
This spring, University Opera follows up its groundbreaking video production on the life and times of composer Marc Blitzstein with another 
video. WHAT’S PAST IS PROLOGUE: THE UNFINISHED AMERICAN CONVERSATION, a program of staged and filmed songs and song 
cycles with social and racial justice themes, will be released on the Mead Witter School of Music YouTube channel on April 10 at 7:30 pm, 
with an encore stream on April 11 at 2:00 pm. (www.youtube.com/meadwitterschoolof music). David Ronis, Director of University Opera, will 
direct and Thomas Kasdorf will be the musical director. 

Today, many Americans feel we are at a crossroads. We are suffering from the isolation, grief, and financial hardship that the COVID-19  
pandemic has brought about and are wary of escalating antagonism among us exacerbated by the 2020 presidential election and its  
aftermath. Women’s rights, LGBTQ rights, and voting rights continue to be debated and threatened. In addition, the Black Lives  Matter 
movement has cast into stark relief our country’s checkered record on racism, law enforcement, and civil rights. WHAT’S PAST IS PROLOGUE: 
THE UNFINISHED AMERICAN CONVERSATION addresses these concerns through a series of songs and song cycles focused on events in 
American history, seen through the lens of today’s socio-political climate. The title, taken from the famous quote from Shakespeare’s The 
Tempest, asks us to examine our history - where we have been, where we are now - and where we might be headed. 

The program features works by living composers with texts written by, or about, six eminent Americans who lived in the 19th and early 20th 
centuries. Steven Mark Kohn’s The Trial of Susan B. Anthony recounts how the legendary suffragist, defying state and federal laws, voted in 
the 1872 election and was subsequently brought to trial. Songs by Jennifer Higdon, Christopher Berg, Michael Daugherty, John Kander, and 
Ned Rorem on texts by Walt Whitman and Abraham Lincoln bring us to the era of the Civil War. They ask us to examine our fraught history 
and suggest parallels in our current time. Mr. Kohn’s The War Prayer is a setting of a posthumously published poem by Mark Twain that is, 

at once, an anti- war piece as well as one that questions faith in God. Tom Cipullo’s Frederick Douglass pays tribute 
to the great American abolitionist, famous for his advocacy for all people, but especially for African-Americans. 
And finally, five Langston Hughes poems, set to music by Gwyneth Walker, Margaret Bonds, and Madison’s own 
Scott Gendel, depict the African-American experience in the 1930s but also have tremendous resonance in today’s  
troubled times. 

The show features UW-Madison graduate students Kenneth Hoversten, Justin Kroll, Amanda Lauricella, Lindsey 
Meekhof, Kyle Sackett, Molly Schumacher, DaSean Stokes, Sachie Ueshima, and Julia Urbank as well as undergrads 
Maria Steigerwald and Princess Vaulx. The two pianists for the production are UW-Madison opera coach Thomas 
Kasdorf and graduate student William Preston. Rounding out the cast are three guest artists: doctoral students 
Quanda Johnson and James Harrington, and Professor Paul Rowe. The video design will be by Dave Alcorn with 
costumes by Hyewon Park. Others on the production staff include Rachel Love, research assistant; Grace Greene, 
production stage manager; Cecilia League, assistant stage manager; Molly Schumacher, operations manager; and 
Greg Silver, technical director. 

The video will premiere on April 10 at 7:30 pm with a repeat showing on April 11 at 2:00 pm. It will remain  
accessible for 23 hours after the second stream. Although there will be no admission price for access, donations will be  
gratefully accepted. A link for donations will be posted with the video.

In addition to the show, University Opera will post an extra feature that brings together the students who perform in 
The Trial of Susan B. Anthony to discuss the piece, Ms. Anthony, her controversial stance on race, and cancel culture. 

University Opera is a cultural service of the Mead Witter 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 to the community. For more information, please contact opera@music.wisc.edu. Or visit the 
School of Music’s website at music.wisc.edu. 
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American History and Social Justice Then and Now - University Opera’s WHAT’S PAST IS 
PROLOGUE: THE UNFINISHED AMERICAN CONVERSATION

Maria Steigerwald in 
The Trial of  

Susan B. Anthony

Quanda Johnson 
singing Mother to Son

Remembering John Kruse, a musical force for Madison 
When John Kruse moved to Madison in 1978, he brought a great store of experience, talent and especially generosity 
of spirit to the Madison musical scene. His pastoral training and service throughout Wisconsin for the United Methodist 
Church always involved creative uses of music, and even before retirement in Madison he participated in the Children’s 
Theater of Madison productions of Fiddler on the Roof (as Tevye), Pincocchio (as Gepetto) and similar shows. He was also 
deeply involved with the Madison Savoyards, on their board for many years and as a performer in all fourteen of the G&S 
operettas, as well as several other local choruses where his beautiful, resonant bass voice often was chosen for solo parts. 

Most memorably for Opera Props, after he had performed in the University Opera’s 1998 production of Weill’s Lost in the Stars, he joined our 
board and then was rapidly elected as president for the next five years. In 2011 John’s admirers organized a concert in Music Hall to help celebrate 
his 80th birthday, with UW faculty and students joining in; the evening ended with the classic Quaker song “My life flows on in endless song, How 
can I keep from singing!” We have appreciated the continued interest in University Opera by John and Ginny Moore Kruse, his wife of 62 years. 
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“All nations in the course of their histories have passed through periods which…might be called The Time of the Toad:  an epoch long or 
short as the temper of the people may permit, fatal or debilitating as the vitality of the people may determine, in which the nation turns upon 
itself in a kind of compulsive madness to deny all in its tradition that is clean, to exalt all that is vile, and to destroy any heretical minority 
which asserts toad-meat not to be the delicacy which government edict declares it.  Triple heralds of the Time of the Toad are the loyalty 
oath, the compulsory revelation of faith, and the secret police.”—Dalton Trumbo, 1949.

With roots in the “Jim Crow” regime and hostility to the efforts of the Popular Front to support union organizing, the Red Scare of the 1940s 
and 1950s was a reactionary effort to dictate the direction of American culture.  The Scare turned Marc Blitzstein inward to produce the 
elegiac Regina (1949), spurred Carlisle Floyd to create Susannah in response to attacks on academic freedom (1955), and produced Robert 
Ward’s Pulitzer prize-winning operatic adaptation of Arthur Miller’s The Crucible, a play controversial at its first performances in 1953.  The 
University Opera spring production, What’s Past is Prologue: the Unfinished American Conversation, focuses on themes of social justice in 
recent American vocal compositions, emphasizing the poetry of Langston Hughes (1902-1967).  How was the work of Hughes affected by 
the turmoil of this period?

Langston Hughes described himself as “blacklisted from birth.”  Emerging in the early 1920s at 
the height of Jim Crow, and in spite of early and continued acclaim for his work, Hughes struggled 
to achieve financial security.  (In mid-career, he advised the young Ralph Ellison to master the art 
of getting treated to dinner.)  Hughes undertook a variety of dramatic works including musical 
comedies and opera librettos--to engage with the largest possible audience, but also to generate 
income.  His best-known collaboration was creating the lyrics for Kurt Weill’s opera adaptation of 
Elmer Rice’s play Street Scene.  

Hughes’s involvement with left-wing politics began in 1931 with the first trial of the Scottsboro 
boys.  He produced a number of radical poems, including “Good Morning Revolution,” that re-
flected despair at racial conditions in the United States and a rosy impression of racial attitudes 
in the Soviet Union, which he toured in 1932-1933.  Hughes’s attacks on religious hucksterism 
attracted the attention of FBI director J. Edgar Hoover, who discussed Hughes in a pamphlet, 
“Secularism—breeder of crime,” and Hughes found himself branded as a Communist and atheist.  
In 1934, his support for the West Coast Longshoremen’s Strike attracted so much adverse atten-

tion that he fled his Carmel, California retreat for a time.  The culmination of his identification with 
the Left came in 1937, when he went to Spain to report for the Baltimore Afro-American and was 

lionized by left-wing writers in Europe.  For the rest of his life, Hughes made continued efforts to deny he was a Communist and to keep 
his distance from the Party.  When he was called before Joseph R. McCarthy’s Subcommittee on Investigations in March 1953, Hughes was 
cooperative, to the extent of admitting that many of his writings did not belong on the shelves of overseas libraries run by the USIA.  Since 
the questioning hewed closely to Hughes’s career and politics, he was able to avoid having to denounce any person as a Communist or 
otherwise “name names.”

After Street Scene, Hughes’s most important musical-dramatic work was the libretto for William Grant Still’s Troubled Island, based on 
Hughes’s drama about the life of Haitian revolutionary Jean-Jacques Dessalines.  The libretto includes Hughes’s famous lyric, “I Dream a 
World.”  After a decade-long struggle by Still for a performance, the New York City Opera premiered the work in 1949, the first opera by 
an African-American or any other American composer to be staged there.  Audiences received the work enthusiastically, but Hughes kept 
his distance.  Troubled Island ran its allotted three performances and was revived only in this century.  The exact circumstances of what Still 
regarded as a rejection are unclear, but Still compounded his difficulties by blaming Hughes and the hostility of Communists in the music 
industry for the failure of Troubled Island to enter the repertory.

Hughes remained aloof from political engagement for the rest of his life.  His theatrical works included two operas composed by Jan  
Meyerowitz, The Barrier, based on Hughes’s play Mulatto, and Esther; and three musicals drawing on the musical traditions of the Black 
church, Tambourines to Glory, Black Nativity, and Jericho-Jim Crow.  Hughes’s collaboration with Meyerowitz, a European composer trained 
in the Zemlinsky-Schoenberg tradition, and his simultaneous exploration of gospel music, demonstrate both his broad appeal across cultures 
and his commitment to expression specific to African-American culture.  These works are overshadowed by Hughes’s lyric poetry, which 
responded more directly to the Civil Rights movement and associated trends in culture like Bebop, and include the major works Montage of 
a Dream Deferred (1951) and Ask Your Mama (1961).

SPRING 2021
Langston Hughes in the “Time of the Toad” by Jeff Gibbens

Langston Hughes

Welcome News about soprano Sarah Brailey - Her recent CD recording has won a Grammy award in the category "Best 
Classical Solo Vocal Album," against worldwide competition. You may recall her work for UW Opera last October, when 
she was one of five singers cast in David Ronis's production of "I Wish it So," on the life and songs of Marc Blitzstein.

For more information on this Chandos CD and this busy soprano's work locally and internationally, check Jake  
Stockinger's classical music blog:
 
https://welltempered.wordpress.com/?s=sarah+brailey 
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UW Alumnus Sam Handley Builds his Career
by Sam Handley

Green Lake Festival of Music: 42nd Season
2021 11 June-5 August

Of the twenty-one concerts, the following feature vocalists:

June 24 - June 27: Composer Residency featuring Morten Lauridsen  
   
June 26, 8:00PM: Recital: Morten Lauridsen, introducing his  
compositions (including premieres of two pieces for baritone and 
soprano) with Jeremy Williams, baritone; Sarah Brailey, soprano, and 
Paula Fan, piano

June 27, 3:15PM: Concert: Festival Chorus with Morten  
Lauridsen,  piano and John Hughes, conductor (2:30 Pre-Concert 
Talk), Demmer Hall-Ripon College 
   
July 23: Cabaret Gala starring Will Liverman, baritone. Remembering 
Founding Festival Director Douglas Morris, Thrasher Opera House 

There is no cost to attend concerts. However, the Festival gratefully 
accepts donations. For more information, including live-streaming 
options, please visit GreenLakeFestival.org. 

Gwen Paker, daughter of Opera Props board member Marianne 
Paker, performed with Sam Handley on February 6 & 8, 2020 
in The Mother of Us All by Virgil Thomson, a production of the 
Rochester Philharmonic Orchestra. The production celebrated 
the centennial of Women’s Suffrage and Susan B. Anthony’s life 
in a fanciful, artistic way. Sam sang the role of Daniel Webster 
and Gwen sang the role of Gertrude Stein, who was also the li-
brettist of the opera. Sam was one of four professional perform-
ers; the rest of the cast was comprised of Eastman students. 
Watching her daughter pursue a vocal career inspired Marianne 
to help UW students by joining the Opera Props board.

In the twenty years since I graduated from UW-Madison, a career in the performing arts has shown me great variety 
in singing, teaching, and administration.
My dear voice teacher, Paul Rowe, helped me formulate a good strategy for my time after UW-Madison. 
I always planned to teach and I knew that a doctorate would be helpful for the teaching that I most adored: academic 
study of repertoire with talented, maturing voices. He helped connect me to the University of Houston, where I was 
lucky enough to be a Teaching Fellow and stayed busy performing on campus, around Houston, and beyond. As I began traveling more,  
I started to notice that many music organizations (including within academia) were run by smart musicians who had succeeded by training 
themselves in their administrative jobs - with little or no formal business education. It was becoming apparent that my own contributions to 
the art business would not necessarily be as a performer, but likely as a teacher who might be able to serve on financial committees or in other 
administrative capacities. I convinced folks at UH that I should minor in business and I loved all of it, especially marketing. I just needed to get 
a teaching job to put it to use. 
My time at UW and elsewhere had shown me that the best voice teachers had a combination of academic training and professional  
performing experience. Consequently, I spent the last couple of years (out of a total of six) of my doctorate performing around the country 
and auditioning for increasingly prestigious young artist programs. Santa Fe Opera was one of the first to offer me a chance to sing on a 
professional stage with renowned singers, and later San Francisco's Merola training program gave me a chance to sing for some of the most 
influential people in the business. There I was invited to sing for Lyric Opera of Chicago's Ryan Opera Center, which then hired me as a  
full-time Young Artist for several years. My assignments included nearly a dozen roles to sing and another dozen or more to cover, plus 
concerts and recitals. I soon met my first agent, with whom I'm delighted to say I still work, and I've since had the joy to sing with some of 
 the most wonderful performing arts organizations in the world, including in returns to Lyric. 
Living in downtown Chicago close to Lyric, I often found myself walking back to my apartment about the same time as one of the cellists, Laura 
Deming, who had lived in the same building and was also the Executive Director of Green Lake Festival of Music. She invited my wife, Amanda 
Majeski, and me to sing a fundraising gala in 2015. GLFM had already hired Amanda to sing her first professional job years before, and we 
jumped at the opportunity to give back to the organization. I fell in love with the mission, the people, and the place, and offered to help Laura 
and the Festival with anything they needed. She soon invited us to be Directors on the Associate Board, which made official my commitment.
After Laura announced her retirement, she asked if I'd be interested in the Director position. I was initially reticent, as I'd recently begun 
teaching at DePaul University and wasn't sure it was time to take on an administrative role, especially outside academia. However, I knew 
the board and the entire Festival Family were steady and supportive, and we came up with a workable timeline to transition into the role, 
effective June 2020. It's been a busy time of meeting new friends (many remotely) while getting acquainted with our customer relations 
software! Luckily, friends, family, Festival, and community have been behind our success the whole time. 
This summer will be the Festival's 42nd, and we're planning twenty-one concerts from June 11 to August 5. In addition to live-streaming, 
we're increasing safety protocols - as has become the standard in performing arts. The choral ensemble of our Composer Residency, featur-
ing Morten Lauridsen, will utilize larger rehearsal and performance spaces, and famed Welsh baritone Jeremy Williams and acclaimed pianist 
Paula Fan will present a recital of Lauridsen's solo and duet works. Will Liverman will sing our Annual Gala to a distanced and live-streamed 
audience at the Thrasher Opera House. Some concerts will be outdoors, and some will be modified to include smaller performing forces. 
However, we're very excited to be part of the revival of live music that we all need - performers, audiences, and communities world-round.
It all goes to show that our paths aren't clear until we look back. But there's no time: there's too much to enjoy now and to look forward to!  

Gwen is in the center front wearing a sash that says “Votes.” 
Sam Handley is directly behind Gwen.
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Board of Directors: Tom Akagi - Treasurer; Ann Campbell; Barbara Furstenberg - Recording Secretary; John Jeffrey  
Gibbens - President; Mary Gordon; Kathleen Harker; Sarah Marty; Marianne Paker - Membership Chair; Dan Plummer - 
Vice President; Benjamin Schultz-Burkel. Advisory Board: Kristine Bengtson, Dan Shea, Peg Wallace

Address: UW Opera Props, c/o Marianne Paker, 9 Horseshoe Bend, Madison, WI 53705-4271 
Website UWOPERAPROPS.org  •  Email uwoperaprops@gmail.com •  Like us on facebook

2020-2021 UW Opera Props Members
Thank you for giving!

Become a member of Opera Props at the following 
membership levels. Renew your membership.

If a member, make an additional donation 
for financial awards to students.

Guarantor ($1000+): Tom and Betty Akagi, Martha and Charles Casey, John Jeffrey Gibbens, Kathleen Harker, Karlos and Melinda Moser, 
J. Ashley Taylor, Paul A. Wertsch, M.D.

Benefactors ($500+): Jennifer Chiaverini, Kathleen Mary Hornemann, Gretchen Macht and Len Nosal, Sharifa Merchant, Pamela Ploetz, 
Dean and Carol Schroeder, Georgia Shambes, Dan and Gail Shea, Susan Zaeske

Sponsors ($250+): Ann Campbell, Lau and Bea Christensen, Linda Clauder, Barbara Furstenberg, Charles Kulp and Marie Duquette,  
Lynn and Gary Mecklenburg, Marianne and Ken Paker, Daniel Plummer and Mark Koehn, Dianne Sattinger and Randall Wilkins, Eileen Smith, 
Peg and Ron Wallace

Sustainers ($150+): Mark Bradley and Anne Hansen, Richard Brualdi and Mona Wasow, Susan Cook and Roger Pierson, John DeMain,  
J Laurence Everard, June Gengler, Mary Gordon, Dr. Robert and Linda Graebner, Michael Keller, Noel Marie and Steven Jay Klapper, Peter 
and Jill Lundberg, Mary V Schroeder, David O Staats, Heidi Wilde and Kennedy Gilchrist

Supporters ($100+): Kristine Bengtson, Jeffrey A. Bradisse, Cynthia Chin, Gary and Malgorzata Dahl, Dr Richard and Doris Dubielzig, Deir-
dre Wilson Garton, Mike George, Dennis and Vicki Hill, Rev. Margaret Irwin, Helaine Kriegel, Charles Leadholm, Christopher and Jana Lind, 
Cynthia May, James and Christine Molloy, Geri Naymick, Kathleen Otterson, Kato Perlman, Roger and Linda Pettersen, Jane and Evan Pizer, 
Helen Schmedeman, Miriam Simmons, Donald and Joanna Thompson, Mary Wyman and David Kuenzi, Anonymous

Households ($50+): Aimee and Karl Broman, Carole and Daniel Doeppers, James and Susan Doing, Jean Druckenmiller, Jeanne Flood, 
Brandon Hayes, Jane Henning, Ronnie Hess and Monroe Rosner, Bruce Hoffman, Catherine Killam, Celia Klehr and Sam White, Fern and Bill 
Lawrence, Jane O'Connell, Joseph Ranney, Margaret Rasch, Sherry Reames, Ruth Sanderson, Bela and Ruth Sandor, Sarellen Schuh, Dr. A. 
and Kyra Sido, Joseph Varga

Individuals ($35+): Priscilla Arsove, Lawrence Bechler, Mary Blanchard, Charlotte Burns, Elizabeth Conklin, Rosemary Dorney, Diane Garton 
Edie, Eunice Gibson, June Johnson, Susan E Jordan, Barbara Klein, Joan Lundin, Dr Donald J Mash, Kathleen McElroy and David Newby, 
Karen Peterson, Rodney Pflaum, Joan Riggs, Francis and Sally Schrag, Tom Solheim, Liz Vowles, Ann Wallace

Tribute gifts given: $100 given in memory of John Barker by Cynthia Chin; $100 given in honor of Ann Campbell by James Campbell; $100 
given in honor of Kathleen Harker by Ilene and James Harker; $200 given in memory of John Kruse by Virginia Moore Kruse; $500 given in 
honor of Professor David Ronis by Susan Zaeske

List updated 3/18/2021, including donations received during UW Opera Props 2020-2021 Fiscal Year which runs from June 1, 2020, through May 31, 2021.
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In Memory of In Honor of


