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The Winchester Widow is based on the true story of Sara Winchester (1836-1922) whose

husband, William, manufactured the rifle that came to bear their family name. The Winchester

rifle, which was revolutionary in its ability to fire off many shots before needing to be reloaded,

gave frontiersmen an unbeatable weapon against the Indians; so much so that the Winchester

become known as "the gun that won the West." The rifle, though, was totally non-discriminatory,

and thousands of Easterners also met their deaths as victims of this "repeating rifle." Sales of the

firearm made the Winchesters fabulously wealthy. Sara's life seemed blessed when she gave birth

to a child, Annie, in 1866. But from this moment a dark cloud of tragedy seemed to haunt Sara

Winchester. Her daughter died at six months old, her husband died of tuberculosis, and Sara was

gripped by the belief that the thousands of souls dispatched by her family's invention were intent

on destroying her. On the advice of a spiritualist medium, Sara fled west to California  to elude

the pursuing ghosts of those her family's rifle had killed. In San Jose she bought a house and did

as the medium told her she must do if she hoped to escape the wrath of all those murdered

ghosts: she began to reconstruct the house. And every day she expanded, revised, reversed and

extended the floor plans of the house so that the ghosts would become confused and trapped in

the maze which she constructed as her mansion. Every night Sara sat in her séance room,

conversing with the spirits who were so intent on harming her. And every morning she sketched

new plans for new rooms, stairwells, floors and basements that her work crew then constructed. 

Over the course of 38 years Sara's architects worked 365 days a year, creating a seven storey

labyrinth of uncounted numbers of rooms, all so that the Winchester widow could avoid her

ghosts. The house still stands today, a monument to the human need to trick those prowling

ghosts of our own mortality. 

The ghost choruses in the opera are to be pre-recorded by the soprano who sings the role of Sara

Winchester.

Composition of The Winchester Widow was begun at Hospitalfield House in Arbroath, Scotland,

in September 2005 and was completed in State College , Pennsylvania, in December 2005. The

composer is grateful to the Patrick Allan-Fraser of Hospitalfield Trust for his residency there.

The Winchester Widow was commissioned by Mary Kay McGarvey and is dedicated to her,

through whose art are exorcised the darkest spirits of the fearful mind by the power of beauty and

the excellence of music.

Approximate duration is 22 minutes. 
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THE WINCHESTER WIDOW
(Sara alone in her seance room.  She is seated, reading a book.)
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(She throws the book down and 

sings slowly with deliberation.)
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(Ghosts, from behind the door)
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(She waits to listen to the ghosts.)
(Spoken)  Shhhh! Dear, we are 

            performing an opera here. 

(To the noisy audience member)
    Except for you, of course.

(She waits until someone in

the audience makes a noise.)
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Un til pay ment

˙̇ œœ œœnb
ww#

molto espressivo

colla voce

- -
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..˙̇## Œ

œb œ œ- œ œb
My child dead in the

˙̇b ˙̇
˙̇bb ˙̇nn

a tempo

a tempo

F vehemently

F

˙ Jœ ‰ œ
crib. My

wwwn
wwb

œn œ œ- œ# œ#
hus band dead at his

˙̇̇nnn ˙̇̇bb

˙̇# ˙̇

˙# Œ œ# œ#
desk. And the

wwwb
ww#b
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-
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Ghosts

√

œ œ# œ# œ œ œ œ
sing ing of all the dead tor

∑

320 www##
wwn

.œ#>
Jœ# ˙

ment ing me.

∑

www###
ww

ƒ ∑

˙ œ
Mom my!

œ œ œ

Œ ˙.˙

Da lontano q » ¡™º

P (Child ghost)

p

∑

˙ œ
Mom my!

œ œ œ
Œ ˙.˙#

∑

˙ œ
Come to

œ œ œ

Œ ˙.˙

- -

- - -
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Ghosts

(√)
œ Œ œ

me! The

325 œ œ œ
œ œ œ#

˙ œ
bad man

œ œ œ

Œ ˙.˙

œ œ Œ
shot me!

œ œ œ
Œ ˙.˙#

Œ œ œ
Mom myœ œ œ

Œ ˙.˙

-̇ œ
help me!

œ œ œ ?
Œ ˙.˙
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#

Ghosts
.˙

Great

330 ..˙̇

..˙̇

F (2nd ghost)

P

œ œ œ
Spir it, the

..˙̇

..˙̇#

œ œ œ
white man has

..˙̇

..˙̇

œ œ Œ
shot me.

.œ̇ œ# œ
&

..˙̇#

˙ œ
Moth er

...˙̇̇

..˙̇

œ œ œ
Earth, Moth er

...˙̇̇

..˙̇#

- - -
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œ œ œ
Earth, take my

∑
336

....˙̇̇̇

..˙̇

˙# œ
spir it.

∑

....˙̇̇̇#

..˙̇#

∑

œ œn œ
He came home

œœœn .
Œ œœœ.

œœœ.
Œ œœœ.

F (Wife ghost)

F secco

∑

œ jœ ‰ œ
drunk and

œœœn .
Œ œœœ.

œœ.
Œ œœ.

∑

œ> ˙
beat me.

œœœn .
Œ œœœ.

œœ.
Œ œœ.

-
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#

#

Ghosts ∑
341 ˙̇̇### œœœ#

˙̇ œœ
f

œb œ œ
When I fought

œœœbn .
Œ œœœ.

œœ.
Œ œœ.

f
œ jœ ‰ œn

back he

œœœb .
Œ œœœ.

œœb .
Œ œœ.

œ> ˙
shot me.

œœœn .
Œ œœœ.

œœ# .
Œ œœ.

∑

œœœ### ˙̇̇#
˙̇n œœ
f
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Ghosts

˙ œ
Mom my!

.˙
Great

œ œn œ
He came home

346 œ œ œ
œœœn Œ œœœ
..˙̇

F

˙ œ
Mom my!œ œ œ
Spir it, the

˙ œ
drunk and

œ œ œœœœn Œ œœœ
..˙̇#

˙ œ
Come to

œ œ œ
white man hasœ ˙
beat me.œ œ œ
œœœn

Œ œœœ
..˙̇

œ Œ œ
me! The

œ œ Œ
shot me.

∑

œ œ œ˙̇̇### œœœ#
..˙̇#

˙ œ
bad man

˙ œ
Moth er

œb œ œ
When I fought

œ œ œ
œœœbn Œ œœœ
..˙̇

œ œ Œ
shot me!œ œ œ

Earth, Moth er

˙ œn
back he

œ œ œœœœb Œ œœœ
..˙̇#

Œ œ œ
Mom myœ œ œ

Earth, take myœ ˙
shot me.œ œ œ
œœœn Œ œœœ
..˙̇

- - -

- - -

21



&

&

&

&
?

#

#

#

#

#

Sara

Ghosts

∑

˙ œ
help me!

œ# œ Œ
spir it.

353 œ œ œœœœ### ˙̇̇#
..˙̇#

˙ œ
Now the

∑

∑

.œ̇ œ œ

˙̇ œœ

Piu mossof

F

œ œ œ
spir its of

∑

∑

.œ̇ œ œ

˙̇## œœ

q » ¡£• -̇ œ
all those

∑

∑

˙n œœ œ# œ
˙̇ œœ

œn> œ œ
shot by my

∑

∑

œœn œœ# œœ
˙̇ œœ

˙ œ
hus band's

∑

∑

.œ̇ œ œ

˙̇ œœ

ƒ

f
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Sara
˙ œ
ri fle

359 .œ̇ œ œ

˙̇## œœ

-̇ œ
fol low

˙n œœ œ# œ

˙̇ œœ

.˙

me.

œœn œœ# œœ

˙̇ œœ

.˙

.œ̇ œ œ

˙̇ œœ

ƒ

∑

.œ̇ œ œ

˙̇## œœ

∑

˙n œœ œ# œ

˙̇ œœ
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œœn œœ# œœ

˙̇ œœ

œ œ œ
It's not their

œ œ œ
˙̇ œœ

F

P

˙ Œ
fault.

œ œ# œ
˙̇# œœ

œ œ œ
They don't know

.œ̇n œ œ
˙̇ œœ

˙ œ
what they

˙ œŒ ˙
Œ œ œ
.˙#

.˙#
do.

œ# œ œ

Œ œ œ.˙
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Sara œ Œ Œ
371

œ œ œ#

œ# œ œ
.˙

œn œ œ œ œ
Ghosts are n't all that

wwn

ww

Meno mosso q » ¡™ºP

p

œ œ œ œ œ jœ ‰
dif f'rent from the liv ing.˙̇ ˙̇

˙̇ ˙̇

œn œ œ œ
That's why they are

Œ œœœ œœœn œœœ

˙̇̇ ˙̇

cresc.

P

- - -
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Sara
˙b Jœ ‰ ‰ jœ

ghosts: they

375 jœœœœbnb œœœœ
jœœœœ

jœœœœ œœœœ
jœœœœ

www

F

F

œ œ œ# œ œ
think that they are a

Œ œœœ# œœœ# œœœ

˙̇# ˙̇̇

cresc. .˙n Jœ ‰
live.

J
œœœœ#n œœœœ J

œœœœ J
œœœœ œœœœ J

œœœœ

www

f

f

Ó Œ ‰ jœ
They

jœœœn# œœœ
jœœœ

jœœœ œœœ
jœœœ

jœœ œœ
jœœ

jœœ œœ
jœœ

P

dim.
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Sara œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ
wan der out at night for en ter
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˙̇ ˙̇
‰ œ œ œ ‰ œ# œ œ˙ ˙
p

con pedale

œ œ Œ œ
tain ment. They

˙̇ ˙̇

‰ œ œ œ ‰ œ# œ œ˙ ˙

œ œ œ œ œ œ
gath er to geth er in˙̇ ˙̇

‰ œ œ œ ‰ œ# œ œ˙ ˙

˙ Jœ ‰ Œ
crowds.

˙̇ ˙̇
‰ œ œ œ ‰ œ# œ œ˙ ˙

- - - - - - -
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Sara œb œ œ œ œ
On ly a cer tain

383

Œ œœœb
Œ œœœ

˙̇ ˙̇
˙ggggg

F

P

œ œ œ œb œ œ
va can cy of mind be

Œ œœœ
Œ œœœn

˙̇n ˙̇
˙bggggg

œ# œ œ œ
trays the fact that

œœ#n œœ# œœ œœ
Œ œœ# Œ œœ#˙n ˙#

f

F

œ# œ# œ jœ ‰
they are ghosts.

œœ# œœ# ˙̇̇#
Œ œœ## Ó
˙# œ œ œ# œ

q» q

q» q- - - - -
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Sara œ œ œ
And ev 'ry
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œœœn œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ
.˙

p

p

˙ œ
night I

œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ
.˙

-̇ œ
meet them

œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ
.˙n

œ œ œ
here in a

œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ
.˙

˙n œ
room with

œœœn œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ
.˙

cresc.

cresc.
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Sara œ -̇
four
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œœœ œœœ œœœ# œœœ œœœ œœœ
.˙#
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doors.

œœœ# œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ
.˙

F

F

-̇ œ
One by

œœœn œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ
.˙

P

p

œ œ œ#
which they may

œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ
.˙

˙ œ
en ter.

œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ
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397 œœœ## œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ
œ œ œF

-̇ œ
Three by

œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ
.˙

F
œ œ œ

which they must

œœœ œœœ œœœ# œœœ œœœ œœœ
.˙

.˙# -
leave.

œœœ#‹# œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ

..˙̇

f

f

œ Œ Œ

œœœ#‹# œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ
œ‹ œ# œ
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Sara œ œ œ
I sit and
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œœœ# œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ
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P

P

˙ œ
wait and

˙̇̇# œœœ
˙ œ

rit.

rit.

.˙
read.

Œ œ œ.˙
Œ œ œ.˙

a tempo

a tempo

con pedale

˙ jœ ‰

Œ œ œ.˙
Œ œ œ
.˙
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406 ww

wœ œn œ œ œ œ œ œ

Poco agitato q » ¡™§
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Ó Œ œœ
lone!

ww#

wœ œn œ œ œ œ œ œ ?

possia œœnn œœ œœ
œœ

œœ œœ œ œ
stran ger at my fire side can not

wn .˙ œ œ

œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œw
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see The
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cresc. poco a poco

cresc. poco a poco
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forms I see, nor hear the sounds Iw.˙ œ œ

œ# œ œ œ œ œ œ œw

.˙ Jœ ‰
hear;
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Sara
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He but per ceives what
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œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ˙ ˙

F

F

˙ ‰ jœ œ œ
is; while un to

˙̇ ˙̇-

œ œ œ œ ˙˙
-
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me All that has

˙̇ ˙̇-
œ œ œ œ ˙˙

-
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rit. e dim. poco a poco

rit. e dim. poco a poco

œ œ œ œ œ
been is vis i ble

˙̇n ˙̇

˙̇̇n ˙̇̇#
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and

416 ˙̇# ˙̇̇# -
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clear."
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œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ

Maestoso q » ¡º¢

p sonore

Ó ‰ jœ œ œ
You see, the

œœ œœ œœ œœ

œœ# œœ œœ œœ

œ œ œ œ œ œ
po et got it right a

œœ œœ œœ œœ
œœ œœ œœ œœ

- -
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œœ œœ œœ œœ
œœ œœ œœ œœ

œ- œ œ œ œ# œ
You see noth ing here but

œœ œœ œœ œœ
œœ œœ œœ œœ
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me and a
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˙ œ œ œ-
room and four
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˙b Jœ ‰ œ
doors. While

∑

424 œœœbbb œœœ œœœ œœœ
œœbb œœ œœ œœ

F P
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œ œn œ œ œ œ
I see a room full of

∑
œœœn œœœ œœœ œœœ

www
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ghosts!

∑
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œœœ œœœ
œœœ œœœ
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(hissing in a theatening whisper full of anger and violence)
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breaths. Letœœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ

w

œ œ œ œb œ œ#
chil dren all die qui etœœœ œœœ

œœœ œœœ

˙ œ# œ
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deaths. Letœœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ
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not the smoke of ri fle fire be
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cresc.
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œb œ œ œb œb œ
come our mur dered hus bands'œœœb œœœ œœœbb œœœ
˙̇̇bb

˙̇̇nn

w# -
pyre.
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f

f dim.
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The

œœœ#n œœœ œœœ œœ

ww

F

F

- - - -
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(As the ghosts sing Sara writhes and tries to escape them.  She 

opens each of the doors trying to chase the voices out of the room.)
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world is slave to gun and woe. Come!
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curse the one who made it so. Let

œœn œœ œœ œœ# œœ œœ
œœn œœ œœ# œœœ œœb œœ

œ œ œb œ œn œ œb
her not sleep, let her not dream.
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œœ#b œœ
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Let her ev 'ry wak ing scheme be

439

œœœbb œœœ œœœ œœœ#nn
œœb œœ œœœnn œœœn
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(solo voice)
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Win ches ter!
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the glo ri ous.
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- - - -
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F

œb> œ Jœ ‰
shout at me.
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œ œ
œœ# œœ œœ œœ

F cresc. poco a poco
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jœ œ jœ
watch ing my

jœ œ jœ
œœ œœ œœ œœ

œ# œ
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œ œ
œœ## œœ œœ œœ
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move.

œ# œ œn œ#

œœnn œœ œœ œœ

- -
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(She tries to ignore the ghosts by reading some more. But a knock comes from one of the doors. Then 

knocks on both of the other doors. Sara cringes. She runs to each of the doors, trying to quiet the ghosts.) 
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34 (Sara walks slowly back to her chair, settles in,

and then, after a pause, begins to read again.)
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35(She looks up queerly towards the audience. It is clear she is quite mad.)
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(She sits for some long moment in her chair before getting up.)
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630

w
œœ## œœ ˙̇̇

F
œ# jœ ‰ Ó

missed.

œ# œ
Ó

œœœ œœœ Ó

Ó ŒU ‰ Jœ
Why

œ# œ
Œ .U ‰

œœœ œœœ Œ .U ‰

P œ œ œ œ Jœ
must I re mind youœ œ œ œ œ œ

∑

Piu mosso qk » ∞•

p

- -

&

&
?

Sara œ jœ# Jœ ‰ Jœ
ev 'ry night? You
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œ# œ# œ œ# œ# œ

∑

F œ œ œ œ# œ œ
all have for got ten aœ œ œ œ œ œ

∑

.œn ‰ œ œ
gain, hav en'tœ œ œ œ œ œ

∑

.œ Œ Jœ
you? Youœ œ œ œ œ œ

‰ œ œ .œ

P

- - - - -

&

&
?

Sara

œ œ œb œ œb œ
think you are sit ting there

638 ..œœb ..œœb
œ œ œ œ œ œ

œb œ œb œb - Jœ
watch ing me here on

..œœbb ..œœ
œ œ œ œ œ œ

.œ Jœ ‰ Jœ
stage. You

..˙̇n
œ œ œ œ œ œ

espressivoœn jœ œ jœ#
think you are a

..˙̇
-

..˙̇##
- colla voce

- - -

38
(She walks towards the door to exit.  She stops,

turns, and notices the audience is still there.)
(She waits a long moment. Then, looking

peeved, she walks downstage.)

(She sighs and looks

completely exasperated.)



&

&
?

Sara .˙#
live.

642

œ œ œ œ œ œ

.

.˙̇

a tempo

a tempo

jœ ‰ ‰ Œ .

œ œ œ œ œ œ

∑

œn - jœn .œ-
You are ghosts.œ œ œ œ œ œ

∑

F

P

.œ Œ .

œ œ œ .œ

∑
π

œb - jœ .œ-
You are ghosts!

œ œ œ œ œ œ

∑

P

p

&

&
?

83

83

83

Sara
.œ Œ .
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œ œ œ .œ

∑
π

∑

∑
∑

U

U
U

Œ . .œ-
Good

∑
∑

p .˙
night.

Œ jœ œ jœ
‰ œ ‰ œ.œ .œ

Largo qk » ¢§

p

.œ Œ .

.œ œ jœ

.œ ‰ œ#.œ .œ#

molto rit. 

molto rit. 

&

?

83

83

86

86

652

œ œ œ

‰ œ œ.œ

œ œ œ œ œ œ

‰ œ jœ œ.œ .œ

a tempo

dim. poco a poco

œ œ œ œ œ œ

‰ œ# ‰ œ œ.œ# .œ &

œ œ œ œ œ œ

‰ œ jœ œ.œ .œ

&
&

656

œ œ œ œ œ œ

‰ œ# ‰ œ œ.œ# .œ

œ œ œ œ œ œ
.œ .œ

œ œ œ œ œ œ

.œ# .œ

œ œ œ œ œ œ

.˙

&
&

..

..
..
..
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œ œ œ œ œ œ
.œ .œ

œ œ œ œ œ œ
.œ# .œ

œ œ œ œ œ œ

.˙

œ œ œ œ œ œ

.˙dim. a niente

39

(Spoken) You are all ghosts! 

(She walks to the door, opens it, and, without ever looking back at us, she exits.)

Hospitalfield House, Arbroath, Scotland, September 2005

State College, Pennsylvania, October - December 2005
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