: Riolobo Act 1 Scene 9 - Research 
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Figure 11: Florencia Act 2 Scene 11 - Research 
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Figure 12: Rosalba Act 2 Scene 15 - Research 

  



 

 

18 

 

 
Figure 13: Paula Act 2 Scene 15 - Research 
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Figure 14: Alvaro Act 2 Scene 15 - Research 
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Figure 15: Florencia Act 2 Scene 17 - Research 
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Figure 16: Chorus Market - Research 
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Figure 17: Chorus Spirits - Research 
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Rendering the Characters: Revealing the Truth 

When it came time to render, I knew I wanted to start at the end, Florenciaôs 

transformation. Professors Huang, Kachman, and Conway always told me to think 

about what the audience sees in the final moment. With the research I had gathered I 

started sketching a few different ideas for a large gown with a whimsical crown that 

would be the fantasy character that is described in the libretto. When discussing the 

transformation with Professor Huang, it became clear to me that no matter how we 

handled the wings of the final moment, Florenciaôs transformation had to be 

motivated by her and her costume.  

As the process continued, I realized that the finale gown I started with was too 

big and cumbersome for how much time she would spend on stage prior to the 

transformation. After reinvestigating the libretto and my research I concluded that she 

should be wearing Cristóbalôs coat. Underneath the coat was a green dress with a 

roughly 1910ôs silhouette that alluded to the Emerald Muse, the butterfly that 

Cristóbal is hunting (Figure 31).  

Next was Rioloboôs entrance look. I knew that these two moments would be 

the anchors of the show.  If I didnôt get Rioloboôs first look and Florenciaôs final look 

correct the piece would always feel out of balance. When sketching out Riolobo I 

knew I needed to balance the period and modern imagery from my research. I wanted 

to combine the style of the double layer Ana Locking coat with a more historical vest. 

I wanted the coat to be made from a period appropriate fabric, but the details could be 

flashy and more modern. There was a constant back and forth to get the shape and 

details right. When I brought the initial sketch to Professor Huang, she suggested I be 
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more specific about the vest shape and the way the hat was placed on the head. These 

specific details would help sell the period aspect of the piece while also maintaining 

the sense of whimsy.  

With Florenciaôs finale dress drawn I could now go back to her entrance look. 

I knew that the first time we saw Florencia on stage she would need to be the 

antithesis to what she would become at the end. In the finale look there were a lot of 

sheer fabrics, and skin being revealed. To oppose that in the beginning, she needed to 

be covered up and hidden. Drawing from my research I combined the different 

images I pulled into a singular look. I turned the bodice of the afternoon dress into a 

jacket with a blouse underneath. I added the skirt from the visiting dress, extended the 

button details to meet each other and added a hat with netting. My main question was 

how I was going to make her stand out as the titular character while she is literally 

meant to be hiding in the crowd. When I spoke to Professor Huang about this 

concern, she suggested I change the color of the dress to a lighter tone, one closer to 

the original research, and to put the other passengers in darker tones.  

When I began drawing Paula, I knew immediately that she had to feel 

performative. During the research meeting I said I believed she had this dress made 

specifically for this trip. Corinne loved the idea that she would be frivolous enough to 

have something made for this one moment. As I worked on this character, Professor 

Huang pointed out a piece of my research with a silhouette that better suited the 

actors who would be performing in the roles. Since it was double cast, it was 

important that the silhouette be flattering on two different bodies. While the frivolous 



 

 

25 

 

details felt like the character, Professor Huangôs advice about the character feeling 

well tailored was more pertinent to the design. 

As the creative team continued discussing the nature of the show, we 

concluded that time within the show does not move in a logical way. Some parts 

slowdown and other parts speed up. This led Director Hayes and I to have a 

conversation about the transformations of each character. We needed to understand 

when and how they changed throughout the show. Some of the characters were 

obvious, like Florencia and Riolobo. Other characters, like Paula and Rosalba were 

less clear on when they would have their character transformation. Part of the key to 

this was Corinneôs concept statement, ñWhat is real and what is true?ò We needed to 

find the moment where the truth, or deepest desire, of each character is revealed.   

Paulaôs Transformation was the most difficult to understand. Corinne and I 

decided that her moment of truth is when she is speaking to the river admitting that 

she loved her husband as he was and would give anything to have him back. We 

agreed that she is starting the process of grieving at this moment. I took this 

information to Professor Huang and we talked about her being in mourning wear. I 

started with an extravagant mourning dress that would reflect the type of garment she 

might wear to a funeral. However, this felt unnatural in the world of the play. 

Professor Huang suggested, again, simplifying the silhouette. I then tried another full 

mourning look that was more streamlined. Corinne thought it was right for the 

character, but it felt too convenient for her to have this look on board the boat. It was 

then that I had to go back to the research. I started with the idea that whatever she was 

wearing wasnôt black. This opened me up to a lot of possibilities because I no longer 



 

 

26 

 

had to live in specific period customs. I decided on a purple overskirt and a shawl that 

would go over parts of her initial look to create a sense of mourning for Paula.  When 

talking with Professor Huang she had suggested taking a piece of research I had and 

creating a full overdress, so the garment didnôt cut the body in a strange way. It was 

again about simplifying the silhouette for this character (Figure 28).  

 Next, I came to Rioloboôs transformation which continued all the way until 

the Draper Meeting. The challenge of Riolobo is that he must transform into some 

sort of spirit of the Amazon. From early on Corinne and I agreed that this took the 

shape of a dragonfly spirit. This meant he had to have dragonfly wings. I knew from 

the beginning that I wanted them to be physically on his body. This transformation 

needed have a big impact at the end the first act, as it set us up to accept the final 

transformation of Florencia at the end of the piece. When drawing the ideas for this 

transformation, I started with him being shirtless, covered in tattoos, and wearing 

pants that had a paint treatment on them like he was being taken over by the river. In 

a conversation with Professor Huang, she asked me if this could be a bigger gesture. 

Likewise, Corinne was interested in what I was doing but wasnôt sure where we 

should go with it. In my continued research I concluded that it should be a full 

bodysuit with a nude illusion. There was a creature-like quality that I hadnôt had 

before. As we continued to develop the vocabulary of the body suit, I added tattooing 

that was reminiscent of a Nixiwaka butterfly sketch, and the paint slowly creeped 

further up the legs of the body suit. In the week before the draper meeting Professor 

Huang pointed out the nude illusion wasnôt working as it should, the rendering didnôt 

feel complete. After trying out a variety of different versions including inverting the 
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colors and changing out the nude illusion entirely, we landed on moving the water 

effect up to the waist area and it finally felt like the right character (Figure 35).  

Another large challenge in the design process was the chorus. Corinne was 

interested in using the chorus for more than just the opening sequence and the off 

stage signing throughout the piece. This meant that we needed to find a language for 

what the chorus looked like during the piece. In the early design meetings, I had come 

up with the idea that the chorus could also be river spirits that would help Riolobo 

guide the ship and its occupants on their journey, both physical and emotional. As 

Corinne and I continued talking, she expressed interest in creating a dynamic visual 

with the chorus. We decided that the spirit chorus would represent the different flora 

and fauna of the Amazon Rainforest. This created an exciting visual vocabulary and 

maintained the idea of them being a part of Rioloboôs world. 

The rendering phase of the process was about creating the characters that felt 

true to the story. As in Corinneôs anchoring statement, I had to discover what was real 

and what was true and find the balance of that dichotomy in each character. Every 

one of our characters has a revelation of their true self by the end of the piece and it 

was through the rendering process that I was able to discover each characterôs most 

fantastic truth.   
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Final Renderings 

 

 
Figure 18: Florencia Act 1 Scene 1 - Rendering 

  



 

 

29 

 

 
Figure 19: Riolobo Act 1 Scene 1 - Rendering 
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Figure 20: Rosalba Act 1 Scene 1 - Rendering 
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Figure 21: Arcadio Act 1 Scene 1 - Rendering 
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Figure 22: Captain Act 1 Scene 1 - Rendering 
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Figure 23: Paula Act 1 Scene 1 - Rendering 
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Figure 24: Alvaro Act 1 Scene 1 - Rendering 

  
































































































