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Chronicle Music Critic

The San Francisco Opera eased
gently into its 82nd season Friday
night with a blandly unruffled so-
lo concert by soprano Renee
Fleming at the War Memorial
Opera House. After two invigorat-
ing and controversial seasons un-
der General Director Pamela Ro-
senberg, someone must have de-

cided that this
wasn’t the time for
any new shocks to
the system.

Or even, to be
frank, much ex-
citement. Fleming
turned in a hand-
ful of shapely and
alluring vocal per-
formances, once
the intermission
was past and she
was able to luxuri-
ate in the lyrical
outpourings of
Massenet and
Strauss.

But even there,
in the music best suited to Flem-
ing’s gifts, the evening rarely had
the feel of a real occasion. Mostly,
the idea seemed to be to fill a cou-
ple of hours pleasantly and with-
out incident.

The closest the program came
to true vitality was in Fleming’s fi-
nal offering, the long closing
scene from Strauss’ “Capriccio.”
Here at last the lavish warmth that
marks her finest singing came into

Pleasant way
to pass time,
but Opera’s 
opening night
isn’t finest hour
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Despite
Renee
Fleming’s
presence,
the evening
rarely had
the feel of 
a real
occasion. 

Liz Mangelsdorf / The Chronicle 

Renee Fleming performs at the
War Memorial Opera House.
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By Carolyne Zinko
Chronicle Staff Writer

If the San Francisco Opera Gala is one of the most
hallowed events of the fine arts season, it follows that
organizers would choose from among the city’s holy
trinity of caterers. With guests paying hundreds and
even thousands of dollars to attend the opening gala, a
night of beautiful gowns and music, it would almost be
a sin to serve a mediocre menu.

McCall Associates fed 800
guests with as luxurious a supper
as possible, given that the meal
was served in a tent next to the
War Memorial Opera House and
cooked in an outdoor parking lot.
(Patina Catering handled the
meal for the Bravo club’s younger
arts patrons in the Green Room of
the Veterans Building.) 

McCall’s, like Paula Le Duc
and Taste Catering, regularly
serve the Bay Area’s upper crust,
but a big night like this is never
old hat, and always requires team-
work and humility, said company
founder Dan McCall. “A lot of the
people in the food business be-
lieve it’s all about the food, but I
think an event is all about the par-
ty, and food is one of those com-
ponents,” McCall said. “If you mi-
cromanage, you mess up their
work.’’

On the menu for the preperfor-
mance cocktail hour were caviar
on toast points, smoked salmon
on onion bread, prawns and oys-
ters, lamb chops and an assort-
ment of passed appetizers.

The postshow dinner featured
a salad plate with a salmon rill-
ette, a crab timbale, asparagus and
cherry tomatoes, a poached quail

egg and mixed greens. The entree
included a 7-ounce filet mignon,
au gratin potatoes, and sauteed
vegetables (or ricotta agnolotti
with a squash cream sauce for veg-
etarians). Dessert called for berries
in zabaglione, as well as a choco-
late pot de creme with ancho chili
spice and cookies.

With a menu this varied,
there’s room for lots of things to
go wrong. It’s up to the staff to
make sure everything goes right.

11 a.m.: McCall’s kitchen at 2720
17th St. One shift started at 6 a.m.
Another arrived at 8 a.m. and will
work through until almost mid-
night.

Workers are bustling and yet
strangely calm, perhaps taking a
cue from chef de cuisine Josip
Martinovic, who found his way to
McCall’s from Croatia, by way of
France, Italy and Germany. He
has an air of serenity, mostly be-
cause he meditated for two hours
before bed on Thursday to brace
himself for the challenge ahead.

“It’s great for the mind; it helps
you cook later,” he says. “You have
to have love, also. Whatever you
touch, it has to have love. And pa-
tience, otherwise it doesn’t work.” 

Thirty-two people have been

working 10-hour days for a week
to make sure everything gets
done, and this isn’t even the first
gala this week. McCall’s did the
food for the San Francisco Sym-
phony gala two nights ago.

Jose “Chico” Castro, a native of
El Salvador who has 10 brothers
and five sisters, all of whom work
for McCall’s, is mixing crab in a
bowl the size of a truck’s wheel.
The crabs were cooked in brine,
and the meat is being dressed
with lemon oil and nothing else,
for a clean, bright flavor.

Executive chef Lucas Shoe-
maker totes a clipboard with col-
or photos of the courses, taken at a

tasting lunch several weeks ago to
ensure that nothing is left to
chance and that the dinners will
be prepared and plated exactly as
they were in the rehearsal.

Another cook has spent more
than an hour searing the exteriors
of a mere 200 pounds of petite
New Zealand rack of lamb. Once
cooled and refrigerated, it will be
gently cooked in the rear of the
tent just before cocktail hour to
make sure it is not overdone. 

Lamb chops are what make
McCall’s famous in town, so a
McCall party without the chops is
virtually unthinkable. The chops 
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The night is young for a waiter carrying bowls of prawns into the reception area for guests attending the San Francisco Opera Gala.

800 discriminating mouths to feed in just a few hours.
For gala caterers, that’s a grand performance of its own.
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Executive chef Lucas Shoemaker inspects the caviar before Rene Martinez (left) and
Roseller Roe begin serving it at the party. Dinner ended just before midnight.

It’s a night
when a lot of

things can
go wrong.
The staff

just has to
make sure
everything
goes right.

“The Benefactor” may be the stupidest show
this season. Maybe any season. “You can’t call my
show stupid,” says billionaire and benefactor
Mark Cuban, as he kicks someone off the show
for speaking the truth.

Just so we’re clear on this, Mark: Your show is
stupid. It’s unholy stupid, not just plain stupid.

And somehow ABC, or the
people who dub its review
tapes, accidentally reveal the
final four contestants — just
after the credits roll on the pi-
lot.

Now that’s stupid.
That at least two of the

four people at the end are, in fact, stupid should
not be a surprise either. But they won’t be re-
vealed here because it would be stupid to think
that anyone reading this would be stupid enough
to care who the final four were.

You’re smarter than that, right? Good. And
just in case you’re in a real hurry, the other new
fall series premiering tonight, “LAX,” is also stu-
pid. But it’s fictional stupid, not reality 

2 series are premiering tonight
— what a great time for football 

Tim
Goodman
Television
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Benefactor:
Reality. 8 p.m.
Mondays, ABC. 

L
LAX: Drama. 

10 p.m.
Mondays, NBC.
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The beautiful blond backstage at the Palace of
Fine Arts was just 13 years old. Dylan Frances
Penn, soon to be a heartbreaker, slipped through
the stage door just moments after the standing
ovation ceased. She appeared slightly bewildered
by the adulation being heaped on her father, Sean,
who had just been handed this year’s John Stein-
beck Award, given yearly to outspoken torch-

bearers in the creative arts. 
Seeing her, Penn broke

away from a small gather-
ing of hand-shaking mates,
including Bruce Spring-
steen, who came in from
New Jersey to present the

award, and actor Peter Coyote, who had just done
an onstage “Inside the Actors Studio”-like inter-
view with fellow Marin County resident Penn on
Friday. Dylan smiled shyly and held out her arms;
they embraced and exchanged private words be-
fore she went off into the night with her friends. 

“Our kids are not at all involved in our profes-
sional lives,” he said later, over drinks at Tosca. “So
it’s almost like a dream to them to see us in these
situations occasionally. To them, I am nothing but
their silly dad.” 

Liz hafalia / The Chronicle

The Boss, Bruce Springsteen, embraces his friend Sean Penn after presenting the
actor with the Steinbeck Award, given annually by the Center for Steinbeck Studies.

Sean Penn’s outspokenness off camera earns him Steinbeck Award

Jane Ganahl
The Female
Spectator
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More Opera
coverage inside
1 San Franciscans dressed
up in their finest for open-
ing-night festivities. E3
1 The Opera’s fall season
continued Saturday with
Mozart’s “Così fan tutte.”
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