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The Opera Foundation for young Australians

2020 Vienna State Opera Ball 
We are proud of our Winners of the 

Vienna State Opera Award
 

Bryony Dwyer, Olivia Cranwell, Margaret Plummer & Fiona Jopson

We are realistic optimists.

We are committed to ensuring that we keep the doors open to the 
world of opera for talented young Australians.
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Dear Arts Supporters,

Firstly, hope you are all keeping safe and well.  To say the world has changed would certainly be an 
understatement.  In a matter of weeks, the world undeniably altered. As you know and all feel the pain of the 
world’s current hiatus, there is no need to explain how hard this has hit the Arts, already vulnerable in this 
country with a priority of ‘footy.’

We are so proud to present our cover with a photograph of our Vienna State Opera Award Winners at 
the 2020 Vienna State Opera Award Ball.  Olivia is our 2019 Winner and Bryony, Margaret and Fiona past 
winners are also on contract at the Vienna State Opera.  This afforded them all the privilege to attend such 
a prestigious ball, which is one of the highlights of Vienna each February.  Soprano Eleanor Lyons our 2018 
Winner is absent from the photograph with an excellent excuse, as she was performing the role of Donna 
Anna with Opera Australia.

Before the coronavirus crisis hit, we were all ready to hold our 2020 Auditions.  There was much time and 
effort put into the preparation of the most critical process of our year.  We quickly ensured that any current 
winners undertaking Awards were brought home safely and at this time, there was much time and patience 
required to make this happen.  Safety was our priority, but we can’t ignore the professional disappointment 
our winners have experienced.

Responsibly the Board has made a decision to postpone our 2020 Auditions and are planning to hold them 
in early 2021 on the basis health warnings have been cleared, opera houses and international borders have 
re-opened, to ensure we send Winners from and to a safe environment.

During this turbulent time, my commitment and passion to the Foundation and its objectives remains strong.  
The Board of Directors and Music Advisory Council support me on this quest to continue to provide these 
wonderful opportunities.

One of the privileges of my role, which I have now done for 14 years is the pleasure of working closely with 
our Winners.  Our contact and interest continues beyond the completion of their Awards.   I have taken 
this opportunity to contact Winners to make sure they are safe and see how they are coping during ‘House 
Arrest’ and as these artists inspired me with their responses, I wanted to share their stories with you.  These 
stories are a testimony to the work and dedication of the Foundation, but importantly confirm the resilience 
required and at a time of crisis, how it triggers inspiration and creativity. 

Each of them in their unique way are managing and seeing this as an opportunity to focus on health, self-
reflection, learning new roles etc in preparation for the reopening of performance spaces. Of course there 
is a huge financial loss to them, but it has really hit many hard in the heart.  We all hope the outcome is that 
people see the Arts and performance as a necessity rather than a luxury and their priorities change.  The 
recurring theme throughout these stories outlines ‘the power of the Arts and their role in the world recovery.’

I hope that their inspiration inspires you to give if you are able. We ask that you please consider donating 
what you can and assist the Foundation.  Your donation will allow the Foundation to keep on providing these 
invaluable Awards.   We receive no Government financial funding or relief and consistently do everything we 
can to maximise our limited resources.  Over the years your generosity has changed the lives and careers of 
many young Australians.  As you can see, they are truly grateful.

With realistic optimism we are planning our 2020 Award Winners Concert to be held supported by our event 
partner, Abercrombie & Kent on Sunday 15th November 2020 at the Art Gallery of New South Wales.   
Invitations with further details will be forthcoming.

Please help us keep on helping talented young Australians.

With best wishes,

Alison Cole 
Executive Director
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Caroline Wenborne – Soprano – 2006 German Opera Scholarship & 2007 Vienna 
State Opera Award
Place of Isolation – Vienna, Austria

Keeping motivated and inspired whilst in isolation in Vienna, Austria, has been my number one goal. I have used 
the time to study roles, work on keeping my voice in shape and I do find that having more time without any pressure 
has led to very productive practice. With all this in mind, at the end of the day, singers are also performers. We can 
practice our craft and learn the dream roles 
in isolation and while this is necessary and 
brings inspiration and satisfaction, what we 
also need more than anything is to perform, 
express and communicate with our audience 
and colleagues. Through this difficult and 
challenging time in the world, when things 
hopefully start to get back to a new sense 
of normality, I think our appreciation for the 
opportunity to be part of this amazing and 
unique world of opera will be even greater. 
I hope that The Opera Foundation can 
continue their invaluable work in making this 
wonderful career a reality for many Australian 
opera singers in the future.  C xx

Photograph:  (C)Petra Sittig

Siobhan Stagg – Soprano – 2011 American Institute of Musical Studies &  
AIMS Sundell Study Awards
Place of Isolation – Berlin, Germany

Hello from Berlin! I’ve been using this unexpected sabbatical from the stage as an opportunity to expand my 
portfolio and find deeper ways I can contribute to our beloved arts sector (alongside my singing) over the next 30+ 
years. I’m curating online projects, investing in Artistic Planning and Leadership PD and helping to raise funds for my 
colleagues who’ve lost their livelihoods. 

I’m also studying the role of Susanna in Mozart’s 
Le Nozze di Figaro, which I’m scheduled to debut 
at Covent Garden in September... fingers crossed! 
Last week I was invited to record some arias with 
Maestro Donald Runnicles at the piano, filmed 
on the empty stage at the Deutsche Oper Berlin 
- you can find it on YouTube. It’s been rewarding 
to witness people rallying behind the arts during 
this difficult time. Kasper Holten says opera is “the 
fitness centre of the soul”. I’m sure live performance 
will flourish again when the time is right and could 
become more relevant and powerful than ever 
before.  Siobhan xo

 Photograph:  Adelaide Festival recital with pianist Timothy 
Young at Ukaria. Photo credit: Andrew Beveridge
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Photographs:  Die Siben Todsunden – Meow Meow, Lucia di Lammermoor – Victorian Opera & Pecan Summer, Short Black Opera – 
Sydney Opera House

Cameron Menzies – 2008 Bayreuth Opera & 2011 Rockend Berlin New Music 
Opera Awards
Place of Isolation – Melbourne, Australia

At the end of March I had just completed directing two critically acclaimed productions in Australia.  Strauss’ 
Salome with Victorian Opera at The Palais Theatre in Melbourne and a new cabaret show starring the Internationally 
renowned Cabaret Artiste Courtney Act in our show called FLUID at the Darlinghurst Theatre in Sydney.  Flying up 
and back between both shows and In preparation to head back to London to direct new productions of Carmen and 
Don Giovanni for Britain’s foremost touring chamber opera company Diva Opera. I have for the last six years directed 
in London during the summer season.  I also for the last three years have held the position of Associate Artist 
(Direction) with the UK based company and toured throughout the UK, Europe, South Africa and Japan with them 
and my work.  Since this very scary pandemic I have been spending my time in isolation in Melbourne, as I was not 
able to leave for the UK and also thought it would be safer to stay in Australia during this unprecedented time.

Having not been out of work for the last 12 years, like the majority of freelance artists I lost about 18 months worth 
of work in the period of about 10 days, which as you can imagine is devastating for your arts practice, your business, 
your finances your motivation and momentum and to your personal identity.  Giving myself a small window to 
mourn and let what was happening to me and to the world on a larger scale helped me to look at my situation with 
a sense of reflection and readjustment.  During this seven weeks (so far) in isolation I have tried to stay positive and 
connected to the industry, my colleagues, companies, friends and family as much as I can.  Importantly, I have been 
very clear with myself to allow myself to feel what I am at any given day and to get off my back about having to feel 
productive.   

This period of isolation I think has changed me as a person first and therefore it is inevitable that it has and will 
change me as an artist.  I feel as though my work and in particular my process of taking and creating work will be 
forever different.  I have been thinking very much about how I want to work and about how I balance my life.  I have 
taken time to think about how our personal identity and what we do (as a theatre maker and director) are completely 
knitted together as one and how to navigate through this period of no work.  I have taken this time to research 
ideas that I have been working on for a while and to take the time to engage with the writing process again on 
these pieces.  This is all an attempt to be as prepared as I can be for when our industry and venues are able to open 
again… whenever that may safely occur. 

Thank you to The Opera Foundation for these invaluable opportunities over the years.  Cam xxx
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Anna Dowsley – Mezzo-Soprano – 2012 Lady Fairfax New York Scholarship
Place of Isolation – Frankfurt, Germany & Sydney, Australia

My “house arrest” as an artist has taken a long and exhausting journey so far, but is evolving into some sort of calm 
and thankfully is now led with more clarity, less stress and more time to focus on my artistic goals and motivations in 
these very strange times. I am very thankful to be with family, and also very thankful to be living with my childhood 
piano again, which had been neglected by me for too long. Piano was my main instrument until around 17 years 
old, when singing suddenly and excitedly crept into my life. Piano was one of my closest friends as a child. I used 
to compose, escape and create at my piano - it was my special imaginative space. Singing, travel and the stage has 
since taken up so much of my adult life (in the very best way!) but it it so nice to return my focus to piano. I will never 
be an expert player by any stretch, but I am loving having the time to play and explore repertoire again. 

Singing itself comes and goes ... some days it feels impossible, while others are spent exploring a bit of Schubert 
and some singing and playing Beatles and Simon & Garfunkel power ballads like no one’s listening! There are a few 
concerts and performances on my 2020 schedule yet to be cancelled - one being a Verdi Requiem. On the very 
difficult flight rushing “home” those 7 weeks ago, I distracted a stress induced migraine with a Karajan recording of 
Verdi Requiem. It bought me such solace and was a deeply cathartic experience as we took off. At the time, it did 
not occur to me that this could be the next piece I would perform (fingers crossed in August…). It is an exquisite, 
momentous piece of music, and one that also feels particularly poignant during this time. I have been lucky enough 
to perform it twice so far in my career, each time finding more strength and control in my voice, of which Verdi 
requires, and having more life experiences to call upon. I am enjoying “preparing” it at the moment - but mostly it is 
a motivational excuse to sing through the magnificent score, with a glimmer of hope that I will be performing it side 
by side (or should I, 1.5m separated from) my fellow artists in August. 

I am also keeping the left side of my brain ticking over with German classes on Zoom. It was my goal to learn 
German, obviously more “on-the-go” in Frankfurt, but if I am honest, it would have been hard to find the time to 
take classes in our parallel existence (that other non-corona 2020 we all had planned). Having this luxurious free 
time to work on some language skills (and in my tracksuit pants) is a small silver lining - skills I hope to be using very 
soon when we can finally return to Germany....   Supporting the arts is more important than ever at the moment. We 
don’t know what the future holds for the performing arts, but we do know this time is affirming our deepest love 
and gratitude for music and all art forms. During this time of isolation, people are realising how much they depend 
on music, films, books and creative outlets, while performing artists are craving more than ever the physical and live 
connection with their colleagues and audiences.  Although Churchill didn’t actually say it… the famous misquote 
definitely rings true… “then what are we fighting for….?”  Smokeless Sydney skies and the ARTS I say.     
Anna Dowsley xxx

Photographs: Don Giovani – Opera Australia credit: Keith Saunders & Faust – Opera Australia credit: Jeff Busby 
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Olivia Cranwell – Soprano – 2019 Michael Byrne Vienna State Opera Award
Place of Isolation – Sydney Australia

When this crisis broke-out I was two and half months into my four month contract 
with the Staatsoper in Vienna. The week preceding my return to Australia was 
certainly a strange one. The euphoria of making my European debut on Sunday 
8th March was quickly tempered when we received the news on Monday that the 
opera house would be closing its doors to the public, the first time since World 
War 2, without any indication as to when it would reopen. We persevered with 
coachings for a couple more days until finally the doors were closed to all. After 
what would be my final coaching, on Mozart’s Contessa from Le Nozze di Figaro no 
less, I decided to walk around the beautiful grounds of Schönbrunn Palace, there 
were only a handful of people as all museums, galleries and gathering places had 
been closed, it was 22 degrees, blue sky and spring was in the air - I absolutely 
never wanted to leave! With the rumblings that borders were closing and that the 
situation was becoming increasingly worrying in Europe I made the heartbreaking 
decision to return home to Australia supported by both the Staatsoper and The 
Opera Foundation. The trip home was surreal, airports were subdued, people 
were nervous and so it was a huge relief to arrive home and spend the next two 
weeks isolated and “COVID-19 free”. I must admit the first couple of weeks were hard, watching future gigs start 
to be cancelled, hearing of colleagues distress, mourning lost opportunities and fearful about what the future held 
certainly didn’t inspire me to sing but that didn’t last, when something is so innate and so a part of you you can’t stop 
and you have to sing. In the seven weeks since I’ve been back I’ve been preparing the role of Sieglinde for Wagner’s 
Die Walküre and my goodness it’s been a balm for the soul, it’s also been incredible to have the indulgence to think 
about nothing else but this role and this music for such an extended period. Although my time in Vienna was cut 
short it was still one of the most incredible experiences of my life and as we slowly start to see the light at the end of 
the terrible time I am gently beginning to think and plan what my future will look like and hoping that future includes 
Vienna.  Thank you!       

Photograph:   Vienna State Opera - Fräulein Andacht in Pünktchen und Anton 

Paull-Anthony Keightley – Bass-Baritone – 2017 Deutsche Oper Berlin Award
Place of Isolation – Basel, Switzerland

What a strange time we are facing right now, especially those of us who work in, support and love the performing 
arts. The COVID-19 crisis caused my employer, Theater Basel to cancel all performances on February 25th. Today this 
seems like a lifetime ago. This has without a doubt been a destructive time for artists and arts organisations globally, 
but I have been working hard to find the good in the situation. 
Luckily, I have been able to spend time in the same city with my 
husband, Thomas Johnson who works as a pianist at the Staatsoper 
Unter den Linden in Berlin. We have spent our time together in Basel 
with daily walks along the Rhein river and many trips to the forest 
where in a matter of minutes one can find real solitude. 

This time has also allowed me to prepare for my 2020 / 2021 season 
at Theater Basel which can take my full attention at this time. I have 
also used this period to understand myself better as an artist and as 
a person. I have been forced to ask myself “why?”. Why art? Why 
music? Why do we need this? Why do we love this? Why can’t we 
live without this? I believe these are important questions to ask at 
any time, but especially now. I have been involved in many conversations with members of the opera community who 
are asking the same questions and I believe this has power to cause a lot of positive change in our industry.  Thank 
you all for your continued support of the Opera Foundation for young Australians, an organisation that has helped 
me and so many other wonderful Australian opera professionals reach new career heights.   
My best wishes, Paull-Anthony         

Photograph:  Performing the role of Colline, La Boheme, Theater Basel – credit - Priska Ketterer. 
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Margaret Plummer – Mezzo-Soprano – 2014 Vienna State Opera Award
Place of Isolation – Vienna, Austria

Currently on contract with Vienna State Opera, soon after the lockdown in Austria 
began in mid-March, my family and I managed to get out of the city to Lower 
Austria. We own a property in a small village called Waldegg on the edge of 
the woods. We spent the first 6 weeks of the lockdown there, and then once the 
restrictions began to ease and it looked like I may be returning to work and the 
kids to school, we returned to our apartment in Vienna.  The strange situation 
we are all presented with, of not knowing which of your upcoming roles will 
be cancelled has made it very difficult to stay focused on learning repertoire. I 
thankfully have two exciting, new projects (Berlioz’s La Damnation du Faust and 
Berg 7 Frühe Lieder) next season that have kept me interested and motivated, 
though carving the time out in a day while also homes schooling two different 
grade levels has proved tough! I profoundly understand now, that I feel more 
myself when I am working. I am a collaborative creature who thrives on the energy 
exchange that happens in a rehearsal room and on stage. I think when I return 
to work I will feel intensely grateful and aware of just how precious it is, and how 
lucky I am to do it. I have also been working remotely with my singing teacher and 
have managed to work out some technical issues that had been nagging to be 
fixed, so I am hoping to be able to return to singing refreshed and renewed.

About 3 weeks into the lockdown, I had the sense that we were all being overwhelmed by the terrifying statistics 
and news, and this threat that seemed to pervade our lives. I pondered what I do for my kids when they feel scared 
or overwhelmed, and the answer came loud and clear. I sing softly to them. I began to record some of the many 
lullabies I sing to them on a daily basis and post them on social media in an attempt to cut through some of the scary 
noise and provide some soft comfort to people. That project is still going, I record a new song every couple of days, 
and I have received really touching feedback from people all over the world that it has made a difference for them. I 
was even asked by a musician in New York to record a lullaby that she had written for her newborn niece so that they 
can feel connected during this strange time.

Before this experience I had not fully understood just how collaborative our profession is, and how difficult it is to do 
under these circumstances. I definitely worry about when and how we will be able to share these great, human stories 
with audiences again, but I know when it happens, we will all appreciate it so much more for having not been able to.  
Cheers, Marg xx

Photograph:  I was scheduled to open as Meg Paige in Falstaff at Vienna State Opera 3 days after the lockdown began, it was the 
first of 7 projects to be cancelled.

David Corcoran – Tenor / Executive Voice Coach – 2006 Italian Award
Place of Isolation – Vienna, Austria

I must admit in this time of isolation I have been thriving. My work is going from strength to strength. When we 
moved to Vienna to help Margaret succeed with the Vienna State Opera Award, I chose at the time to take a break 
from singing. I had worked successfully at Opera Australia for 9 years and our move to Europe meant initially I could 

not work. I took German language lessons and used up some remaining 
scholarship funds I had from another well-known Australian foundation. In this 
time I discovered with new teaching that my real voice is more baritonal than 
tenorial. It was a relief to finally feel understood and accepted, but I faced a 
dilemma. Could I enter the opera world as a Baritone? Would I be accepted? 

As I had already career transitioned from Psychology into Opera at 24, I 
thought about another transition. Initially, I studied the CELTA and became 
an English Communications Trainer. Being in the Training Industry within 
companies allowed me to see that I had many transferable skills from Opera 
and performing. Years of doing Opera Foundation concerts for instance 
showed me I could work a Training room of participants and engage with 
people in a positive and open way. I followed these experiences up with a 
Masters in Human Resources Management focusing on training, coaching and 
mentoring. Before I left Australia, I had completed a Diploma of Professional 
Coaching. I have always held the belief that as Artists we cannot rely on one 
string, so adding other strings to our bows not only keeps us grounded but 
allows us to know we have value outside of Opera.
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This brings me back to current moment. While many artists are needing to explore other avenues, I have built a 
business as an Executive Voice Coach over the past couple of years. I work with businesses and people to empower 
them to take responsibility for their communication. In Vienna, Austria this is through Vocal coaching (applying 
singing exercises to non-singers), presentations skills and emotional intelligence. I have found a path to combine my 
years of Psychology and Opera within training and coaching environments. I work with CEO’s, some politicians, social 
entrepreneur and NGO organisations as well as individuals. I am also a lecturer in Body Language for Presentation 
Skills at FH Wien der WKW, an applied sciences University. I have recently received the Distinguished Toastmaster 
Award as well.  For all emerging young artists I say, you never know when your career will take another turn so having 
a correlating career brings your new purpose and even financial security outside of performing. This idea applies to 
all artists, even professional sports people as well. The idea is that you develop not a backup, but a second avenue 
you are interested in that can help when you need it. 

For now, this new path and journey I am on brings me joy and the same internal feeling as singing. As long as I 
honour this in my work, I know I am bringing value and inspiration to others. If I can help them improve their speaking 
and communication skills through my varied paths and identities, then this is rewarding. Best, David 

Jessica Harper – Soprano - 2019 Dalwood-Wylie American Institute of Musical 
Studies & AIMS Sundell Awards
Place of Isolation – Dresden, Germany

My positioning on this, it is an opportunity. Of course there are opportunities that are not currently possible which is 
disappointing, but moments of rest and silence like this don’t come along in life very often, so I have been working 
on self-reflection, fitness and delving as deeply into repertoire research and practice as I can. My partner (classical 
cellist) and I have been expanding repertoire to perform together and releasing some recordings on social media, 
which has been very rewarding work.  I have learned the role of Contessa Almaviva from Le Nozze di Figaro, and am 
currently sinking my teeth into Clara Schumann’s 
Op. 13 Song Cycle. Next on the list are Donna 
Elvira and Violetta!  Can’t wait!  Honestly, this 
hasn’t diminished me as an artist and I am 
determined not to let it.  It has confirmed in me 
the necessity for the Arts, in that everyone is 
seeking entertainment to help them get through 
the tumultuous emotions that come with such a 
jarring change in circumstances.   I have, however, 
adjusted my perspective to the Arts in general, 
in that this is a really wonderful moment for arts 
organisations to regroup and rethink how they 
value talent and negotiate business.  My feeling 
is that artists will gain more respect, and our work 
will finally be seen as necessary, which will lead to 
a much greater level of appreciation of the Arts 
around the world. Thank you and Lots of love, 
Jessica xxx

Photograph:  My most recent performance – competing in the at the Glyndebourne Cup - pianist is Ashok Gupta. Credit to 
Glyndebourne 
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Simone Easthope – Soprano - 2010 Lady Fairfax New York Scholarship
Place of Isolation – Berlin, Germany

I’m isolating with my husband, pianist Benjamin Moser, in Berlin. I have taken my work online, working with young 
aspiring singers and professionals from the various opera houses here.  It’s been psychologically challenging for 
everybody, and I’ve had to come up with new ways of working with singers when not physically in the room with 
them. Not easy, but some good work has come of it . . . but I’ve also enjoyed having the chance to look at new 
repertoire, including some wonderful songs by the Rachmaninov contemporary Nicolaj Medtner (there are certain 
upsides to being quarantined with a world-class pianist!)   All my love, Simone xx

Photographs:  In Berlin at a meeting with Alison Cole; Performing in Australia 

 

Antoinette Barbouttis – Costume Designer – 2013 Rockend Berlin New Music 
Opera Award
Place of Isolation – Sydney, Australia

Even though I find it difficult to keep focused and disciplined generally, the motivation that places may open up in 
the near future is keeping me inspired. I have also been watching a lot of the Schaubuhne’s online program, as well 
as the Berliner Ensemble and some of the Theatertreffen. Being indoors is a part of my practice, so lockdown has not 
been too difficult. My practice thanks to the Rockend Berlin Music Opera Award has really shifted since exposure to 
new German work, motivating my practice as what was then a Designer, and now an Auteur. A xx

Constantine Costi – Director - 2015 Berlin Music Opera Award
Place of Isolation – Thirroul, Australia

I wake up each morning and see the ocean.  I’m so lucky to be in 
isolation by a beach in Thirroul. 

A director’s life moves at an exciting pace. Meetings, reading, 
scheduling, rehearsing, convincing a singer to wear this or that 
costume piece! An average day sees an unpredictable barrage of 
tasks. So whilst I’ve managed to keep busy over the past weeks 
by pitching ideas, tutoring singers online, working on two new 
operas as a librettist and director, and trying to learn a seemingly 
endless mountain of German irregular verbs - the most valuable 
use of my time has been spent in silent reflection.  It’s remarkable 
to me how much isolation, distance, and quarantine are a part 
of art history. In 1630 Claudio Monteverdi lived through the 
most devastating plague Venice had ever seen. After this time of 

doubt, fear, and dread, he wrote his touchingly human Eighth Book of Madrigals. I don’t think he could have written 
this breathtaking masterpiece, that celebrates the loving and devastating ways human beings connect to each other, 
without first experiencing loss himself. I’ve been afforded time to reflect on what kind of work I want to make, and I 
think the answer lies in an exploration of how opera and the human voice connects the human to the divine. Opera 
is a vessel that celebrates the sorrows, the joys, and the tremendous beauty of human connection, and I can’t wait to 
connect again with my fellow opera makers and audiences alike.   Con xx
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Elizabeth Lewis – Soprano – 2015 Lady Fairfax New York Scholarship
Place of Isolation – Chicago – United States

Greetings from Chicago! After the cancellation of my contract 
at the Lyric Opera of Chicago due to the cancellation the Ring 
Cycle and all its festival events, I felt the best way to overcome 
this disappointment by channelling it into a new creative 
endeavour. Firstly, I have written a set of poems based on the on 
the experiences of Australian Army Nurses based at the Vung Tau 
hospital during the Vietnam War. I have engaged a composer to 
write the music and am writing grant applications in order to try 
and mount a performance of the work once there is a semblance 
of normalcy in the world. The performance would include 
projections of photographs and film form the conflict.  

Secondly, I have finally turned my attention to the pile of music 
next to my piano which I have wanted to learn but haven’t found the time to do so. Now that time is more readily 
available, I have started to tackle the Four Last Songs by Richard Strauss; as well as his Op 10 featuring the perennial 
favourite Zueignung. Hopefully I will be able to present them in recital once the pandemic has passed. For something 
completely different I have been interspersing the Strauss with my preparations of the role of Donna Anna in Don 
Giovanni. I’m hopeful that the production this October will go ahead but as with everything during this pandemic 
we will wait and see. I hope that everyone is safe and well and continues to be safe during this difficult time. I look 
forward to seeing how the arts bounce back and use the adversity we are experiencing to create new works and be 
more creative then we even thought was possible.   Lots of love, Libby  x x x

Photograph:  Elizabeth Lewis performing with the Queensland Pops Orchestra in 2018

Aleisa Jelbart – Costume Designer – 2016 Rockend Berlin New Music Opera 
Award
Place of isolation:  Dungog, Australia

I have been lucky enough to spend time isolating in country NSW. Its been a great way to slow down, enjoy nature 
and catch up on sleep!    Over the past few weeks I’ve challenged myself to make some costumes using low cost, 
high impact materials, in the space of a day. It’s been a great way to stay creative and connected with the arts 
community.

The slower lifestyle has given me space to reflect on my journey as a designer and life after COVID-19. I’ve taken up 
a position as a part time Costume Design teacher at Enmore Design Centre which I’m really excited about. This will 
give me more freedom to take on design work for big shows and say no to the little ones (which often work a poor 
designer to the ground). 

On one hand, the implications of the lockdowns are really scary for artists. I’m worried about what the industry will 
look like once normal life resumes. But from a personal level, I’m not sure I’ve ever felt so well rested! I can’t wait for 
the day I can work on shows again, but until then I’ll be enjoying my extra hour of sleep!  Aleisa xx
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Carolyn Watson – Conductor – 2012 Rockend Berlin Music Opera & 2009 
Bayreuth Opera Awards
Place of Isolation – Kansas City – United States

What is inspiring me to keep focused and disciplined during this situation... Hmmm...coffee...! During isolation I am 
preparing the world premiere of an opera by Gordon Getty, Goodbye Mr Chips. It was due to be presented this 
summer at Festival Napa Valley in California, but has been postponed to 2021 so even more time to study! This 
time of reflection has challenged me to be more creative, flexible and adaptable than ever before. Also I tend to be 
technologically challenged, so to try to find creative ways to work online has also necessitated out of the box thinking 
as it were! Have recently been working on a PBS broadcast in which I am featured! PBS = Public Broadcasting 
System, i.e. like the ABC. This locally-produced documentary was screened nationally and is about a world premiere 
production I conducted in January for the Lyric Opera of Kansas City which celebrated the centenary of the 19th 
amendment - that which gave women the right to vote. https://www.kcpt.org/local-shows/higher-octaves/   Cheers 
and best and stay well! Carolyn

Photograph:  Carolyn Watson – Conductor:  The film features interviews with Conductor Carolyn Watson, Director Tara Faircloth and 
Lyric Opera General Director Deborah Sandler, among others

Caitlin Hulcup – Mezzo-Soprano – 2002 London & 2003 Vienna State Opera 
Awards
Place of Isolation – Oxford – United Kingdom

Thank you to The Opera Foundation for this initiative to keep opportunities for upcoming singers alive. For the 
COVID-19 crisis duration I am ‘grounded’ in central Oxford, where I live with my Austrian tenor husband Florian. The 
UK daily infection and death rates mean social distancing bans will stay for some time yet. I had been busy preparing 
for a patch of performances including the Handel Festival in London, a Verdi Requiem in Amsterdam, a concert with 
the Hong Kong Philharmonic and Charpentier’s Médée in Sydney with wonderful Pinchgut Opera. With COVID-
19’s spread however, concerts and operas around the globe fell like dominos as it became impossible for either 
performers or audiences to assemble together. 

Hit by this sudden change of reality, my husband and have I moved our private voice 
studio online and are heartened by the amazing response of the singers. I also keep 
teaching the talented students of the Royal Academy of Music where I am a professor 
of voice. Carrying on in this way has enabled us all to maintain purpose and drive. 
It has been uplifting to work with all these marvellous young singers and I am very 
grateful for this possibility.  It has been noticeably much quieter here in Oxford with 
less footfall and traffic in the city. The contrast has made me realise I was taking for 
granted the familiar buzz I had from travel and performing. There is a strange quality 
of calm instead which is also valuable to me as an artist, lending a kind of clarity. It is 
a chance to absorb things more fully and to lean into longer projects.

There has been time to listen to recordings, for gardening, podcasts and books. I 
gladly took part in online musician fundraiser videos such as HelpMusiciansUK and 
FreelanceArtistsRelief for Australians.  It has been a pleasure to invest in learning 
music I don’t immediately have to perform; arias by Donizetti and Berlioz and songs 
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of Villa Lobos and Ippolitov. Yet it is perhaps Mahler’s “Das Lied von der 
Erde” which has inspired me most. The last lines of text translate roughly 
as, “The dear earth everywhere blooms forth in the spring and grows green 
anew! Everywhere an eternal blue light at the horizon…forever!”. Our global 
society faces the greatest uncertainty on every level and it can be difficult 
to imagine how we will recover to once again sing operas or give concerts. 
Yet in this time of lockdown it is clear to me that music has not gone away, 
and that musicians are waiting and wanting to return. People also crave 
participation in live events and music is a part of us all. I choose to have 
conviction that the curtains will rise again, in time. Caitlin

Photograph:  1. (previous page) Fricka/Die Walküre/ Wagner/ Singapore (OMM, Tse 
Law Chan conducting Jan2020) 2. With pianist Gary Matthewman after recital at 
Oxford Lieder Festival (Oct 2019)  

Sam Roberts-Smith – Baritone – 2016 Deutsche Oper Berlin Award 
Place of Isolation – Perth, Australia

In this time of global crisis, I feel I am one of the lucky ones. Aside from nearly 
being trapped in Brazil the day after arriving and subsequently having all my 
scheduled performances cancelled, I am now safely back at my family home in 
Perth, WA. With so much uncertainty about the future and with no indication of 
when the world will return to normal, it is difficult to maintain focus on singing 
and the arts. Personally, I have been trying to make the most of the spare time. 

For the last few years I have been completing further university study while 
travelling and singing around the world. I am currently in my final semester of 
a Masters of Human Resource Management. This disastrous cancellation of my 
singing work does have a silver lining. I have had additional time to complete 
assignments, watch lectures and interact with other students online, which I 
normally would not have. This has been a great use of my time and has kept my 
mind extremely busy. Singing wise I have still maintained my love for music and 
continue listening, watching and learning repertoire every day. You can’t ever 
fully remove music from your life, and why would you want to anyway? This will all 
be over eventually and when the curtain goes up, we will be there ready to make 
music again. Sam xx

Photograph: Outdoor Gala West Australian Opera ‘Opera at the Mill’
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Clarissa Spata – Soprano - 2011 Lady Fairfax New York Scholarship 
Place of Isolation – Sydney Australia

Winning the Foundation Award has been invaluable to my development 
as an Artist.  Since winning this prestigious Award, it inspired me to 
continue to evolve as an artist both as an opera singer, and as a classical 
crossover performer. I have performed the role Gretel in “Hansel & 
Gretel” for Opera Australia’s Schools Tour, and performed the swing 
roles of Pamina, Queen of the night / First Lady and Papagena in “The 
Magic Flute” Opera Australia’s Schools tour, and in 2014 I was selected 
to perform Rosina in “The Barber of Seville” Opera Australia Schools 
tour.  In my time of performing in the touring division, I performed over 
930 shows! I have toured China in major cities performing well known 
and loved Soprano Music Theatre repertoire. Then went onto perform 
the role of Papagena in Opera Australia’s National Tour of The Magic 
Flute and then returned to China to perform the role of First Lady (in 
German) for Australian International 
Productions tour of Die Zauberflöte.  
I went on to cover my dream role 

of Musetta for Opera Australia’s La Bohème on Sydney Harbour and I returned 
to China to perform the role of High Priestess in Aïda, once again for Australian 
International Productions.   Over the years, so I could continue my training as an 
opera singer, and keep a high standard, I sang My bread and butter throughout 
the years, so I could continue to train as an opera singer and keep a high 
standard as one needs to, has very much been performing Classical Crossover in 
the “in between months” of operatic roles. New York really expanded my view on 
performing Arts.

During isolation I have been practicing of course I took up chalk pastel sketching 
again, my tribute to Maria Callas Thank you so much Opera Foundation! 

Love Clarissa xx

Eleanor Lyons – Soprano - 2018 Vienna State Opera Award
Place of Isolation - ’stranded’ on the Northern Beaches – Sydney, Australia

Having just finished Don Giovanni with Opera Australia when the lockdown 
began and was unable to leave Australia.   It has been an interesting time to 
reflect deeply on one’s artistic message as one has no audience; we cannot 
fully realise our purpose as performers or communicate our life’s purpose.  For 
me personally by spending such a long time here I have been able to immerse 
myself again in Australian life, Australian cultural life and think about what it 
means to be Australian. How Australia must develop culturally. How I have 
changed and how Australia has changed.

I have been learning new roles and new concert repertoire but miss singing 
with my colleagues and in large halls.   My parents’ garage has been a treasure 
trove of wonderful music which I stored when I left for Europe ten years ago. 
My husband and I have been playing them together in the evenings.   I have 
enjoyed being able to give my body a rest from travel and the adrenaline rush/
hangover that comes with performing.

I’m also learning how not to make plans and live each day being present, 
as any plans we make usually have to be changed!   Practising every day 
reminds me of my ‘former’ life; one that we look forward to living again but in 
a more conscious, healthy and efficient way when we are allowed to return to the theatres and concert halls!  It may 
also change the way we perform, at least in the short term; perhaps more chamber music and more intimate salon 
concerts? Wouldn’t that be wonderful!  Another silver lining; being able to celebrate my birthday with family, hence 
the photograph!Take care and be kind to each other!   Eleanor x
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Xenia Puskarz Thomas – Mezzo-Soprano - 2018 Lady Fairfax New York 
Scholarship
Place of Isolation – Currently in Brisbane, Australia BUT. I have quarantined in a few other cities prior to returning 
home - the Gold Coast, Australia, London, the majority of my time in Treviso, Italy.

I think most artists endeavour to adapt to the every-changing landscape of their profession, and this pandemic is 
no exception. I have been really inspired by other artists who have found new ways to make music and connect with 
others. It certainly proves how relevant and important the arts are to us all. Music offers joy, comfort and helps people 
share some of the burdens at this time. 

Music making has also motivated me to keep focused and disciplined in my studies. This time in quarantine is a 
gifted opportunity to get in extra language and music study, to pursue creative ideas and re-evaluate the current 
traditions of performance and how to connect with others.

One new opportunity is my participation as Dorabella in “Quarantine così”- a digital production of Mozart’s opera 
Così fan tutte. This project has motivated me, along with my young colleagues, to prepare and perform an entire 
opera. There are unique challenges in creating a cohesive performance in quarantine, especially when the cast is in 
different houses and in different time zones! It is very enjoyable however and is has certainly given each of us new 
repertoire to work towards and new learning experiences. 

Quarantine così website: www.quarantine-cosi.com

To make the most of this time in quarantine, I’ve had to be self-reliant, self-motivating, and abruptly become my own 
teacher and my own boss. These skills will be just as valuable to me after this quarantine period given the nature 
of my profession. In addition, participating in new projects like Quarantine Così, has empowered me to embrace 
pursuing my own creative ideas. I have realised I need not rely on others for performance and study opportunities. 
As a performer, I have always valued communicating and connecting with others, and the avenues I have explored in 
quarantine to maintain contact with others has definitely inspired me to keep exploring this further.  Thank you to The 
Opera Foundation for the opportunity to study in New York.  It has changed my life.  Xenia x

Photograph:  During filming of Quarantine Così Episode 5 prior to quarantine & performing at a master class in Carnegie Hall’s 
SongStudio 2020, with my idol Renee Fleming.
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Fiona Jopson  - Soprano - 2018 Vienna State Opera Award
Place of Isolation – Vienna, Austria

My mantra at the moment is “quality over quantity” with everything I do. I have also made sure my physical and 
mental health are priority. I have found this has helped me to keep a certain amount of focus. 

I’ve also taking the time to plan recordings to send off for casting directors and for promotion once I am allow to 
visit a rehearsal space with one of my amazing accompanists to make this happen! Currently revisiting Cio Cio San 
in Madama Butterfly to see how the role fits after it being on the shelf for over 12 months - I’m excited for this - as 
my voice is responding amazingly well and any technical difficulties I had the last time have gone! When I’ve been 
studying Butterfly recently – Cheryl Barker AO is my inspiration for this role and I have been watching her Opera 
Australia production. 

During this time I am looking at a role (which I can’t reveal) that may come in the future to see where I am vocally 
with it.  I believe this time has already changed me as an artist. This time has tested my values and strength of belief 
in unimaginable ways.  With this I have a newfound confidence. There are also changes in my voice and artistic 
choices have changed to include an even deeper understanding of the music, language, style and how I want to 
communicate.  Fi xxx

 

Photograph:  1. Matinee for 
Leonore in February at Vienna State 
Opera & with colleague, friend and 
Foundation Winner, Bryony Dwyer

Bryony Dwyer – Soprano – 2012 Vienna State Opera Award
Place of Isolation – Vienna, Austria

Today, I sang.  

We went into lockdown more than 9 weeks ago. Everything was cancelled after about 4 of 
those weeks, and I haven’t really sung since then.

I always felt that opera singing is a rather solitary profession. We spend hours upon hours 
alone at a piano, studying. And, comparatively, the time spent with colleagues and then in 
front of an audience is quite short. But now I realise just how important that time is. It may 
be mathematically the shortest part of my job, but it’s the time that really matters. This is 
the time that the collaboration, the teamwork, the joy, the magic, happens.   Without my 
colleagues, without the possibility of performances, I have not wanted to sing.

And then I received an email from Alison.   I’m certain no other Foundation, or competition 
stays in contact and is there so long after the fact for their previous winners. Alison’s 
commitment to, and unwavering support for us is incredible. I mean, my time with the 
Foundation officially ended in mid-2013, and yet today, seven years later, I sang because 
Alison and the Foundation made me realise that there is still singing to be done and that 
there are still people out there who want to hear it, even during this time when it’s easy to 
think that we are not needed or wanted. 

Now would be a truly terrible time to be trying to find your way into this industry. I am so very grateful that I am 
not at the start of my career. I have worked hard since I have been here in Europe and I have made my way through 
many doors. Something that I think will be very difficult in the coming months, or even possibly, years, especially for 
new singers. Which means it is vital that organisations like the Foundation and consequently young singers, receive 
continued support and funding in these unprecedented times.

Please, give what you can to this brilliant organisation. We need your help. We want to sing.

Credits: Persinette by Albin Fries - Vienna State Opera
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Elia Bosshard – Costume & Stage Designer – 2019 Rockend Berlin Music Opera 
Award
Place of Isolation – Berlin, Germany & Caves Beach & Sydney, Australia

The past few months have been a whirlwind! Through February and March I was in Berlin undertaking my award 
with Deutsche Oper, working on their new production ‘Antikrist’ in the stage design department. The experience 
was eye-opening, seeing the scale of the company and how it functioned was incredible. Just one week before our 
opening night, all the arts venues in Germany were ordered to be closed to protect against the spread of COVID-19. 
It happened so quickly and efficiently. And suddenly, I was working from home with all time as my own. After 2 weeks 
I decided the best course of action was to return to Sydney, a month earlier than originally planned. I found being in 
isolation a disorientating experience, confronting my feelings of disappointment at my early return, and then having 
to create new pathways in my work and life to move forwards. As an independent artist I am fortunate that spending 
time working alone is quite normal, and so naturally I began taking up small arts projects to keep me busy. 

Where I stayed for my 14-day isolation had an outlook 
to the ocean upon return to Australia. It became a daily 
practice to sketch a different perspective of it from the 
house, with the various roofs, trees, wires and clouds 
framing the water. I’ve also taken up regular walking in the 
mornings and evenings. Many artists have walked, and do 
walk, as part of their daily ritual. The movement is known 
to be a great generator of ideas. In his exile, Tchaikovsky 
would walk devotedly for 2 hours (no minute more or less) 
across country in the afternoon daily. 

As a designer I usually work in many different spaces, so 
the restriction of staying home has allowed me to refine 
my skills in creating digital models instead. I’ve been 
making a series of ambitiously-sized, installation works 
(because digital space is limitless!) that I hope to build 
sometime in the future.

I believe this experience of upheaval has reinforced my 
confidence in being an independent artist. My Berlin journey, that I had been preparing for a year, changed in an 
instant, and despite the challenge I was able to adapt. Artistic projects have become my priority as many other life 
distractions have ceased, and I can shape my time every day to achieve these. There’s time to even do fun sketches 
for simply my own enjoyment or go for a think-walk. Most of all, having a positive outlook and finding happiness in 
my work and surroundings has sustained and nourished me. I hope to take these practices and spirit with me in my 
artistic practice into the future.  Thank you, Elia x

Janet Todd – Soprano – 2010 American Institute of Musical Studies & AIMS 
Sundell Study Awards
Place of Isolation – Los Angeles – United States

I’m spending my time in isolation in my apartment in Los Angeles, California. 
Of course, these circumstances have thrown a spanner in the works for all 
of us.  Staying focused and productive can be challenging. But the positive 
thing to have come from all of this sudden free time is that I’ve found space 
to really reflect on my craft and the ways I approach what I do. As a freelance 
performer, I’ve become accustomed to working on what is immediately in 
front of me. Learning music for this gig, and then the next. With this break in 
performing, I’ve been able to rethink my repertoire and learn some music I 
have been wanting to learn for some time, which often falls by the wayside to 
the music of upcoming engagements. Sometimes we need a moment to step 
back and remember why we’ve chosen this path, and I’m truly taking joy in the 
music I love, (not just the music I’m paid to sing that week!). I’m refining a more 
cohesive and solid artistic identity, and I think that when our industry reopens, 
I will be ready to present myself in a refreshed light. That may be some time 
down the road, especially in America where I’m based, but I am optimistic and 
excited for that time to come.  Love Janet xx
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Sylvie Humphries – Soprano / Artists Manager - 2016 
Dalwood-Wylie American Institute of Musical Studies 
Award
Place of Isolation - Neuchatel, Switzerland

Being in gorgeous Switzerland I have been able to do daily walks to the lake 
or up into the hills. The beauty of nature has been a comfort during these 
unprecedented times.   

I have put this time to good use by giving my artist management website Sylvie 
Humphries Artists’ Management an update ensuring all information is correct 
and well presented. I was able to add another Australian artist to my roster too. 
It has also been a time for me to reach out to the artists on the roster and check 
in with them to see if there is any way in which I can assist them. It is a hard time 
for everyone and caring is the right way forward. 

Despite this time being a period of relatively low artistic activity, I have had 
the exciting news of my first return signed contract for one of the artists on my 
roster engaged in a production with Konzert Theater Bern in Switzerland for the 
2020 / 2021 season. Having opened my agency under six months ago, I am very 
proud of this achievement. I believe this time of COVID-19 has certainly had an 
impact on auditions I would have been able to put forward singers for, as well 
as hindering potential contracts that will not exist for the upcoming season. This 
is a bit disheartening when I have just spent months building up contacts and 
trying to secure auditions. I am often reminded that we are all in this boat in one way or another and we need to ride 
this wave of uncertainty: at some point things will resume and auditions will take place again. Music nourishes the 
soul, remaining a crucial cultural element to society; I am very passionate about assisting singers’ paths by securing 
potential contracts for both Australian artists and those stemming from other countries. 

My photograph is of me receiving my first contract to be signed between the house and one of the artists on my 
roster to share with you. Best wishes to everyone at The Opera Foundation for young Australians, an organisation 
that played a vital role in helping me get to where I am today!  Sylvie :):)

Bronwyn Douglass – Mezzo-Soprano – 2017 Lady Fairfax New York Scholarship 
Award
Place of Isolation – Sydney, Australia

Currently isolating with my It is bizarre to be in isolation in a time 
that was meant to be extremely busy with performances. I have 
an incredible amount of energy and drive fuelled by the lack of an 
artistic outlet, so early on, I decided to set some stringent goals for 
myself so that I could use this time to my advantage. 

For the past year, I have been slowly learning Wagnerian repertoire. 
I now have the time to study this music with the detail that it 
deserves. I have also been taking advantage of the wealth of online 
resources available, such as online German language classes, vocal 
coaching, vocal lessons, viewing performances from houses such as 
The Metropolitan Opera, and participation in Zoom masterclasses. 

This is a challenging time for us all. Still, it has made me extremely 
grateful for the opportunities and musical experiences I have had in 
the past, and it makes me even more determined to be committed 
and passionate in my music-making in the future.  I thank all that 
have been part of my support network.  Bron x

Photograph:  Singing in a little video for Georg Solti Accademia
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Aldo di Toro – Tenor – 2002 Italian Opera Award
Place of Isolation – Abruzzo, Italy

Currently I live-in and am restoring my grandparents’ home that my father help to build in 1959/60 before emigrating 
to Perth.  I’ve been here in Abruzzo since Monday, May 4 when Italy and Germany reopened their borders. Before 
that, I was in isolation in my friend’s small apartment in East Berlin for 5 weeks.  Before that, I was in Wiesbaden for 
6 weeks, rehearsing my debut as Manrico in Verdi’s Il Trovatore. We almost got to the final General rehearsal with 
orchestra and chorus, but it was all cancelled on March 16.

I couldn’t go back home to Italy at the time, because the country was already in quarantine. So I had to remain in 
Germany. (Also because I was scheduled to perform more dates as Calaf in Puccini’s Turandot at Magdeburg. Lucky, 
my friend offered me his one bedroom apartment in Berlin. Sure, I was safe there, but the apartment was very close 
to a temporary COVID-19 hospital and the ambulance sirens would screech by 24/7.

Last Sunday, my final day in Berlin, I saw 2 ambulances on my street, take away two critical COVID-19 patients. It was 
a terrible experience!  I’m now back at the family farmhouse in Abruzzo and doing 14 days quarantine. I’ve been busy 
catching up with domestic chores (which I enjoy as they keep me in shape and distracted). I’ve cut the high grass in 
my backyard (see photo attached) and I’ve done some other gardening too. This next week, I will clean the house 
and finish my Spring cleaning indoors. The house here allows me to remain in Europe to perform opera throughout 
the continent. I’m only a short flight away from most of the major European opera houses. I have my Italian opera 
coach here in Pescara, Abruzzo with whom I’ve prepared all my operatic roles since 2003.I will know this week 
whether I need to return to Wiesbaden to perform the 5 performances of Il Trovatore. If yes, I will need to do another 
14 days quarantine in Germany before the June stage orchestral rehearsals.

My situation during the Corona emergency is a bit different to opera singers. I’ve used the time to rest. Total test. I 
deliberately and literally haven’t sung a note, since March 16. I’ve been going non-stop for 5 years now in Germany 
and Austria, performing spinto-dramatic tenor roles in operas such as: Otello, A Masked Ball, Pagliacci, Cavalleria 
Rusticana, I Vespri Siciliani, Tosca and a Butterfly. The rest in this period has been wonderful, however, I will start 
vocalising again this week. If we don’t perform Il Trovatore in June, it will be moved to the Autumn period.

I will use the summer to study my new roles for 2021: the little role of Verdi’s Don Carlo in Darmstadt, Germany and 
the role of Don Alvaro in Verdi’s La Forza Del Destino in Graz, Austria. When I’m not studying opera, my hobbies 
include mountain trekking in the Appenine forests and Italian medieval studies, all here in my backyard in central 
Italy. Stay safe and please give my best regards to everyone at The Opera Foundation. Warm wishes from Abruzzo, 
Thank you, Aldo Di Toro.

Photograph:  Calaf in Puccini’s Turandot at Magdeburg & in front of the old castle, is at Castel Sant’Angelo in Rome ~ the scene of 
TOSCA ~ Act 3.
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Burhan Guner – Conductor – 2014 Rockend New Music Opera Award
Place of Isolation – Perth, Australia

Pre-COVID-19 saw me conducting Die Fledermaus with up-and-coming 
opera singers at the WA Academy of Performing Arts. It was a wonderful 
experience and a reminder that we all must do our part in nurturing the 
next generation of artists. In February and March of this year I was to 
have toured China for performances of Barber of Seville – needless to 
say this tour has been postponed!  At the moment I’m based in Perth 
trying to catch-up on my backlog of things that need to be done. Now 
that we have more contemplation time my to-do list is continually 
growing – it’s becoming a race to finish it before a vaccine appears! My 
main project so far has been producing my new podcast about classical 
music. It’s been something I’ve wanted to do for some time now and 
I feel it’s a good way to showcase all the different skills I have. What’s 
more I’m really enjoying the process and I have had to learn lots of new 
skills such as audio recording and producing along the way.

The central idea of the podcast is to help audiences to get a better 
understanding of what to listen for in pieces of music, with a focus on 
breaking down jargon and trying to explain more complex musical 
concepts in a way that will help develop deeper listening skills. I will try and cover all genres and styles and of 
course there will be lots and lots of opera! Podcasts aside I have also been giving some thought about what the Arts 
might look like in a post-COVID-19 world and it has left me with equal feelings of optimism and dread. It’s been 
uplifting to see the new and creative ways artists have adapted to the current crisis. On the other hand it has very 
much highlighted the differences that exist between the way our society values the arts as opposed to a country 
like Germany where the arts are viewed as essential and not as a commodity. This way of thinking about the Arts in 
Australia needs to change!  Best wishes, Burhan

Chloe Harris – Mezzo-Soprano – 2018 Dalwood-Wylie American Institute of 
Musical Studies Award
Place of Isolation – Melbourne, Australia

I am currently living in Oaklands Junction with my family. It is a little estate nestled between Craigieburn and Sunbury, 
about 50 minutes from Melbourne. Isolation has been a challenging time, but at the beginning of the lockdown 
I decided to not let it deter my studies. Through lots of determination and discipline, I created a repertoire list, 
language objectives and weekly schedules.   I have learnt new arias to add to my aria package, I am learning the 
role of Cherubino from Le Nozze di Figaro by Mozart, I am learning Italian and planning the next year. I would love 
to return overseas and audition for post graduate opera courses. This has been a helpful overarching objective in 
staying disciplined. Many skills I have been using are all thanks to The Opera Foundation for young Australians’ 
Dalwood-Wylie American Institute of Musical Studies Awards & AIMS Sundell Study Award in 2018. 

In a period of unrest, I have been given the gift of 
time. I have been able to look at repertoire in detail, 
I am accelerating with my Italian studies and I am 
coaching regularly through video. This year’s events 
have made me even more determined to continue 
working on my craft and share my love of opera 
through singing. I couldn’t imagine doing anything 
else, and I am so lucky to have wonderful guidance 
and generous support around me.  Thank you for your 
amazing support and your uplifting conversations Love 
Chloe x
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Erika Simons – Soprano – 2011 German Opera Scholarship
Place of Isolation – Osnabrück, Germany.

This was to be my 6th season here at Theater Osnabrück and my 8th consecutive year living and working in Germany 
but things have ground to a bit of a halt. My Liederabend on March 9th ended up being my last performance with an 
audience for the foreseeable future as COVID-19 has interrupted our runs of Verdi’s Falstaff, Rossini’s La Cenerentola, 
J Strauss’ Eine Nacht in Venedig, and the project I was most excited for, Walter Braunfel’s Galathea. It’s a very surreal 
experience for us all and an artist without a canvas, or in our case, an audience to tell a story, is an artist in very 
unfamiliar territory. There is always music to be learned, in my case, new roles for the upcoming season although 
I’m expecting further changes to our program as none of us can tell how the coming months will unfold. Theatres in 
Germany are transitioning to online platforms and we’re doing our part by offering our loyal Osnabrück followers a 
service called “Wünsch dir was” / Request Something. Subscribers are writing in with an eclectic list of all the things 
they’ve always (or secretly) wanted to hear us sing and I finally have an excuse to dust off some of the classics and 
learn some of the standards I’ve otherwise never had the time to practise! On a personal level, I find there’s suddenly 
a lot of time to reflect on what I’m doing and why I’m doing it and that can sometimes be a very scary thing. On that 
day in October 2011 when I was awarded The Opera Foundation’s German Opera Scholarship, I was hard pressed 

to think of an aspect of my life that wasn’t about 
to change. This too can be a very scary thing. I 
didn’t have any way of gauging where I would be 
and what I would be doing in 2020, not least of all 
who would be standing by my side. The reality is, 
despite these trying times, that I’m a professional 
opera singer, with a full-time job in a great house 
in Germany and I’ve managed to hook myself 
a wonderful German man (very appropriately 
and operatically named Siegfried!) and there’s 
something truly magnificent about having this 
moment to take stock of all of that.  Lots of love, 
Erika x

Photograph: (front left) performing in Eine nacht in 
venedig, Theater Osnabrück
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Samuel Dundas – Baritone - 2013 Lady Fairfax New York Scholarship
Place of Isolation – Launceston, Australia

What interesting times we now live in!  After finishing my last performance mid-March, I excitedly returned home to 
Launceston, in anticipation of my pending nuptials on the 28th of March, only to cancel a week later and of course 
the rest is history.   We have been interrupted.  Interrupted in life, (in my case) love and also our careers.  As a citizen, 
I’ve watched my friends and community leave jobs and businesses behind and as an artist, I’ve watched my friends 
and colleagues be stripped of their opportunities and of the performing world they know. Inspiration can be hard 
to find when the dangled carrot of development and success cannot be found.  I’ve done what so many have done 
and found solace in bread baking, gardening, house painting etc.  Though able to deliver a sense of purpose and 
completion, these tasks can’t replace the sense of pride, sense of dedication and attention to craft that I’ve found 
to love and crave over this last decade of singing.   I ply my extra-curriculars; my languages, my musicianship, my 
piano practice.  I sift over repertoire, some, for the first time in years, out of curiosity, rather than necessity.   My 
more pressing repertoire is harder to absorb.   The listed learning of upcoming projects lies intermittently dormant, 
in anticipation of their cancellation.  I sing occasionally, when the soul is willing, or my curiosity rises.    Sometimes 
it feels good, it feels fresh.   We rarely as artists want a break, but sometimes our chords are happy for the respite.   
I’ve had moments of creativity, at the piano or on the (computer) keyboard, which have been latent in busier times.  
These modicums of expression, though ethereal, are reminders of my artistic self that lies inside.  I feel happy that we 
as a nation are ahead of the curve.  I feel hopefully that we will return (when the time is right), that the curtains will 
rise, and the lights will brighten.   It’s only once we have fixed the health of our nation, that we can fix its soul.   We 
will know more in the coming days and months and with each stage of our return to normal, the carrot will become 
ever clearer again.  Sam 

Photograph: Performing in Pelleas et Melisande with Siobhan Stagg – Victorian Opera Production & As Marcello in La Boheme – 
Opera Australia
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Priscilla Jackman – Director - 2017 Rockend Berlin Music Opera Award
Place of Isolation – Sydney, Australia

At the time COVID-19 hit, I was in Day 4 rehearsals directing a new Australian comedy at The Ensemble Theatre, 
called A Broadcast Coup by Melanie Tait, when the theatres were shut down and we were all sent home.  It was a 
very strange, bleak time, but there was a sense of solidarity amongst artists across our Australian cities – and then 
across the entire world - as people seemed to flock to social media in those first few weeks to share their stories and 
experience of what making work in isolation could possibly mean. I will never forget that early footage of the Italians 
singing from their balconies, and a deeply moving acapella version of Nessum Dorma from a lone Italian opera singer 
one dawn – and I thought to myself - Puccini would be proud!  

Just two weeks prior, I had finished directing my third Opera Australia season for the NSW Schools Tour (The Barber 
of Seville) and launched the production’s eight month tour around the state - as we set off to bring our delightful 
Figaro (played by Haotian Qi and Jeremy Dube) to over 44,000 primary school students, having no idea that the tour 
would end in just a few short weeks. Sadly, very few NSW children will have the opportunity to meet our Figaro in 
2020, but we look forward to bringing the production back in time, and I am also directing the new Opera Australia 
National production of The Barber of Seville in 2022, so that is something that keeps me inspired!  Although it was 
a very distressing time initially, I was aware that I am very lucky to also lecture at the National Institute of Dramatic 
Art, and so unlike many of my artistic family, I was fortunate to have some regular lecturing work, as NIDA transition 
students to an on-line learning model. One of the highlights, that I am most grateful for, was to be able to introduce 
Barrie Kosky to our NIDA students last week, in an hour ‘in conversation’ interview, where he Zoomed in from Berlin, 
offering extraordinary energy, warmth and inspiration to our NIDA students who have been scattered far and wide 
across the country. I am so grateful to the Foundation for indirectly helping me to make this happen – because it was 
through the Rockend Berlin New Music Opera Award, that I first met Barrie at the Komische Oper. I didn’t expect 
he would necessarily remember me, but when I reached out to him, to ask if he had time to speak with our NIDA 
students during this difficult time of COVID-19, he wrote directly back, saying he “would be honoured”. I found the 
whole experience extremely humbling, and to hear Barrie inspire and reassure, in his characteristically Australian 
manner – with his infectious passion for opera and art as leader on the world stage – was truly extraordinary and 
an experience we may never have shared were it not for the global COVID-19 crisis. I have also worked hard to 
keep creative energy and connections alive, by engaging in play readings, and two creative developments. All my 
directing projects this year (with the exception of the Opera Australia NSW Schools Tour mentioned above), have 
been cancelled. I am extremely hopeful that they will still go ahead in 2021, most companies have reassured that this 
should happen - but time will tell of course. 

Thank you for the opportunity to continue to connect through the Foundation during this challenging time. I 
think with our current political climate, where funding and public debate around the importance of the Arts feels 
continually regressive, it is so important for us all to keep sharing our collective stories. I have always been so 
grateful for the opportunity and the experience-of-a-life-time that the Rockend Berlin New Music Award gave me, 
in supporting me to carve out a pathway for directing opera as well as my continued theatre directing work with 
companies like Sydney Theatre Company and The Ensemble Theatre.  It means so much to know that through the 
Foundation, our artistic identity and work is valued (even when our theatres are dark) and that together we will come 
through this. I am looking forward to seeing you all at the opera when we reopen! Xxx P

Photograph: OA rehearsal room of the NSW Schools Tour of the Barber of Seville 2020 &  White Pearl cast and creatives from my 
Sydney Theatre Company production last year. 
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David Parkin – Bass – 2009 Lady Fairfax New York Scholarship & 2014 Vienna 
State Opera Award
Place of Isolation – Sydney, Australia

Julia and I now have a 1yo (Sarah) and a 4yo (Eleanor) so in all honesty I am relishing 
the bonus time I’m getting to spend with the children, 
and they are keeping us both busy of course! Opera-
wise I am presently learning two Fafners and a Hagen 
for Wagner’s Ring Cycle planned for Brisbane later in 
the year. This will be my first time doing anything in 
the Ring (not counting Fafner-the-Clown-Dragon in the 
KinderRing (I performed as part of the Vienna Award) 
so I’m excited to be covering these great roles and 
desperately hoping the performances go ahead. The 
opera on highest rotation on my playlist at the moment 
is Massenet’s ‘Werther’ which I saw Opera Australia do 
last year and have not been able to stop listening to it 
since.   Cheers, Dave

Alexandra Flood – Soprano – 2013 American Institute of Musical Studies & 
AIMS Sundell Awards
Place of Isolation – Paris, France

The onset of the Coronavirus pandemic 
has created an unprecedented situation for 
professional opera singers. Many of us work as 
freelancers both in Australia and overseas, which 
means little job security. I personally have had 
six months of work cancelled. The economic 
impact has decimated our industry, and many of 
us are worried when - if ever - things will return 
completely to normal.

So we are faced with the decision: How do I 
continue my artistic life? When the audience is 
gone and there is no remuneration, how do I 
motivate myself? This has launched one of the 
most reflective periods of my professional life 
thus far. These circumstances really force one to 
consider whether, when the bright stage lights, 
the costumes, the orchestra, the flowers, the interviews and photo shoots, the accolades, reviews and adoring public 
are gone, is this what I truly want? Is the art enough?

I’m happy to share that, for me, the answer to this question is yes. The confinement has allowed me unabridged, 
focused time to hone my craft. I am practicing now more than ever in my life. Previously, due to my busy schedule, I 
was always quickly preparing the repertoire for my next engagement. Often in hotel rooms late at night after a long 
day of rehearsing something else. Now I get up in the morning, have my coffee, address my one or two emails and 
then I get to practicing. I’ll look at the score of a role debut I’m making in 8 months. Or I’ll take out an old song book 
album and sing through some of my favourite Lieder. Several future projects mean I also have a lot of wonderful new 
repertoire to discover. Without pressure. Without rushing. Sometimes I just sing. Just vocalise or scales. And I am 
finding joy in a practice that I previously saw as only a process. Practicing my craft used to be a means to an end, the 
end being performance. Now, the practice is an end in itself. A destination. A place in which I truly want to dwell. 

Who knows when we will be able to perform to packed-out opera houses again. That kind of ecstatic euphoria is, for 
now, not in my repertoire. Today, I feel a smaller, more private joy. It’s just me and the music. And that’s ok.  A xx

Photographs: Performing at the Bolshoi Opera in Minsk in 2019
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Natalie Aroyan – Soprano – 2008 New York, 2009 American Institute of Musical 
Studies & AIMS Sundell Stud y Awards
Place of Isolation – Sydney, Australia

It’s been an unusual few weeks in isolation thus far, and the effects of COVID-19 restrictions has hit the Arts Industry 
in its entirety incredibly hard. That being said, I have had the pleasure to spend this time with my family in Sydney, 
something I can rarely do as I am often travelling and performing constantly. It has been a blessing in disguise to 
utilize this time to stay positive and focused for what’s ahead in the future for myself as an Artist and the Arts Industry 
once all these restrictions have been lifted. I am very excited for what’s ahead and look forward to the moment of 
stepping back out on the stage. During this time, I have been focusing on recharging my operatic skills, learning new 
repertoire … some more Verdi roles and my favourite Puccini heroine… Tosca. 

I’ve had the pleasure of making a few recordings, but feel somewhat downhearted with the absence of an audience. I 
think once we are all given the chance to perform in live theatre again, we are all going to be so full of life, that every 
note that we send out into the stratosphere will be consequently full of energy, emotion, power and passion, and in 
that moment, both the audience and the artist will know and appreciate the true power, and the value Opera has in 
our lives, and how it was missed. Natalie x

 

Photographs: Atilla – Opera Australia credit : Prudence Upton

Luke Stoker – Bass – 2013 German Opera Scholarship
Place of Isolation – Düsseldorf, Germany

On 11th March we were in rehearsals for a new production of “Kaiser von Atlantis” 
in Düsseldorf, when the message came through that all activity at the opera house 
would be paused immediately. It was a very strange rehearsal after that because the 
Director was determined to get as much done as possible, even though we all knew 
we wouldn’t be back any time soon. Here we are two months later and we have 
been told that we MIGHT be able to begin performing again as of September 2020 
(the start of the new season). 

It has been a strange time for everyone in the arts, and I, like most of my colleagues 
and friends have lost contracts due to cancellations. On the other hand, the time 
off has come as a blessing to us, as we welcomed our second son to the world 
two weeks ago. We have been enjoying lots of family time together at home and 
venturing out for walks each day to keep sane. 

Other than being a full-time dad, I have been making a head start on my roles for 
the coming season. I have many new roles to learn for productions in Düsseldorf, 
Paris, Vienna and Cologne. In total I think I will sing 12 roles next season, with 
around 10 being new! This time off has allowed me to have a much needed break 
from work, as I worked through my summer break last year. I’m yet to work out how 
this situation will change me as an artist. I feel that there will be tough times ahead for everyone and the arts will 
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serve as a great way for people to heal and move forward after 
this all calms down.  
I would like to be part of that recovery and I hope that my work 
can provide people with some joy once we are able to perform 
again.   
Warm regards, Luke

Photographs: Carmen – Volksoper Wien & La Boheme – Opera am 
Rheim

Anna-Louise Cole – Soprano 2008 American Institute of Musical Studies, AIMS 
Sundell  2017 Vienna State Opera Awards
Place of Isolation – Sydney, Australia

In isolation at home in Sydney I have been walking a lot, listening to 
a lot of opera on Spotify (my most used and valuable subscription!), 
and taking advantage of the incredible free online operatic offerings 
from houses such as the Met, my beloved Vienna and of course Opera 
Australia. I’ve also been using my time to continue my work on the 
Ring - I am still currently scheduled to sing Sieglinde and understudy 
Brünnhilde for Opera Australia’s new production of the Ring, opening 
(we all still hope!!!) in Brisbane in November. Thankfully, as a Young 

Artist with Opera Australia, although we 
are all stood down I am receiving some 
income support - so I feel very lucky. I 
am still working on learning Brünnhilde; 
grappling with such a huge role obviously 
requires a bit more time and organisation than usual! I’m also still singing through other 
roles I’ve performed and understudied to keep them in my voice - Turandot and Aïda in 
particular - and I’ve also continued learning Italian online. I have been taking a course 
with the Italian Cultural Institute for a couple of years now, which moved to Zoom after 
the shut down in March, and it’s lovely to be able to see my classmates’ faces online 
every week. While this is such a difficult time, especially for those of us who do not 
know when we might be able to go back to work, it is the music which is inspiring me to 
continue. This music which we all love so deeply, has already survived so much - wars, 
previous pandemics, even the Nazis! So at some point, I am sure we will return to the 

stage to perform it again - this is what is keeping me going. Anna-Louise Cole x 

Photographs: Backstage during Opera Australia’s Mazda Opera in the Bowl concert in November 2019 at the Sydney Myer Music 
Bowl in Melbourne; The rehearsal photo of me, Jacqueline Dark and Shane Lowrencev was taken by Rhiannon Hopley during our 
Ring rehearsals at Opera Australia in March 2020 and is courtesy of The Australian.    
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Kathryn Radcliffe – Soprano – 2016 Vienna State Opera Award
Place of Isolation – Melbourne, Australia

I am lucky enough to be in lockdown with my wonderful husband and our beautiful baby daughter in Melbourne. 
The isolation has brought into sharp focus how dependant artists are on their wider communities for support of 
their artistic practice; financially, emotionally and artistically.  For me personally, this means that I am now at home 
with a child who requires constant supervision, no access to childcare, and a husband who still works full time from 
home. What was a busy performing year has suddenly become an empty calendar, and practice time at home is at an 
absolute premium. The result of all this is that I have been forced to focus my attention on what is really important to 
me as an artist and prioritise my limited child-free time accordingly. I find myself returning to the “good habits” I was 
taught at university: like writing a “to do” list for each aria or role in my repertoire, and re-learning how to do “silent 
practice” while my baby is asleep. I have become a more disciplined artist through sheer necessity! 

On a broader level, I have always maintained that being a mum has made me a better artist and being an artist has 
made me a better mum. However, the fact that these two roles in my life are beneficial to one another does not mean 
they are easily compatible. As a direct result of COVID-19 and its catastrophic effect on my art form, I am learning 
how to be a better artist and a better mum. It is quite a journey!  Sending warm regards and good wishes, Katey xxx

Photographs: Salome – Victorian Opera (Directed by Cameron Menzies!) 

Timothy Newton – Bass – 2018 Deutsche Oper Berlin Award
Place of isolation – Berlin, Germany & Gold Coast, Australia

While the cancellation of the remainder of the season 
at Deutsche Oper was disappointing, the time spent in 
isolation has not been altogether misspent.  My family and 
I made a swift escape from Berlin and are now peacefully 
residing on the Gold Coast.  Our isolation has been 
equipped with plentiful coffee and a grand piano - ideal 
practice conditions.  Despite this, it has been difficult to 
maintain some form of regularity in my practice schedule 
- every day being more or less indistinguishable from the 
other.  Is today Wednesday?  It’s the same for every artist 
and musician, not knowing really when will be the next 
performance to evade cancellation.  I have used the time to 
expand my repertoire and learn new arias.  When working 
during a busy season, learning new arias for enjoyment or 
exploration - testing ones vocal limits, is not really feasible.  
That has been my practice mantra of late and I think it has 
been of great benefit.  The inevitable return of theatres will 
bring a new wave of enthusiasm and support for the Arts 
perhaps not seen since the end of the Second World War.  
One can only prepare now for the wealth of opportunities 
that will surely come!   Timothy

Photographs: David Rowland/One Image Photography
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Valda Wilson - Soprano - 2008 National Opera Studio London Scholarship 
Place of isolation – Saarbrücken – French / German border

Living in Saarbrücken, a lovely town, where I am a full-time soloist with the Staatstheater.  Smack in the middle of 
rehearsals for my fourth production of the season, Das Rheingold , we received the orders to stop all rehearsing, 
performing, and go home. For who knows how long.  That was two months ago.  Since September I had premiered 
new productions of Le nozze di Figaro (Contessa d’Almaviva), The Merry Widow (Hanna Glawari), and Don Carlos 
(Elisabeth de Valois - with only about eight weeks’ notice that I would be singing this mammoth role before we 
started rehearsals!) - and a remount of Gounod’s Faust.  It had already been a very full season and at first I will admit 
that I was relieved for the break in the weather.  It didn’t take long for my creative itch to need a good scratch again 
though...

Making music and drama with others really is essential for my happiness.  That’s all there is to it.  I’ve been finding 
little ways to stay creative - learning to play the ukulele and covering my favourite songs (this is on Instagram 
if anyone is interested!), painting watercolours, doing little film projects with my friends here from the acting 
department of the Staatstheater, and occasionally singing concerts for the apartment block where my partner lives 
in Munich.  He plays the accordion, a surprisingly good substitute for an orchestra, and I get to use my voice plus 
whatever random percussion is lying around - we even did “La ci darem la mano” with my kazoo a couple of weeks 
ago. If that sounds a little Muppet Show to you, you are quite right:  it was.

I honestly don’t find it hard to stay focused and disciplined, because singing gives me so much in terms of 
endorphins, I love the feeling it gives me, and honestly when I’m singing well I love my voice!  It’s a win-win.  I never 
feel worse after singing, let us put it that way.

Our theatre is planning a pared-down production of Il Trovatore in September and I will be singing Leonora, so that is 
quite enough motivation to continue practising.  Rehearsals for that are scheduled to begin mid-June.

One of my colleagues is Czech, and I always wanted to learn the role of Rusalka.  So we are studying it together and 
it is an absolute LUXURY as a ‘fest’ singer to have this preparation time available to me, especially for such a tricky 
role in such a tricky language.  I’m also preparing a programme of Kurt Weill songs and French chansons with clarinet 
and accordion.  We will sing it most likely first just for the apartment block, but then LOOK OUT, WORLD!  The state 
radio station here in Saarland has already expressed interest in doing a live broadcast.   I have always been an artist 
who is interested in new things, in other ways of performing, so although I adore a full-scale, magnificent operatic 
production with all the bells and whistles, a full brass section, a big set and the entire chorus on stage, I choose 
to see this as an opportunity to look at other ways of getting people excited about acoustic, classical singing.  As 
restrictions gradually ease here in Germany, how wonderful would it be to come out of the supermarket with your 
protective mask annoyingly fogging up your glasses (am I right?!) and hear 5 minutes of fantastic acoustic singing 
accompanied by guitar.  Or a pop-up duet scene from a Mozart opera, in the middle of the marketplace.  My wage 
here in Saarbrücken is paid by the state, and we are extremely fortunate in that we continue to be paid 95% of this 
monthly wage even though we are not working.  So as employees of the state, if the people cannot come to us, I 
have no problem with getting a bit creative and going to them. This pandemic and the social crisis makes me feel 
very grateful for being the kind of quirky, left-of-centre (but can still ‘do’ centre) artist that I am.

And yes, I do take requests. So far I have: Ukulele (but no E major chords please), Kazoo and tambourine.

If this goes on much longer, who knows what else I’ll learn to play.  I’ve been thinking of getting a cajón... xx Valda

Photographs: The Merry Widow    Marschallin in Der Rosenkavalier. 
         Photo credits: Bettina Stoess.
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Help us keep
the doors open to the world of opera!

Photograph:  Siobhan Stagg - Adelaide Festival recital with pianist Timothy Young at Ukaria.  
Photo credit: Andrew Beveridge


