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NEWS

15 DECEMBER 2014

Irene Dalis, 89, Powerhouse American
Mezzo Who Found Acclaim in Opera's
Most Dramatic Roles Before Helming
Opera San Jose, Has Died

IRENE DALIS
San Jose, CA, October 8, 1925—December 14, 2014

American mezzo-soprano Irene Dalis, whose blazing stage

presence and powerhouse voice brought her acclaim in some of

opera's most dramatic roles and took her to the most prestigious

houses in America and Europe, has died. Dalis, who was 89, died

following a brief illness.

Dalis initially pursued a career as a pianist, but, after traveling to

Europe in 1951 on a Fulbright scholarship and being discovered by

Martha Mödl, she made her professional debut as a singer in 1953:

contracted as a fest artist, a performance as Eboli in an Oldenburg

Don Carlo brought immediate attention to the mezzo. Subsequent

performances at the Berlin Stadtische Oper as the Kostelnicka in

Jenůfa presaged an offer from the Met, where Dalis made her debut

as Eboli in a 1957 performance of Don Carlo that found the mezzo

singing alongside Jussi Björling, Delia Rigal, Ettore Bastianini and

Cesare Siepi. Over a span of nearly twenty-years, Dalis would go on

to sing more than 270 performances with the New York company, including Azucena, Dalila, Amneris, Brangäne,

Fricka, Venus, Ortrud and Kundry and the Nurse in Die Frau Ohne Schatten; she was frequent partnered onstage

by some of the most acclaimed voices of the second half of the twentieth century, including Birgit Nilsson, Robert

Merrill, Leontyne Price, Placido Domingo and Leonie Rysanek. Dalis was also a frequent presence at San Francisco

Opera and Covent Garden, and, in 1961, the mezzo became the first American to sing Kundry at the Bayreuth

Festival.

Following her retirement from the Met in the mid-‘70s, Dalis returned to her native San José, where she became a

professor of opera performance at San José State University. The school’s Opera Workshop program, run under her

tutelage, was eventually inaugurated as Opera San Jose, and, in 1984, she became the founder and general director

of what was then one of the few U.S, companies solely committed to launching the careers of young singers. In the

intervening thirty years, Dalis developed into one of the shrewdest impresarios on the regional U.S. opera scene — a

remarkable third career for a sensational American singer.

A full obituary of Dalis will follow in the print edition of OPERA NEWS.


