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Frederic Larsan

Carlisle Floyd served as a teacher for 20 years at the University of Honston. During that period, he lannched the Houston Opera Stndio.

Celebrating the centennial
of an opera trailblazer

By Jef Rouner

COMTRIBUTOR

he “Father of Ametican opera,” Catlisle

Floyd, has deep roots in Houston, and the

University of Honstons Moores Opera

Center plans to honor hiz hundredth birth-

day with the city premiere this month of
twio of his more obseore works, “Markheim™ and
“Slow Doshk,” ina double bill.

Floyd, born June 22, 1026, changed the world of
opera forever, especially when it came to a creating an
American style that diverged frrom the form's Enrope-
an roots. A true antewr who wrote both the mmsic and
libretto of his compositions, he pioneered a distinetly
American English version of opera bazed on Southern
dialects that found itself competing with Puecind and
Verdi on an equal footing: Hizs most famons worl,
“Susammah,” retold the hiblical tale of Suzamnah and
the Elders as one set in roral Tennessee against the
backdrop of small-toswn churches and higotry. Dras-
ingon Baptist follk nmesic, it stood out immediately

In honor of
Carlisle Floyd's
legacy, two of his
lesser-known
works are getting
local premieres,
thanks to the
University of
Houston, where he
spent two decades
as a teacher

after its premiere m 1056 and was a worldwide hit.

“Looking at his role in American opera and contem-
porary operain general, its just unbelievable,” said
Moores School of Music director Brian Kai Chin. “He
opened the door to what was coming: to come later,

{ John Adams") Nizon in China’ and ( Jake Hegpde's)
‘Dread Man Walliing;’ theze bigriconic American op-
eras.”

Twenty years after debuting “Susannah,” Floyd
accepted a teaching position at the University of Houns-
ton, a role he held for the next 2o years. There, he
added another chapter to his legaey by establishing:
the Houston Opera Studio (now the Sarah and Ermest
Eutler Houston Grand Cpera Studio) as one of the first
places in the U5, that an opera singer could bridee
between beinga student and having a professional
stace careet,

Eathleen Smith Belcher, the director of “Markheim™
and “Slow Dzl " had a chance to meet and work with
Floyd when she was assistant stage manacer at the
San MHego production of hiz “The Passion of Jonathan
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Wade." Floyd came out
for the rehearsals, and
Smith Belcher reveled in
the chance to work along-
side a living: opera com-
poser, rare for an Amer-
ican, even into the 1900,

“I hadn't had that expe-
rience everat that point
in my career,” she saidin
a phone interview. “At
that time, America wasn't
producing a lot of new
work, That’s since

changed cer the last 20

years,"

Rare works

Whilk other perfor-
mance spaces around
Haouston are alzo plan-
ning performances of
Floyd’s work, it was im-
portant to Moores School
of Music to tadcle some-
thing Houston hasn't had
a chance to see, “Slow
Dusk” iz one of Floyd's
earliest works and some-
times feels like the proto-
type version of “Susan-
nah.” k focuzes on two
young lovers in the
American South kept
apart by feuding: families.

“WMarkheim” iz a later
work based loosely on the
Robert Lonis Stevenson
short story of the same
name. A man robs and
murders a paanbroker
on Chriztmas Eve to pay
off cambling: debts, only
to be visited by a sinister
specter afterward. Itsa
gripping, dynamic story
written specifically to gdve
itz bassz-baritone kad a
grand chance to shosw off
in the midst of a spooky,
violent melodrama.

Both hourdong: operas
are pure Floyd: ground-
ed, intensze and deeply
relatable. Floyd’s ahility
to meld opera and the
American idiom is why
he remains =0 beloved
amnd influential.

“The cuality of Amer-
ican operais preat, and I
think Carlizle started it,”

Cany Weser

Carlisle Floyd's “Susannah™ will open Houston
Grand Opeta’s 202 6-27 S8aS011.

‘SLOW DUSK' AND
‘MARKHEIM®

Whan: 730 pm.
Thursday-Saturday; 2 pm.
April 19

Wheare: Moores Opera
House on the University of
Houston campus, 3333
Cullen Blwd.

Details: $20-25;
713-743-3385;
kgmcaboxoffice.university
tickets.com

gaid Belcher. “He rezonat-
ez still s0 mmch, especial-
by in the South, becanse
he’s telling our stories.
He's not telling stories of
the monardhy or Greek
mythology, like opera is.
You can go 1o see one of
Carliskes pieces and see
your Aunt Sue up there
on stage. You're like, ‘Oh,
I know that person,’
right? [ know that Iady
who's super religgons and

cranly about her peas.”

American innovation

At a time when Amer-
ican opera companies
were either sticking: to the
chsgsics or mimiding:
them in order to impress
the Eunropean world,
Floyd dared to change the
game. He kept faith in the
way Americans spoke
and sang, and, through
hiz compositions, ex-
panded the defmition of
opera.

Jack MitchelliG=tty Images
Floyd draws on Baptist
folk rmsic for his opera
“Susannah.”

Granted, it didn't hap-
pen cvernight. It's only in
the last several decades
that American opera has
achieved zomething like
parity with Enrope, but
thank s to Floyd’s trailblaz-
g, the landseape is

“I'm probably cerstat-
g all this, but it zeems to
me that America iz a lmb
of innceration i this art
form," said Chan. "“You see
continuned beantiful experi-
ments by composers of all
different styles and badk-
grounds working in opera.
It uzed to be like just one
type of mmsician wonld
Wwrite operas and get those
produced. Now you see
theze very, very diverse
background nmsicians.
You have people who spe-
cialize in electrome music,
amariachi opera, Terence
Elanchard doing jazz
opera. I see the fiture of
Opera as opening up.”



