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This spring, University Opera will present Transformations, 
Conrad Susa’s daring 1973 chamber opera with texts by poet Anne 
Sexton. Transformations will be directed by Interim Director of 
Opera, David Ronis, and conducted by Kyle Knox, who last month 
conducted Madison Opera’s production of Little Women. 

This new production will be performed in English with projected 
supertitles in the Music Hall, 925 Bascom Hill, on Friday,  
March 11 at 7:30 pm; Sunday, March 13 at 3:00 pm; and Tuesday, 
March 15 at 7:30 pm. 

Transformations is an adult retelling of 10 classic fairy tales 
(among them, Snow White, Rumpelstiltskin, Rapunzel, and Hansel 
and Gretel) as seen through the eyes of Pulitzer Prize winning poet 
Anne Sexton. Sexton’s struggle with depression and mental illness 
frames the darkly humorous and audaciously recounted tales, 
filled with mid-twentieth-century references, both literary and 
musical. As the singers play multiple characters, Sexton and Susa 
shed light on a variety of unexplored psychological implications 
of these stories, often using a confessional, even confrontational 
approach. The result is a wild ride – a true ensemble piece that is 
both wickedly funny and profoundly resonant.

The UW-Madison production sets Transformations in a 1973 
group therapy meeting of which Sexton is the facilitator. At the 
meeting, the characters process their fears through acting out 
the fairy tales. Among other twists to the tales, the “happily-ever-
after” endings are subverted and Sexton often alludes to mental 
illness and popular culture. It is a risky opera as it contains dark 
themes, scandalous dialogue, and witty humor. Sexton was viewed 
as a “confessional poet” who tackled many taboo female subjects 
such as abortion, masturbation, incest, and the list goes on. 
Transformations is recommended for high school age and up.

The work was commissioned by the Minnesota Opera and 
premiered there in 1973, a year and a half before Sexton’s 
suicide. In 1976, Karlos Moser presented the local premiere at  
UW-Madison and there was a subsequent University Opera 
production, again under Moser, in 1991. University Opera is 
undertaking this project to help celebrate contemporary opera 
and the discourse this encourages.

Our 2016 production features 
#1 – Princesses - Nicole Heinen  
#2 –  Anne Sexton - Erin Bryan (Fri/Tues);  

Cayla Rosché (Sun) 
#3 –White Snake/Witch - Rebecca Buechel  
#4 –  Rumpelstiltskin/Wonderful Musician –  

Dennis Gotkowski 
#5 – Gardner/Physician – Michael Hoke  
#6 – Princes – William Ottow  
#7 – Iron Hans/Godfather Death – Brian Schneider  
#8 – Kings/Father – Benjamin Schultz

Performances: Friday, March 11 and Tuesday, March 15 at  
7:30 pm; Sunday, March 13 at 3:00 pm

General Admission: $25, Seniors: $20, Students: $10

Tickets are available at the Memorial Union Box Office.

See www.music.wisc.edu/event/university-opera-transformations/

University Opera is a cultural service of the School of Music at 
the University of Wisconsin-Madison whose mission is to provide 
comprehensive operatic training and performance opportunities 
for our students and operatic programming for the community. For 
more information, please contact opera@music.wisc.edu. Or visit 
the School of Music’s website at music.wisc.edu.

Fairy Tales with a Twist!  Anne Sexton’s Adult Retelling of 10 Classic Fairy Tales



March 2, 7:30 pm (Edgerton Performing 
Arts Center), Chanticleer – starring  
UW alum countertenor Gerrod Pagenkopf.

March 5, 3:30 pm (Morphy), pianist David 
Richardson and baritone guest artist Alan 
Dunbar perform Schubert’s song cycle Die 
Winterreise.

March 6, 3:30 pm (Morphy), Senior Recital 
– Emi Chen, soprano, with pianist Yana 
Avredyan and guest artists Taichi Chen, 
violin, and Tia Cleveland, soprano.

March 13, 7:30 pm (Mills), UW Symphony 
Orchestra – James Smith, conductor, in 
works of Hindemith, Sibelius, and Dvorak.

March 17, 7:30 pm (Mills), UW Symphony 
Strings – Kyle Knox, conductor.

March 18, 8:00 pm (Mills), Homage to 
Pierre Boulez – with Sarah Richardson et 
alia.

April 1, 8:30 pm (Morphy), DMA Recital –  
Sarah Richardson, soprano; Michael 
Shestak, piano; and others.

April 16, 6:30 pm (Morphy), DMA Recital –  
Yanzelmalee Rivera, soprano.

April 16, 8:00 pm (Mills), UW Concert 
Choir – Beverly Taylor, conductor.

April 19, 7:30 pm (Music Hall), Opera 
Workshop.

April 22, 7:30 pm (Mills), UW Symphony 
Orchestra – Andreas Stoehr, conductor, in 
the Overture to Der Freischütz, Symphony 
Nbr. 6 (Tchaikovsky), Wesendonck Lieder 
with Elizabeth Hagedorn.

April 24, 8:00 (Mills), UW Choral Union – 
The Creation (Haydn); $15.

April 30, 8:30 pm (Morphy), DMA Recital –  
Antonio Souza, countertenor with 
David Richardson, piano; John Stowe, 
harpsichord; Andrew Briggs, cello; and Iva 
Ugrcic, flute.

May 1, 8:30 pm (Morphy), DMA Recital – 
Chan Mi Jean, piano.

May 13, 2:30 pm (Music Hall), School 
of Music Commencement and Awards 
Ceremony.

Special Vocal  
Events Coming Up

A Special Pre-performance Panel Discussion  
of Transformations

Friday, March 11, 2016 (6:00 – 7:00 pm) • Music Hall (Free Admission)

Because of the rich stew of ideas presented to us by Susa and Sexton in their unique 
opera, Director David Ronis has assembled the following panel of UW-Madison faculty 
members to discuss those ideas: 

Lynn Keller – Professor of Poetry
Thomas DuBois – Professor of Scandinavian Studies, Comparative Literature, and 
Folklore Studies  
Laura Schwendinger – Professor of Composition, School of Music 
Karlos Moser – Emeritus Director of Opera 
David Ronis – Interim Director of Opera

Moderator: Susan Cook, Director, School of Music

There will also be talkback sessions following each performance. 

Note: The April 1991 issue of Prof. John Barker’s periodical The Opera Prompter is 
devoted to Karlos Moser’s second production of Susa’s Transformations at Music Hall.
That issue clearly is of special interest at this time and we have made it available at our 
website uwOperaProps.org.

New Grad William Ottow Performs for  
Madison Opera and University Opera  
by Barbara Furstenberg

Tenor William Ottow, a December 2015 UW voice graduate, has been selected as a 
2015-16 Madison Opera Studio Artist. Audiences at Madison Opera last fall saw his 
vibrant portrayal of the toy vendor Parpignol in La Bohème. His participation not only 
helped him appreciate the process of creating a new production, but, he says, “It was 
great fun to work with such polished artists and watch them bring their experiences 
into the creative process.”

Ottow auditioned for Madison Opera Artistic Director John DeMain and General 
Manager Kathryn Smith last April. He had previously sung in the chorus. He was 
selected along with three other young singers: baritone Nathaniel Hill, soprano Marie 
McManama, and mezzo-soprano Kelsey Park.

Now in its fourth season, Madison Opera’s Studio Artist Program is a key component 
of the company’s artistic and educational mission. Kathryn Smith explains that “The 
Studio Artist program is important to Madison Opera for many reasons. The Studio 
Artists are our musical ambassadors during the year, singing at a range of outreach 
events, as well as in our mainstage operas, enabling us to have a much stronger presence 
in our community than we have had before. In addition, part of the opera ecosystem 
is to nurture young singers as they transition between school and the real world, so 
this is simply our place in that ecosystem. Some of our Studio Artists return to us in 
subsequent seasons in larger roles.”

Among William’s outreach activities have been a performance as part of Ms. Smith’s 
presentation at Attic Angels. He also appeared in a Meet the Studio Artist recital for 



Madison Opera’s Spring 2016 production will be Offenbach’s 
The Tales of Hoffmann, April 15 & 17 at Overture Hall.  See 
MadisonOpera.org.

Fresco Opera Theatre presents Clara, the story of the 
Schumanns and Brahms, featuring their vocal music; an 
original production adapted from the book Trio (B. Desai), at 
Overture Center’s Promenade Hall. See FrescoOperaTheatre.
com/Clara.html.

subscribers and donors. He covered the role of Laurie in Little 
Women – and sang at several rehearsals for an ill colleague – and will 
perform the role of Nathanael in The Tales of Hoffmann this April.

Studio Artists are paid for their appearances, thanks to generous 
support from Madison Opera donors. They also receive coaching 
from the Opera’s accompanist Scott Gendel. Another benefit 
is the opportunity to consult with Smith, DeMain, and leading 
artists in Madison Opera productions, on repertoire and career 
advancement. Past Studio Artists who have studied at UW are John 
Arnold, J. Adam Shelton, Jessica Timman, and Thomas Leighton.

A native of La Crosse, William studied with Professor Jim Doing 
at UW, and is learning about the professional world through 
auditions and engagements. William believes there are many 
ways to make a career as a singer and he plans to explore a lot of 
possibilities. His philosophy is to remain open to opportunities. 
When he first came to Madison he was not planning to become 
a singer, but he missed music and decided to major in it. He thus 
realized that it is important to have goals, but also be flexible 
enough to let them change. 

Watch for Will in the upcoming  
University Opera production of  
Transformations.

Madison Opera Trips for Spring 2016

Join fellow Madison area music lovers on trips to Chicago’s 
Lyric Opera. The following trips are planned for the 
remaining weeks of Lyric Opera of Chicago’s 2015-16 
season. 

Roméo et Juliette (Gounod) 
Wednesday, March 2, 2016 - 2:00 pm (with Susannah 
Phillips, Joseph Calleja)

The King and I (Rodgers and Hammerstein) 
Thursday, May 12, 2016 - 1:30 pm

For information on these trips or to place an order, 
contact Fern Lawrence: (608) 238-1529 or  
fernlawrence@hotmail.com.

Help Support the UW Opera Program with a Contribution to Opera Props
I wish to join Opera Props, or renew my membership, for 2015-16 at the following level:
o Individual @ $25   o Household @ $35 o Supporter @ $75

o Sustainer @ $150  o Benefactor@ $500  o Producer @ $2,500  o Other@ $_______________
 

OR: I am already a 2015-16 Props member, but wish to make an additional contribution of $_______________ now. 

Name & Address: ___________________________________________________________________________________________

Email Address: ___________________________________________________  Phone: ___________________________________

Please make your membership check payable to UW Opera Props. Props’ fiscal year runs from June 1, 2015, through May 31, 2016. 
Contributors will be acknowledged on the Opera Props website, unless otherwise requested. Your support of the UW Opera Program 
is tax-deductible to the extent allowed by law. Mail checks to: Chelsie Propst, 4454 Hillcrest Drive, #A, Madison, WI 53705. 

New Grad continued

o  Mark here to remain 
anonymous.

UW Opera Props is a friends group designed to encourage the University Opera and its connected voice program at the UW School of 
Music. The organization has two primary goals: to promote and enhance enjoyment of the opera productions and other vocal programs 
provided by students and faculty; and to fund annual awards to promising vocal students.

Opera Props seeks to serve as a link between University  Opera and the surrounding community. The group welcomes as members all who 
enjoy the UW Opera productions, and who take an interest in the progress of students in its program. 

Please fill out the form below and help support our efforts during the current year!



Tom Akagi - Treasurer 
Kristine Bengtson - Website Coordinator
Ann Campbell
Barbara Furstenberg - Recording Secretary    
John Jeffrey Gibbens            
James Molloy    
Chelsie Propst - Membership Chair                    
Dean Schroeder - Vice President           
Dan Shea - President
Robert Woodson

Editorial Committee: 
Kristine Bengtson, Ann Campbell,  
Barb Furstenberg, Dan Shea

UWOperaProps.org
Advisor - Kathleen Harker

THE OPERA PROPS BOARD
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Looking back 25 years to John Barker’s fine Prompter issue on 
performances of Transformations then coming up (April 1991!), we 
see some of the advantages of those more leisurely times. Professor 
Barker wrote 18 pages of analysis on the text and musical style of 
this joint work of Conrad Susa and Anne Sexton, and several of us 
are finding it very helpful. Opera Props’ website coordinator has 
scanned this issue onto our website, so that you can access it easily 
at uwOperaProps.org.

In addition to Prof. Barker’s insightful essay, there are three pages by 
UW’s “African Storyteller” Harold Scheub about “Transformations 
as Storytelling, and Vice-Versa” that connect the classical fairy tales 
to their ancient, oral beginnings as well as to Anne Sexton’s more 
contemporary context. It is all fascinating, as is a page of “Notes 
from the Music Director” by Karlos Moser, who reminisces about 
having produced Transformations some 15 years earlier. He writes 
of having “many happy memories of the opera. That was just a 
few years after the premiere in Minnesota, and the stage director, 
Del Lewis, and I considered ourselves quite daring not to keep the 
insane-asylum format that the original production used.”

Karlos continues, “Frankly, I had forgotten much of the music. It 
has practically no memorable tunes in the Rossini-Rimsky-Ravel 
vein. My most vivid memories of it are of the words: but of the 
words set (by Susa) in an unforgettable way: ‘It is chilly on the way 
to the hook,’ ‘There once was a king as wise as a dic - - - tionary,’ 
‘Mother-me-do,’ ‘... and they covered him with promises’ are but 
a few. And it is wonderful indeed to work with and present an 
opera that honors, frames, and enlivens such magical words in 
our magical English language. What a different way of looking at 
a libretto!”

Karlos next turns to a discussion of Susa’s musical style, and asks 
that you “listen to the subtleties of the intertwining melodies 
in the introduction to ‘Rapunzel,’ to the yearning harmonies 
(usually unresolved...), and admit the originality, the power, the 
transforming glory of music.”

Back in 1991, Opera Props already had been organized for 10 years 
and was very active with events supporting the University Opera 
program. There were galas at Music Hall to raise money and 
increase membership, with silent auctions of valuable jewelry, art, 
furniture, and restaurant gift certificates, much of this contributed 
by Studio Jewelers, Hanna Cook-Wallace, and her friends. There 
was song and dance with music by Karlos’ Original Hyperion 
Oriental Fox Trot Orchestra, soloists like David Hottmann, 
Gregory Schmidt, Norman Paulu, and Ilona Kombrink. These 
contributions also of time and energy may seem very much of 
another era, but were always inspired by the needs of the University 
Opera program. We feel much gratitude and respect for all these 
efforts, past and present!

We did look back at those days again last November 8, with Karlos 
Moser’s Hyperion Jazz Babies joining his Fox Trot Orchestra for a 
lively program in Music Hall organized for the Karlos and Melinda 
Moser Opera Ticket Fund. UW students are the main beneficiaries, 

for tickets to opera in Madison, Milwaukee, and Chicago, as well as 
HD telecasts from the Met. 

These days the University opera program seems well focused 
on recruiting and training talented students – a healthy mix 
of graduate students and undergrads. But with state support 
diminishing, the need for individual philanthropy and private 
support of music remains high, and Opera Props has tried to 
encourage such support, sometimes in cooperation with the UW 
Foundation. 

In addition to the dramatic initiative provided a year ago by 
Charles Bishop’s Karen K. Bishop Fund for Voice and Opera, 
there was recently a very welcome gift from Prof. Chun C. Lin 
to provide generous support for graduate students in the Opera 
program. Furthermore, both of these key gifts were magnified by 
major matching programs from the Morgridge and Ab Nicholas 
Foundations.

The result is game-changing for support of the voice and 
opera programs, and in particular allows the recruitment of a 
permanent Director of Opera this semester – you will hear the 
results of that effort soon! All this is wonderful, and a huge relief 
for a program that truly was endangered. Our gratitude goes to a 
well-loved School of Music faculty, and the effective support of 
UW Foundation personnel.

Of course, major needs remain, and you can be sure to hear about 
those in the future. If you have questions about any of this, feel 
free to contact Profs. Susan Cook or Mimmi Fulmer, Rebekah 
Sherman at the UW Foundation, or members of our board.

VIEWPOINT: Opera Props at 35 by Dan Shea


