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Atlanta Opera honors veterans’ stories, 
thrives during crisis

BY CHRISTOPHER BARKER

W
ith another show of respect 
for military veterans, the 
Atlanta Opera is emerging 
from pandemic perfor-

mance prominence prepared for great 
global visibility.
 The innovative, agile opera company 
had planned to stage its third recent mili-
tary-themed production, “Glory Denied,” 
in May 2020, but COVID interfered. Unde-
terred, Atlanta Opera General and Artistic 
Director Tomer Zvulun and company in 
its place released the first fully orches-
trated audio recording of Tom Cipullo’s 
complete opera appropriately on Veteran’s 
Day Nov. 11, to be followed by a short film 
adapting the opera based on the book by 
Tom Philpott.
 The true story told by Philpott and 
Cipullo reveals the life of Col. Jim Thomp-
son, whose nine years as a prisoner of war 
in Southeast Asia are the nation’s longest. 
Held from 1964 to 1973, Thompson “left a 
young man and came back after nine years 
to a world that was very different,” says 
Zvulun, himself a military veteran from 
Israel for whom military stories are espe-
cially poignant.
 Thompson, who had three children, 
returned to find his wife had moved on to 
another man. “His family was completely 
broken. When you come back from a battle 
or war, you expect to be treated in a cer-
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tain way, where you maybe have a fantasy 
of some glory that you will receive, but 
he did not receive that respect or pomp 
and circumstance when he returned,” says 

Zvulun. The nation and world had also 
changed significantly during the turbulent 
1960s and 1970s, “from the sexual revo-
lution to Vietnam, Nixon, Martin Luther 
King, civil rights.”
 “Glory Denied” is usually performed 
as a chamber opera that has been “very 
popular,” presented in about 20 cities in 
the 10 years since it was written, says Zvu-
lun. As a chamber opera, which typically 
requires just a few singers and an orches-
tra of about 15, “Glory Denied” was to have 
been staged at the Alliance’s Theatre’s 
smaller Hertz Theatre. Zvulun says the 
recording made in June at Kennesaw State 
University with 50 musicians is the first 
time a full orchestra has recorded “Glory 
Denied,” and “it’s a massive sound.”

 The recording is about 100 minutes 
long, but the Atlanta Opera enlisted three 
of the four soloists from the recording to 
create an 18-minute piano-accompanied 
film adaptation of the opera titled “My 
Darling Jim.” The abbreviated version tells 
the story “like a fever dream” of an older 
Thompson before he passes away, with 
flashbacks to Vietnam. “It’s a different way 
to look at the story; it’s a different spin,” 
says Zvulun, who directed the film. “It’s a 
different take on the piece.”
 “I have long wanted to perform ‘Glory 
Denied’ for live audiences, but we were 
stopped by the COVID pandemic,” said 
Zvulun in announcing the alternative pre-
sentations of the piece. “The true stories 
of our military veterans are seldom told, 
but they are important to hear. Of all the 
military stories I’ve heard, ‘Glory Denied’ 
ranks among the most compelling.”
 Stories about men and women 
who have provided their countries with 
military service have been told more 
frequently since Zvulun began leading the 
company in 2013. “It was important for me 
to connect with the veteran community, 
and we’ve been very active in that regard.” 
Since 2015, the Atlanta Opera has staged 
David T. Little’s cycle “Soldier Songs” and 
the opera “Silent Night,” which portrayed 
the World War I Christmas Eve truce.

David Blalock plays Young Jim in “My Darling Jim,” an 18-minute film short featuring music from “Glory Denied.” PHOTO BY FELIPE BARRAL

The full opera with full orchestra recording 
of “Glory Denied” is available at www.
stream.atlantaopera.org.

Marietta native Maria Valdes sings the role of Young Alyce in the short film “My Darling Jim,” as well as in the Atlanta Opera full 
recording of “Glory Denied.” PHOTO BY FELIPE BARRAL

Kevin Burdette sings the part of the Pirate King, center, in the the Atlanta Opera’s 2016 production of “Pirates of Penzance.” PHOTO BY JEFF ROFFMAN
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“The true story told by 
Philpott and Cipullo 

reveals the life of Col. 
Jim Thompson, whose 

nine years as a prisoner 
of war in Southeast Asia 
are the nation’s longest.”

“The recording made 
in June at Kennesaw 
State University with 

50 musicians is the first 
time a full orchestra 
has recorded ‘Glory 
Denied,’ and ‘it’s a 
massive sound.’ ”


