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Opera under a circus tent
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BY CHRISTOPHER BARKER

T
he show must go on regardless of 
challenges, and the Atlanta Opera 
is stretching its creative wings 
and expediting its charge to “Re-

imagine Opera.”
 The company’s previously announced 
2020-2021 season and the 2020 Puccini Fes-
tival is delayed a year, replaced by open-air 
performances this fall under a circus tent at 
Oglethorpe University. General and Artistic 
Director Tomer Zvulun has revised the rep-
ertoire to include known chamber operas 
along with experimental and sometimes 
satirical works.
 The desire to protect the health of au-
diences, performers and backstage person-
nel “has been a major catalyst in acceler-
ating our shift to a business model that we 
have been discussing for years: creating a 
company of players, performing in non-tra-
ditional spaces and developing our video 
and streaming capabilities,” Zvulun says.
 Atlanta Opera had already begun per-
forming in non-traditional spaces through 
its Discovery series, staging smaller, less-
known operas in unusual venues – small 
theaters and event spaces – among them At-
lanta Botanical Gardens, Theatrical Outfit’s 
Balzer Theater at Herrens, Rialto Center for 
the Arts and Le Maison Rouge at Paris on 
Ponce, a red velvet event space destroyed in 
a 2019 fire.
 This season’s Big Tent series inside a 
custom-made tent with open walls for air 
flow starts at Oglethorpe and features six 
productions; two that open in repertory in 
October at Oglethorpe and four more as-yet 
undecided pieces presented similarly in 
pairs under the tent pitched at two other 
locations in early and late spring.
 In October, “The Kaiser of Atlantis” 
and Ruggero Leoncavallo’s “Pagliacci” will 
each run nine alternating nights in a total 
of 18 performances Oct. 22 to Nov. 14 on 
Anderson Field in Hermance Stadium at 
Oglethorpe. 
 The tent will accommodate audiences 
of 240 in physically distanced circle pods, 
some with four chairs and others with a 

Reimagine Opera, the 
Atlanta Opera’s vision 
for building a major 
international opera 
company in Atlanta, 
has resulted in twice 
as many productions 

annually, three 
times the number of 
performance nights, 
tripled fundraising, 

a Ted Talk (“The 
Ambidextrous Opera 
Company; or Opera in 
the Age of iPhones”), 
International Opera 
Awards for audience 
access, and being the 
subject of a Harvard 
Business School case 

study about successful 
organizational growth.

table as well. “Mobile and flexible, the new 
venue will become a part of the immersive 
experience designed to draw audiences 
into performances,” says Zvulun.
 There will be fewer performers than in 
many of the company’s large productions; 
the revised 2020-2021 season will usually 
have orchestras of 12 or fewer players and 
casts of eight or fewer singers, who will 
include 12 regional singers receiving salary 
and benefits as charter members of a new 
opera company.

 Zvulun says the new ensemble Atlanta 
Opera Company Players features 12 singers 
with “world-class talent hired for the dura-
tion of the season, all of whom live in the 
Atlanta metro area and the Southeast” and 
want to continue their careers as safely and 
as close to home as possible.
 Zvulun says The King’s Men – 
Shakespeare’s performing troupe when 
plagues were closing London theaters 
– and the modern Steppenwolf 
Theater Ensemble in Chicago 
were among the models for 
the Company Players.
 “We have been dreaming 
of creating a European 
style ‘fest model,’ and 

this is the right time to do it,” Zvulun said 
in announcing the new ensemble. “The list 
of world-class talent residing in Atlanta 
and the Southeast goes well beyond this 
magnificent 12, and we only wish we could 
have included them all. Together we plan to 

present a season full of fantastic col-
laborations, a sense of commu-

nity pride and the potential 
for artistic fireworks.”

           The Company 
Players will also 

be mentors and 
coaches for 

the six professional singers in the compa-
ny’s Studio Artists program. The Glynn 

Studio Players will be paid appren-
tices this season, providing casting 

flexibility as Company Players and 
Studio Players sing all roles.
          Because seating is limited, 
Atlanta Opera is expanding its 
reach and exposure by recording 

all six productions digitally to share 
with a greater audience. All six op-

eras, along with backstage 
scenes, are included in 

a $99 digital subscrip-
tion ($50 for current 

subscribers).
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“This season’s Big Tent 
series inside a custom-
made tent with open 

walls for air flow 
starts at Oglethorpe 

and features six 
productions.”

Kevin Burdette, who 
played the Pirate 
King alongside 
Ruth Livengood 
in 2016’s “Pirates 
of Penzance,” 
will sing the role 
of Death in “The 
Kaiser of Atlantis.” 
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Reginald Smith Jr., left, who performed 
with Morris Robinson, right, in the 
Atlanta Opera’s most recent production, 
“Porgy & Bess,” will sing the role of 
Tonio in the upcoming production 
of “Pagliacci.” PHOTO BY RAFTERMEN

Atlanta Opera General and Artistic Director Tomer Zvulun looks at a rendering of the 
circus tent the Atlanta Opera will use for safe performances this season. PHOTO BY FELIPE BARRAL


