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T
he Rady Shell at Jacobs 
Park isn’t waiting for its 
2026 summer season to 
kick off the $85 million 
bayside venue’s 5th 
anniversary, which will 
feature return perfor-

mances by Buddy Guy, Kool & The Gang, the 
Beach Boys and Gipsy Kings — plus The Shell 
debuts of St. Vincent, Tedeschi Trucks Band, 
Wynonna Judd and Jeff Goldblum & The 
Mildred Snitzer Orchestra.

Between March 20 and June 12, no fewer 
than 13 pre-season concerts are scheduled at 
The Shell. They will include return perfor-
mances by James Taylor, the Avett Brothers 
and Classic Albums Live, along with The Shell 
debuts of Paul Simon, Ethel Cain, Yungblud 
and One Direction alum Louis Tomlinson. The 
season officially opens with a June 29 concert 
by the San Diego Symphony — which owns 
and operates The Shell — and violin star Stefan 
Jackiw.

Season ticket packages go on sale today Also 
today, The Shell will host its free annual Picnic 
at the Park concert, which will be headlined by 
award-winning San Diego singer-songwriter 
Gregory Page and his band. It is being retitled 
Picnic at the Park Presented by Southwest 
Airlines to reflect a new partnership between 

Southwest and the symphony that will be offi-
cially unveiled at today’s concert.

“We’re excited to announce a multi-year 
partnership with Southwest Airlines as the 
official airline of the San Diego Symphony. 
Their commitment to San Diego and dedica-
tion to customer service make them the ideal 
partner to welcome guests from near and far to 
our world-class venues,” said Casey Patterson, 
the symphony’s director of corporate partner-
ships.

This year’s mix of legendary and rising 
artists at The Shell has remained steady 
since the San Diego Symphony opened the 
panoramic venue in August 2021. The venue’s 
launch came in a year when many concert 
halls, theaters, nightclubs and amphitheaters 
across the nation were still shuttered or only 
partly operational in the wake of the COVID-19 
pandemic shutdown.

“This will be our fifth year at The Shell 
and our sixth season there,” said San Diego 
Symphony Vice President for Marketing and 
Communications Craig Hall.

“We had over 125,000 people come to the 
venue our first year,” he continued. “For our 
2025 season, which ran from June to October, 
we had over 192,000 people attend concerts at 
The Shell. If we include the ‘bumper time’ of 
early June — before the official kickoff to our 
summer season on the last weekend of June 
— and the month of November, there were 
an additional 36,200 people who attended 
concerts during that time last year.”

Those totals include attendance at perfor-
mances for which The Shell was rented by 
outside promoters, including Live Nation and 

AEG/Goldenvoice, the world’s two biggest 
concert promoters.

It does not include the attendance at the 
approximately 35 private corporate events that 
are booked each year at The Shell by the San 
Diego Padres’ hospitality and events division, 
Finest Collective. Under the auspices of the 
Padres, The Shell has hosted concerts by such 
artists as Sting, Billy Joel, Dierks Bentley and 
Sammy Hagar that were not open to the public.

“The Padres are our corporate-events part-
ners, so they book all the private events for us 
at The Shell,” said former San Diego Symphony 
Vice President for Artistic Administration and 
Audience development Lea Slusher. On Feb. 
6, the symphony named her as its Executive 
Director of The Rady Shell at Jacobs Park.

‘A lot of big acts come in for these corporate 
events, which are a great source of income for 
us,” Slusher continued.

“The Padres are doing a terrific job and are 
bringing us some really great events through 
the partnership we have with them. They do 
about 35 private events a year at The Shell. So, 
if anyone asks: ‘Why don’t you book another 35 
concerts and not do corporate events?’ — the 
reality is I don’t think there are 35 other acts to 
book.”

STATE-OF-THE-ART VENUE
The 2021 opening of The Shell proved 

doubly fortuitous for the San Diego Symphony. 
The orchestra was essentially homeless 
between early 2020 and the fall of 2024 when 
its downtown Jacobs Music Center reopened 

SHELL  
OF A SEASON
The Rady Shell’s 2026 lineup mixes music legends and younger acts.

Artists who will perform at San Diego Symphony’s bayside venue range  

from Buddy Guy and St. Vincent to The Beach Boys and Sarah McLachlan. 

 The symphony will today announce its new partnership with Southwest Airlines.

“This will be our fifth year at The Shell and our sixth season there. We had over 125,000 
people come to the venue our first year. For our 2025 season, which ran from June to October, 

we had over 192,000 people attend concerts at The Shell. If we include the ‘bumper time’  
of early June — before the official kickoff to our summer season on the last weekend of June — 

and the month of November, there were an additional 36,200 people who attended  
concerts during that time last year.”

— Craig Hall, San Diego Symphony vice president for Marketing and Communications

ARTS  Oceanside Museum of Art unveils designs for its expansion project. E5 TRAVEL  From Salt Lake City to Denver, a nine-day, 1,139-mile dinosaur hunt. E9

See SHELL on Page E6

Arts & Culture
PA G E  1   |   S E C T I O N  E   |   S U N D AY,  M A R C H  1 ,  2 0 2 6   |   S A N D I E G O U N I O N T R I B U N E . C O M



By Marcia Luttrell
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I t can take many 
months to stage a 
ballet performance 
that only lasts a few 

glorious hours.

The effort takes guts and 
a lot of collaboration, along 
with daring and a passion-
ate sense of duty.

There are countless 
considerations involved … 
ready?

To name a few: costs, 
costumes, casting, choreo-
graphic choices, music 
selection and rights, lighting 
and venue possibilities and 
then, that scary toss of the 
dice.

Will the audience love it?
As part of its Destina-

tion Innovation season, 
City Ballet of San Diego will 
present “Rhapsody in Blue” 
at two venues this month, 
one of its most ambitious 
concerts yet.

There are three dance 
professionals involved in 
staging the triple bill show.

Two répétiteurs trav-
eled to San Diego to teach 
licensed works by Tony 
Award-winning chore-
ographer Christopher 
Wheeldon and interna-
tionally renowned dance-
maker Annabelle Lopez 
Ochoa.

And City Ballet’s resi-
dent choreographer Geoff 
Gonzalez is reworking 
“Rhapsody in Blue,” a 
contemporary ballet first 
introduced as a dance film 
during the pandemic and 
then, performed in 2022 on 
stage.

It’s accompanied by the 
iconic George Gershwin 
orchestral jazz score of the 
same name.

City Ballet rightfully 
guessed that the famil-
iar music that Gershwin 
described in his biogra-
phy as a “musical kaleido-
scope of America” would be 
advantageous in introduc-
ing a contemporary ballet, 
which can be a hard sell 
when it comes to devoted 
balletomanes.

The audience response 
was enthusiastically 
positive, and for Gonza-
lez, creating a movement 
language to Gershwin’s 
masterpiece was fun to film, 
due to the visual control 
that editing provides.

But creating a “kaleido-
scope” of steps for stage in 
2022 was not.

“I thought, ‘This is 
scrambled eggs,’” Gonzalez 
recalled.

“There were so many 
sounds and themes. I tried 
to put a move or a dynamic 
to every note. But now, I’m 
taking a step back.”

A recent trip to New York 
inspired the revised version 
of “Rhapsody in Blue.”

Gonzalez got a snow 
globe view from the 32nd 
floor of his midtown 
Manhattan hotel and 
winter’s blue-tinted skyline 
refreshed his perspective on 
pacing.

It was beautiful, cool, 
clear and sharp.

“Over the past month, 
I’ve been preparing my 
mind and my emotions to 
take what I really need from 
what I was creating before 
and really spruce it up,” he 
said.

“There’s no sadness in the 
piece, it’s all romanticism.”

Costumes will be differ-
ent too, this time, inspired 

by the pinstripes on the 
New York Yankees baseball 
uniforms.

“I have this concept,” 
Gonzalez said.

“I want a deep midnight 
blue leotard with diamond-
like pinstripes. I’d love to 
see what we can do with 
that. I want to make it so 
that when you hear the 
music and see the dance, it 
takes you to that New York 
atmosphere.”

Another returning work 
is “Ecliptic,” a jaw-dropping 
ballet by Ochoa.

The dancers perform 
with large gold hoops that 
reflect themes of harmony 
and continuity, and when 
the company premiered it 
in 2024, the fluid and phys-

ically demanding ballet 
brought the audience to its 
feet.

Julia Erickson, a dance 
professor and a former 
principal dancer for the 
Pittsburgh Ballet Theatre 
is a répétiteur for Ochoa’s 
works.

It took three weeks of 
daily rehearsals to teach 
“Ecliptic” to the company 
dancers.

In order to conceptu-
alize and space a dance 
that can be likened to an 
agility course, the stage is 
perceived as being divided 

into eight sections.
Lighting with a range of 

color schemes is another 
voice that helps to create 
different worlds in a 
progression throughout the 
dance.

Erickson said she typi-
cally familiarizes herself 
with the work by first danc-
ing with a hoop in her hotel 
room, noting that Ochoa’s 
choreography is dense, 
detailed and “she doesn’t 
shy away from fast move-
ment.”

“Every stager has a short-
hand,” she explained.

“There’s an accuracy that 
you need to uphold and to 
honor the choreographer’s 
intentions. The hoops are 
like another person. You do 
one step at a time — there 
are patterns and sometimes 
it’s just learning the foot 
work and then learning the 
port de bras (carriage of the 
arms) with the hoops.”

The “Rhapsody in Blue” 
production also includes 
the premiere of Christopher 
Wheeldon’s “The Amer-
ican,” one of Wheeldon’s 
first ballets staged by répéti-
teur Michele Gifford.

“I bring notes and I try to 
assimilate it in my body, as 
well,” said Gifford, a former 
New York City Ballet dancer 
and a répétiteur for both 
Wheeldon and the George 
Balanchine Trust.

“One of the things I love 
about this ballet is that 
it’s like the champagne 
that cleanses your palate. 
It’s easy on the eyes, easy 
to digest. It’s sparkly. It’s 
buttercream icing. I use 
a lot of whimsical words 
like that to get across to the 
dancers what needs to come 
forward. They are in light 
yellow costumes and it’s 
bright and cheery.”

Wheeldon’s roman-
tic, neoclassical ballet 
lasts about 30 minutes 
and includes six couples 
accompanied by an Antonín 
Dvořák’s score.

Casting “The American” 
requires an assessment of 
partnering skills and collab-
orating with Natalie Test, 
City Ballet’s rehearsal direc-
tor. If a principal dancer 
has extended time in one 
section of the program, he 
or she may be too over-
worked for another part of 
the show.

“I’ll have several couples 
in the room and if it’s a 
struggle, it’s not worth 
it,” said Gifford, who 
also staged Wheeldon’s 
“Morphoses” in 2024 for 
the company.

“I’ve actually switched 
people around. The beauty 
about coming back to City 
Ballet of San Diego is that 
I’ve worked with them 
before. I know their capabil-
ities, so that’s a huge relief.”

The guts and glory  
of staging a ballet

When: 8 p.m. Saturday; 2 p.m. next Sunday

Where: Balboa Theatre, 868 Fourth Ave., San Diego

When: 8 p.m. March 11

Where: California Center for the Arts, Escondido,  
340 North Escondido Blvd., Escondido

Tickets: $39-$118.80

Online: cityballet.org

A free lecture by City Ballet’s artistic director Steven  
Wistrich starts 45 minutes prior to each performance.

CITY BALLET OF SAN DIEGO  
PRESENTS ‘RHAPSODY IN BLUE’

In choreographer Annabelle Lopez Ochoa’s “Ecliptic,” the 
dancers perform with large gold hoops that reflect themes 
of harmony and continuity. 

A scene from City Ballet of San Diego’s “Rhapsody in Blue,” which is being revised and revived for the company’s March dance concerts. CHELSEA PENYAK 

City Ballet of San Diego is bringing back ‘Rhapsody in Blue’ and ‘Ecliptic’ for its March dance concerts

A scene from City Ballet of San Diego’s presentation of choreographer Annabelle Lopez Ochoa’s “Ecliptic,” which will return 
for the company’s March dance concerts. ANNA SCIPIONE PHOTOS 
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