
This fall, University Opera presents its first project of 2020-21 in video format as it turns to the music of Marc Blitzstein 
(1905-1964). I WISH IT SO: MARC BLITZSTEIN – THE MAN IN HIS MUSIC will be released on the Mead Witter School of 
Music YouTube channel on October 23 at 8 pm, at youtube.com/meadwitterschoolofmusic. Director of University Opera 
David Ronis will direct and Thomas Kasdorf will be the musical director.

Marc Blitzstein’s life story parallels some of the most important cultural currents in American history of the mid-20th-cen-
tury. Known for his musicals: most notably The Cradle Will Rock (1937), his opera Regina (1948), and his adaptation of Kurt 
Weill’s The Threepenny Opera, Blitzstein was an outspoken proponent of socially engaged art and, like many artists of his 
time, he joined the American Communist Party. But he also enthusiastically served in the US Army during World War II.

Nevertheless, in 1958, long after he had given up his Communist Party membership, Blitzstein was called before the 
House Committee on Un-American Activities where he “named no names.” An extremely gifted yet under-appreciated 
composer, he was a close friend of and mentor to Leonard Bernstein and traveled in a close circle of composers including 
David Diamond and Aaron Copland. Although openly gay, he married Eva Goldbeck in 1933. Sadly, she died three years 

later from complications due to anorexia. Blitzstein’s own death was like-
wise tragic. In 1964, while in Martinique working on an opera about the 
anarchists Sacco and Vanzetti, a commission from the Metropolitan Op-
era, he was robbed and badly beaten by three Portuguese sailors who he 
had picked up at a bar. He died the next day of internal injuries.

Although throughout his life and afterwards Blitzstein’s work was champi-
oned by Bernstein and others, many claim that neither the composer nor 
his stunning music and beautiful lyrics ever received quite the attention 
they deserved. Thus, University Opera is proud to present this show cel-
ebrating his life and his works.

I WISH IT SO: MARC BLITZSTEIN – THE MAN IN HIS MUSIC is a unique 
production put together by David Ronis. A biographical pastiche, it tells 
the story of Blitzstein’s life by recontextualizing 23 songs and ensembles 
from his shows, juxtaposing them with spoken excerpts from his working 
notes and letters, and tying it all together with a narration. The result is 
a dramatic, evocative, and enjoyable portrait of Blitzstein’s life and his 
art. Research on the project was completed at the Wisconsin Historical 
Society, where Blitzstein’s archives are housed.

The show features five accomplished UW-Madison graduate students: 
Sarah Brailey, Kenneth Hoversten, Justin Kroll, Lindsey Meekhof, and 
Steffen Silvis. The video design will be done by Dave Alcorn with cos-
tumes by Hyewon Park. Others on the production staff include Will Pres-
ton, rehearsal pianist; Elisheva Pront, research assistant and assistant 

director; Dylan Thoren, production stage manager; Alec Hansen, assistant stage manager; Teresa Sarkela, storyboard 
creator; and Greg Silver, technical director.

The video will be accessible for 23 hours starting at 8:00 pm on October 23, 2020. Although there will be no admission 
price for access, donations will be gratefully accepted. A link for donations will be posted with the video.

University Opera, a cultural service of the Mead Witter School of Music, provides comprehensive operatic training  
and performance opportunities for students and operatic programming to the community. For more information, email  
opera@music.wisc.edu.

Marc Blitzstein
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University Opera Video Project Celebrates Composer Marc Blitzstein
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David Ronis’s new production “I Wish It So”: Marc Blitzstein - The Man In His Music, is a successor to the compilation A Kurt Weill caba-
ret and productions of three of Benjamin Britten’s operas. Blitzstein knew both Britten and Weill from the mid-1930s on, and after World 
War II adapted Britten’s Let’s Make An Opera (The Little Sweep) and the Brecht-Weill Threepenny Opera. Blitzstein’s breakthrough 
work about labor organizing and union busting, The Cradle Will Rock, dates from 1937, and it might be said that the Blitzstein wave 
crested before Weill and Britten hit their stride.

“I Wish It So” presents twenty-three songs and excerpts from Blitzstein’s theater works in the context of events in his life. It is a unique 
opportunity to discover a composer who was much more than a colleague of Leonard Bernstein, whom he mentored, or Orson Welles, 
who was instrumental in the success of The Cradle Will Rock.

How did Blitzstein come to prominence? In the 1920s Blitzstein established himself as a composer in a series of aggressive concert and 
theater pieces like his ballet Cain. With the deepening of the Depression and the accession to power of Hitler in Germany, Blitzstein’s 
interest in social justice led him to study song “standards” and write both texts and music for satirical sketches like “Send for the mi-
litia.” Blitzstein participated in the New York Composers’ Collective, a group debating approaches to creating music for the working 
class.

Blitzstein demonstrated an early version of The Cradle Will Rock, including the prostitute’s lament, “The nickel under the foot,” for Ber-
tolt Brecht in 1935. Brecht encouraged Blitzstein to write an extended work exploring the economic and political forms of prostitution 
in society. The completed The Cradle Will Rock was premiered, unstaged, in defiance of federal budget cuts, with the composer playing 
the score and the actors joining in, by the Federal Theatre Project in 1937.

Cradle, structured as short scenes portraying the collapse of individual lives, captures the atmosphere of America in 1937 unlike any 
other theater work by a classical composer. Using archetypal character labels like “Mister Mister” for the big boss and “Dauber” for 
a hack society painter, combined with the wit of the lyrics and music, lifts the work out of the period. Blitzstein’s career continued to 
flourish with another treatment of the theme of political engagement called No For An Answer, and an hour-long cantata for narrator, 
soloists, chorus, and large orchestra, Airborne Symphony, conceived while Blitzstein was working in London for the U.S. Army as a 
broadcaster and concert organizer.

How did Blitzstein’s reputation fade? No For An Answer was shelved as untimely when Nazi Germany invaded the Soviet Union in 1941. 
Airborne Symphony was not completed and performed until 1946, too late to make its full impact. The Broadway premiere of Regina, 
Blitzstein’s most operatic work, based on The Little Foxes by Lillian Hellman, required cutting about a quarter of the music and tied the 
work too closely to the original play. Productions at the New York City Opera in the 1950s created two new versions.

Blitzstein was in steady demand as a performer and presenter but never developed a nonelite personal following and never created an 
ensemble dedicated to his works. His recordings and publications are startlingly small in number. Like Regina, later works were plagued 
by revisions. Blitzstein’s research for the opera Sacco and Vanzetti delayed its completion to the extent that he felt willing to release 
only one musical number, an aria for Sacco, “With a woman to be,” before his death. Blitzstein wrote lyrics and most of the librettos 
to his theater pieces because he could not find acceptable collaborators. Blitzstein’s ear for day-to-day American speech, his wit and 
extensive culture have always been recognized, but many found that Blitzstein is too insistent. Blitzstein’s texts push the limits of per-
missible sexual frankness well beyond Cole Porter; at the same time, his works are explicit in calling for political action. Copland, Blitz-
stein’s most effective ally, waged a long and fruitless campaign to get Blitzstein to tone it down. Blitzstein did not care. To paraphrase 
an entry in his diary, his goal was “persuasion, not communication.” Due to this contrarian streak, Blitzstein will continue to evade the 
mainstream, but audiences will embrace the challenges of his work for the sake of his emotional sensitivity and precision.

FALL 2020
VIEWPOINT: Blitzstein - A Tale of Relevance and Survival by Jeff Gibbens

We members of the Opera Props Board and Advisory Board were much saddened by the death of 
Dean Emeritus of UW's College of Letters and Science Phillip Certain on August 11, 2020. We extend 
our condolences to his wife Melinda and their entire family.

Both Phil and Melinda loved opera and were supporters of the University's opera program. One  
especially important source of student support, for almost two decades, has been the Ann Crow Fund 
for Opera and Voice. That fund was first envisioned by Props board member Jim Crow, who consulted 
with his good friend Phil on ways his planned gift might be augmented. Dean Phil found a creative 
way to significantly multiply any additional funds that were added to Jim's initial gift. Opera Props 
and other friends joined Jim's drive, and the promised multiplication took place. The result has been 
a great boon for students and recruitment.



Two alumni have been praised in recent recordings:

“The baritone Nathaniel Stampley offers a direct reading of both the spirit and the letter of “non credo” notes William 
R. Braun in his Opera News, Sept. 2018, review of Bernstein: Mass, (Deutsche Gramophone DG 483 5009), p. 66. 

Current DMA candidate Sarah Brailey, who has been a featured soloist on numerous  
GRAMMY®-nominated albums, sang the role of the Soul on the premiere recording of Dame 
Ethel Smyth’s symphony, The Prison, with The Experiential Orchestra. One of numerous female 
composers of the past now coming to fresh, deserved prominence, Smyth was born in England 
in 1858. She became the first woman to have a work performed by the Metropolitan Opera, in 
1903. Sarah also appeared on a recording of a work by another neglected female composer, 

Pauline Viardot. In the August 2019 review of Le Dernier Sorcier, Joanne Sydney Lessner tells us that “Sarah Brailey 
offers a silvery soubrette soprano as the fairy ringleader, Verveine.” Sarah will appear in “Reality Check,” a virtual  
concert by Milwaukee-based Present Music on October 24 at 7:30 PM. Klassik, one of Milwaukee’s favorite hip-hop 
artists, will be the featured guest. The concert will be filmed on a Milwaukee rooftop in high-quality video and audio. 
Tickets are available at Present music.org for on-demand viewing through January 21, 2021.

UW Professor of Music Mimmi Fulmer traveled to New York City to see her student Brenda Rae (’04) make her debut 
at the Metropolitan Opera. Mimmi described the evening as follows: ”It was the thrill of a lifetime to hear my former 
student and UW alum Brenda Rae make her Metropolitan Opera debut. Brenda’s blazing performance as Poppea 
in Agrippina resembled a cascade of fireworks, vocally and dramatically. Going backstage afterward was special in  
every way, in congratulating Brenda, seeing Joyce DiDonato, and being in the center of post-performance  
energy. The date was March 7, 2020, and the shutdown of the Met, Broadway, and other performance venues shortly  
afterward frames that evening in a historic light.”

On Wisconsin (Fall 2020) reported that Brenda touts her student experiences in Madison. The magazine quotes from 
her Wisconsin Public Radio interview: “I learned how to prepare a role, both musically and dramatically, but I think 
more importantly, my teachers got me to really love opera passionately.”
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News of our UW Alumni and Current Students

Jamie Van Eyck

Julia Urbank

Sam Handley

Sarah Brailey

Brenda Rae

Ariana Douglas reports on her experiences during the 
COVID-19 epidemic:

While many artists around the world face numerous challenges and uncertainty during 
this pandemic, I am fortunate to teach K-5 General Music within a local school district 
in Northeast Wisconsin. The world came to a halt in March, particularly for those in 
the artistic realm. I was preparing for rehearsals to begin at Madison Opera when I 
received word from General Director Kathryn Smith that our production was cancelled. 
Of course, it was disappointing for various reasons, but to protect everyone’s safety, 
it was the correct call. I also want to point out Madison Opera paid each of their art-
ists their contracted fee, so a huge thank you to Madison Opera! Even though I was 
not able to perform, I was fortunate to continue working virtually within the school 
district from March-June. By the middle of summer, there was uncertainty whether the 
fall auditions for programs or companies would be conducted live. As of today, there 
are several companies holding virtual auditions but many of my colleagues are still 
struggling to find work while holding out hope for our industry. It is difficult to think of 
anyone struggling during this time and it worries me that our art form will continue to 
suffer. We do not know what the future holds for those of us who work in all forms of 
the artistic realm. As far as post pandemic for me, I will continue to teach and hope for 
opportunities to perform in the near future. 

Julia Urbank sent Opera Props the following thank you letter for her 2020 award:

Because of the virus, I am unable to work this summer, so knowing I will have more funds available to me in the 
fall is extremely calming. This past year, my award completely paid off my segregated fees, which would have 
been impossible to afford without help from extended family otherwise. I am so happy to get to spend time 
with the Opera Props family at events, and I am grateful for your support in helping me continue my graduate 
studies for this next year.

Brenda (see top article), along with Jamie Van 
Eyck and Sam Handley, participated in the May 
14 virtual performance of “Light Shall Lift Us 
Up: Opera Singers Unite in Song.” The 100 
member ensemble performed the piece creat-
ed by Pulitzer Prize-winning team of composer 
Paul Moravec and librettist/lyricist Mark Camp-
bell. The work can be viewed on https://youtu.
be/u8A8fIGbYyY.

Nathaniel
Stampley
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UW Opera Props Board of Directors: Tom Akagi - Treasurer; Ann Campbell; Barbara Furstenberg - Recording Secretary; 
John Jeffrey Gibbens - President; Mary Gordon; Kathleen Harker; Marianne Paker - Membership Chair; Dan Plummer - 
Vice President. Kristine Bengtson, Dan Shea, Peg Wallace- Advisory Board.

Website UWOPERAPROPS.org  •  Email uwoperaprops@gmail.com •  Like us on facebook

Incoming Voice Graduate Students

JOIN/RENEW/DONATE!

Marlin, Texas native and tenor Justin Kroll has chosen to brave the Wisconsin winters to study for a Doctor of Musical Arts 
in Voice Performance at UW with voice teacher Jim Doing. He earned his Associate of Arts in Music in 2010 from McLennan 
Community College in Waco, Texas. His Bachelor of Music in Music History & Literature (2013) and Master of Music in Voice 
Performance (2016) came from Waco’s Baylor University. Justin is planning for a performance career in opera and looks 
forward both to holding a university position and to helping inspire the next generation of classical singers. Watch for him 
in the Blitzstein show in October!

Kyle Sackett, baritone, grew up in the suburbs of Rochester, NY. Prior to moving to Madison, he lived in Chicago for seven 
years while pursuing a Master’s degree in Voice and Opera at Northwestern University (2015), subsequently working as an edu-
cator, professional singer, and arts administrator. Kyle earned a BM in Music Education at SUNY Fredonia. At UW, he is working 
on a DMA in Voice Performance with a doctoral minor in choral conducting; Paul Rowe is his major professor. Kyle wants to 
teach voice, opera, and/or choral music at the university level. He adds, “Alongside that focus, I plan to continue performing in 
a large capacity, hopefully with regional opera companies, oratorio/sacred music venues, and with professional choral ensem-
bles. I enjoy the balanced life that education and performing provide, and how they enhance and inform one another. I also 
plan to offer workshops in collaboration with my wife, who is a gifted singer and certified teacher of the Alexander Technique.”

Sachie Ueshima comes to us from Wakayama City, Japan, by way of New York City. She earned her Bachelor’s and Master’s 
degrees at Queens College of the City University of New York. In Madison she is pursuing a DMA in Vocal Performance as 
a soprano, studying with Dr. Julia Rottmayer. Sachie plans to be active as a performer both in concert and operatic works. 
She also will build a private studio for younger students as well as adults, adding “It is also one of my goals that I will bring 
and introduce what I have learned in the United States to aspiring singers in Japan.”

Molly Schumacher, a 2020 graduate of Minnesota State University, Mankato, hails from Mora, Minnesota. Here in Madison, 
she is a soprano working on a Master of Music in Vocal Performance as part of Jim Doing’s studio. Molly is still considering 
her professional opportunities, which will definitely include singing, and she’s “confident graduate school will help me nar-
row down my options.”

Kenneth James Hoversten is a Master of Music candidate studying with Paul Rowe.


