SEPTEMBER 2013

TULSA BALLET’S

RITE of
SPRING

Q+A Kostis Protopapas
Interview by Nancy Bizjack

Shane Bevel

This year, instead of three performances over two
weekends, Tulsa Opera will have two performances in one
weekend. What led to that decision, and what do you
see as the pros and cons of this new arrangement?

Kostis Protopapas has been

artistic director of Tulsa Opera since May of 2008.
He was previously the company’s associate
conductor and chorusmaster, while concurrently
serving as assistant conductor for Los Angeles
Opera, Santa Fe Opera and the Lyric Opera of
Chicago.
Protopapas’ leadership at Tulsa Opera has
focused on furthering the company’s long-standing
reputation for artistic excellence, expanding
the company’s repertoire with adventurous
programming like the 2012 production of Jake
Heggie’s Dead Man Walking, strengthening the
Tulsa Opera Orchestra and Tulsa Opera Chorus,
and advocating for arts awareness and appreciation
in Tulsa.
Born in Athens, Greece, Protopapas studied
archaeology and art history at the University of
Athens before coming to the United States in
1993, on an Onassis Foundation scholarship, to
study piano at The Boston Conservatory and to
study conducting at Boston University. He became
an American citizen in 2011 and lives in Tulsa and
Chicago with his wife, soprano and stage director
Cathleen Dunn-Protopapas, and their four cats,
Gus, Miles, Zsa-Zsa and Gigi.
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This is a change we have carefully considered for several years. Tulsa
Opera has high attendance rates compared to opera companies in
comparable U.S. cities, but still, we were filling fewer than half of
the seats we had available in our three performances. We like to focus on quality rather than quantity, and we put the artistic value and
audience experience first. By reducing our performances to two, we
are protecting what we know is most important to our community:
three productions per season with top-notch artists and high production values. At the same time, by consolidating our audiences to
two nights we will have fuller houses, which will make for a more
exciting audience experience. The reduction of performances will
also save us valuable resources, which in turn we will channel into
our education and outreach efforts. It is our responsibility to make
sure those theater seats are occupied for generations to come, so we
are increasing our programming in schools and communities around
the state to create many more opera lovers for the future. The only
disappointment is that after all the work we put into each production, it seems a pity to only be able to perform it twice!

In February, Tulsa Opera will stage the Oklahoma premiere of
Elmer Gantry, about a con man who gets involved with a female
evangelist. Why did you select that opera and how do you think
it will be received here in Tulsa? Elmer Gantry is a great work
of American literature by a Nobel Prize-winning author [Sinclair
Lewis]. Like any great work of art, it speaks about humanity in a
rich, meaningful and complex way. It is a story about a wolf among
sheep, about misused charisma, and about how destructive ambition can be if it is not rooted in a strong value system. Above all, it
is a story rooted in the American experience, told in lyrical, accessible music and with a sense of humor. I think people are going to
love the music, will be absorbed in the storytelling, and will find
much to think about and discuss afterward.

How is producing a 21st-century opera like Elmer Gantry different from staging an 18th-century opera like The Marriage
of Figaro or a 19th-century opera like Carmen, also scheduled
for this season? The pressure is even greater with a contemporary
work, because the vast majority of your audience has never seen it
before, so you only get one chance to make a powerful and satisfying impression. Also, in the world of opera, there is often prejudice
against new works, so you have to work a lot harder to get the
information out to the community so people will come see it and
have an open mind. On the other hand, at least you don’t have a
couple of centuries of great performances to live up to!

Are there any performers making their
Tulsa Opera debuts this season that
you’re particularly excited about?
I am always excited about our artists, new
and old friends both. As it happens, the
Figaro cast is mostly a debut cast of young,
energetic, amazingly talented and staggeringly good-looking young artists whose
names are being heard more and more at
opera companies around the world. Keith
Phares, who will portray Elmer Gantry,
is one of the most charismatic young
American opera singers, and he played
the role in the premiere production and
the recording of the opera. He is also very
handsome to boot! The Carmen leads,
Leann Pantaleo and Jon Burton, are also
making their debuts, and they have both
had great success all over the U.S. with
their powerful voices and visceral portrayals of Carmen and Don Jose.

What operas would you like to stage
in the coming years? Although I love
romantic Italian and French opera, these
days when I dream I think mostly of more
contemporary works, which have more
direct relevance to our community and
our place in time. Like Jake Heggie’s Moby
Dick, a powerful adaptation of a founding
work of American literature; Peter Grimes
by Benjamin Britten, which for me is the
greatest opera of the 20th century; Jenufa
by Leoš Janaček, a Czech opera from
1900 whose music is gorgeous and whose
story resonates unexpectedly with contemporary America. In a more traditional
vein, I would love, love, love to do Verdi’s
Don Carlo and Puccini’s The Girl of the
Golden West.

Tulsa Opera has been doing some fun
things around town to promote opera,
such as Opera Underground, Pop-Up
Opera and Arias & Art. Will you continue
those programs, and if so, tell us about
them. We are focusing on outreach very
much right now. Culture, communities
and audiences have been changing a lot.
Opera companies more and more have to
get out of the opera house, bring opera to
the people in the streets, and put classical
music back into the cultural bloodstream.
Expect to see us more and more at coffee
shops, bars and public spaces like Guthrie

Green. We are continuing our partnership with the Philbrook Museum, where
last March we gave the premiere of a new
chamber opera, but we are also starting
an Arias & Art program at the Oklahoma
City Museum of Art. Down the road, I
would like to start a series of fully produced chamber operas at unexpected
spaces, like parks, garages, office buildings,
churches and even street corners! But I
have to be patient… shouldn’t try to do
too much all at once!

What is Tulsa Opera doing to educate
young people about opera? We have
a statewide tour of a children’s opera for
elementary school students that reaches
about 30,000 students each year. This
season we will also aim to bring in about
a thousand middle- and high-school students to attend the final dress rehearsal of
each of our operas. Our in-house training
program for young singers, the Tulsa Youth
Opera, has made great strides the past few
years and this year will present Little Nemo
in Slumberland, a new opera by Darren
Hagen that involves both children and
adult performers. The production will be
fully staged and will feature 40 children
alongside our Studio Artists, accompanied
by a student orchestra!

How many young professionals are participating in your Studio Artists program
this season? We have four young singers
at the beginning of their careers joining
us this year. Two are new and two are returning. They are all amazingly talented.
They have roles in our mainstage productions, and they also sing in the school tour
and all our outreach events. And one of
our Studio Artists from last season, Alex
Elliott, who is now with the Portland
Opera, is returning to sing the role of the
Count Almaviva in The Marriage of Figaro.

Because you bear a slight resemblance
to Tulsa Ballet Artistic Director Marcello
Angelini and you both speak with the
accents of your native countries, I’ve
heard that people sometimes get the
two of you mixed up. Is that true? If so,
how does that make you feel? Have you
and Marcello ever talked about it?

to be mistaken for someone, I can’t think
of a better guy than Marcello! He and I
joke about it all the time!

You studied archeology and art history
at the University of Athens before
coming to the United States. How did
you end up directing an opera company?
Although I studied Archaeology and
History of Art, music was always my focus.
Piano was my main instrument, and then I
started studying conducting. As a conducting student, I conducted my first opera at
a workshop (Verdi’s A Masked Ball ) and I
was hooked. I love opera because it brings
so many things together: history, drama,
literature, music. I had a leg up because I
am a pianist and speak five languages, so
I was lucky to get work as a rehearsal accompanist and assistant conductor at some
pretty big places. I first came to Tulsa in
2001 as Carol I. Crawford’s assistant and
fell into the artistic director job when she
left the company in 2007. I really enjoy it!
Love the theater and its people, and I believe in the transformative power of music
and theater.

What do you like to do in your spare
time? I read a lot; I am very much into
American literature right now. I also like
to cook and I play chess online. (It’s hard
to find people to play in person… Anyone
want to play? E-mail me! kprotopapas@
tulsaopera.com)

THE MARRIAGE
OF FIGARO
October 18 at 7:30 p.m.
October 20 at 2:30 p.m.

ELMER GANTRY
February 28 at 7:30 p.m.
March 2 at 2:30 p.m.

CARMEN

May 2 at 7:30 p.m.
May 4 at 2:30 p.m.
Presented by Tulsa Opera
CHAPMAN MUSIC HALL
Tickets are $25-$98.
MyTicketOffice.com and 918-596-7111

It’s true! I don’t mind at all. If I am going
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