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ARIA OF INFLUENCE

VERO BEACH OPERA CELEBRATES 30 YEARS OF CULTURAL SERVICE
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In January 2018, Vero Beach Opera presented 
Puccini’s “Madama Butterfly,” featuring soprano 

Maria Antunez and tenor Martin Nusspaumer.

Aria Of 
Influence

BY MARY BETH VALLAR

VERO BEACH OPERA CELEBRATES 
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L
ocal opera fans applaud Metropolitan Opera 

stars, including Deborah Voigt, Paul Plishka and 

Marcello Giordani. They give standing ovations 

to performances of fully staged productions, such as 

“Madama Butterfly” and “Die Fledermaus,” and they marvel 

at presentations of operatic concerts and international 

vocal competitions. And they do it all right here in Vero 

Beach through the Vero Beach Opera.  

What can we say other than “Bravo!” to Vero Beach Opera 

for making it all possible. And a hearty congratulations on 

its 30th anniversary.

What started in the late 1980s as a fundraising opera 

guild to support a nearby opera company has grown into 

a professional opera company that attracts world-class 

singers and fills a 1,000-seat auditorium with opera lovers 

who often admit surprise, along with awe, at the quality of 

the performances, staging and costumes.

Vero Beach Opera’s mission is compelling and ambi-

tious, and it is fulfilled each year by its all-volunteer board. 

As chairman of the board Louis Lawson puts it, “We are all 

A-type personalities who are passionate about opera and 

willing to follow wholeheartedly our volunteer manager 

and volunteer artistic director, who have the knowledge, 

creativity and business acumen to manage a successful 

operation.”

He speaks, of course, of Joan and Roman Ortega-Cowan, 

respectively, who are dedicated to the Vero Beach Opera 

and were responsible for stepping in some 15 years ago 

when the organization was struggling.  

Rosemary Gagliardi, who headed the Vero Beach Opera 

Guild at the time, recruited the couple. “I was president in 

2003 and we had stopped being a guild and had become 

a production company, but we were having a tough time. 

We staged one particular production that was a nightmare.  

So, I asked Joan and Roman to help and to come onto the 

board,” she says. “The rest is history.”

One of the first things Roman did was get Deborah Voigt 

involved.  This occurred when radio personality Marcia 

Littlejohn asked Roman to participate in an interview 

with the Metropolitan Opera star, who had a home in the 

community.  

Roman, a retired financial executive, is also a well-

known baritone who trained in the operatic tradition in 

both Cuba and Europe, studied music under such maestros 

as Stracciari, Bastida, Iglesias and Hubert de-Blanc, and per-

formed many leading roles and operatic concerts both in 

the United States and abroad. 

Who better to help conduct an interview with Voigt than 

Roman?  At the end of the radio show, Roman mentioned 

to her that it would be wonderful if she would perform with 

the Vero Beach Opera.  To this she replied, “I’ll check my 

schedule.”  

She did, and found an opening a few months hence; she 

made her first appearance with VBO in February 2004 at its 

Love Concert. “She remained with us all through the years 

since then and is now our artistic advisor,” says retired ed-

ucator Joan Ortega-Cowan.

“Carmen” was the first fully staged opera, presented 

in March 2004 on the stage of the Waxlax Center at Saint 

Edward’s School. “Our stage director was Licia Albanese,” 

Joan remembers, “one of the most famous sopranos from 

the 1940s, ‘50s and ‘60s, who recently passed away at age 

105. We were able to get her through connections with 

some of our John’s Island supporters.”

The concept of “connections” was and still is import-

ant to VBO. Roman made quite a few during his perform-

ing days, and they are still paying off. “We have established 

personal relationships with many big stars. Keep in mind 

that during the 1960s and ‘70s I was very much involved 

in the professional stage, and I often offered my services 

free of charge to opera companies. Now it is payback time,” 

he says. “Also, Vero Beach is a very special place and these 

professionals want to come here to perform.”

This includes Anton Coppola, renowned American op-

era conductor and composer, who has conducted three 

major operatic presentations for VBO since 2009. And his 

assessment of the local opera company? “Roman engaged 

the very best possible singers and the productions were 

One of the first things 
Roman did was get 

Deborah Voigt involved. 

excellent in every respect,” Copolla says.  

In 2006, Vero Beach Opera Guild reorganized as Vero 

Beach Opera Inc. Since that time, it has been fully com-

mitted to its role as a professional performing company, 

staging one full opera and two operatic concerts each sea-

son. Orchestras such as the Orlando Philharmonic, Brevard 

Symphony and Atlantic Classical Orchestra provide the mu-

sic, and the current conductor is Caren Levine, the assistant 

conductor at the Metropolitan Opera House.  

Serving as VBO’s stage director and production de-

sign and chorus director is Russell Franks, whom Roman 

describes as a “pillar” of the opera company. Franks, who 

has enjoyed an international career as both a singer and 

director, teaches voice and is the director of Stetson Opera 

Theatre at Stetson University. 

 “When we started producing operas,” Joan says, “Roman 

selected ones that people recognized, and that, along with 

the quality of the performances, helped to create a demand 

for opera in Vero Beach.”

Joan also recognized the value of offering a live stream 

of the performances of the Metropolitan Opera at a local 

theater, as occurs in many other cities, and believed it 

would spur interest in opera in general and especially in 

VBO.  She proposed the idea to Majestic Theatre owner Rick 

Starr in 2008.  

“Rick notified the Met that the Majestic Theatre was in-

terested, and then the Met did a demographic study of our 

town to see if there would be support. And obviously there 

was. Now VBO members can buy season tickets and reserve 

seats for ‘The Met Live in HD at the Majestic’ performances. 

This is unique to Vero Beach. In other theaters, you just buy 

a ticket and sit wherever you can find a seat.” The Saturday 

matinee and the encore showing on the following Tuesday 

evening are generally sold out.

VBO has offered opera studies in a small conference 

room at the Vero Beach Museum of Art since 1988. But Joan 

Flamenco dancers from the Manny Perez Miami Opera Studio perform “Viva La Zarzuela” in March 2017. The Spanish Zarzuela 
combines song, dance and dialogue with traditional elements of opera and popular music.
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convinced the museum to step up the program by moving 

it to the Leonhardt Auditorium, where video segments of 

opera could be shown along with the lectures to enhance 

the learning experience.  

The museum eventually brought the series into its ed-

ucation department. Wayne Kleinstiver, a trained opera 

singer, was the popular instructor for many years until his 

recent death and is credited with deepening the love and 

understanding of opera among Vero Beach residents. The 

opera studies program has been canceled for 2019 and will 

resume the following year.

“When Vero Beach Opera reorganized in 2006,” Roman 

says, “our goal was to make it a fully professional platform, 

recognized by big names and personas in the operatic 

world, and we have accomplished this.” 

A major component of its success lies in how VBO is 

managed, and the Ortega-Cowans are stars themselves at 

conserving financial resources, establishing collaborations 

and matching the right volunteer with a particular job that 

needs to be done.

“We don’t spend one penny that we don’t have in the 

bank,” Roman says. “We are very fiscally cautious, which is 

one of our fortes.”

Current performances are held at the Vero Beach High 

School Performing Arts Center, which, Roman says, is the 

only local venue large enough and equipped to handle a full 

opera. “It is a great facility and has everything we need, in-

cluding seating to handle an audience of 1,000, an orchestra 

pit, sound and lighting systems, a box office and parking.”

Students in the VBHS performing arts department often 

help build the structures and platforms needed to stage a 

production. “VBO designs the sets and provides the materi-

als for the students to build them as part of their education. 

And then, when the performance is over, we donate every-

thing to the high school to be used for its future produc-

tions. We don’t pay for labor and everyone wins.”

On other occasions, structures are built by students at 

Stetson University and transported to Vero Beach through 

the efforts of stage director Russell Franks.

Costumes — many quite elaborate, as were the kimonos 

Vero Beach Opera board of directors and committee chairs: Joanne Webster, Bob Webster, Rosemary Gagliardi, Ed Halsey, Paul 
Gauthier, Joan Ortega-Cowan, Roman Ortega-Cowan, Louis Lawson, Joe Palowich, Carol Palowich, Bob Loewinger and Sue 
Gauthier
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“The 
productions 

were excellent  
in every respect.”

– ANTON COPOLLA

and wedding garments in last year’s “Madama Butterfly” — 

are often fabricated or altered in Vero Beach by volunteers 

Paula Andreozzi and Toni Lemoine.  “We also rent costumes 

from places in Miami, Atlanta and Orlando, or borrow them 

if we can from other organizations, such as the Vero Beach 

Theatre Guild, Roman says. “If we make the costumes, 

we donate them. So when the show is over, we don’t own 

anything. If we had to store our structures, props and cos-

tumes, the overhead would kill us.”

A significant point in the history of VBO occurred 10 

years ago when Metropolitan Opera tenor Marcello Giordani 

performed in Vero Beach. “He did a concert with us, and 

right after that he went to Yankee Stadium and sang for the 

pope and then went to Beijing to open the 2008 Olympics,” 

Joan says. “That is how big a star he is.”

He returned to Vero Beach to perform and established 

the “Marcello Giordani Foundation International Vocal 

Competitions” in 2013. Deborah Voigt followed with her 

own such competition under the auspices of VBO three 

Soprano Meryl Dominguez was a winner in the inaugural Deborah Voigt Vero Beach Opera Foundation International Vocal 
Competitions.
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years later.  

Hundreds of young singers from all over the world ap-

ply each year and approximately 30 qualify to sing in Vero 

Beach before judges who are recruited from the Met and 

other opera companies.

“Marcello likes five-day competitions and Deborah likes 

three days,” Joan explains. “Usually, in such competitions 

the public isn’t invited, but here we open it to everyone and 

sell tickets. We do all the organizing, raise the prize money, 

which is $10,000 for the grand prize, and homestay the con-

testants and judges.” 

VBO’s important homestay program, which provides 

housing to artists and out-of-town chorus and crew mem-

bers, as well as contestants and judges, is handled by Paul 

and Sue Gauthier. “Last year, which was a typical year, the 

program accounted for 266 homestay nights in Vero Beach,” 

Sue says. 

“We have about 30 VBO members who offer rooms 

in their homes from three to seven nights at a time.” She 

adds that some hotel rooms are provided at Costa d’Este, 

Caribbean Court and Hampton Inn, and that VBO provides 

advertising space in the playbills to the hotels as a trade.

Carrabba’s restaurant, another advertiser, hosts a lun-

cheon at the end of each season for all the homestay fam-

ilies. “This allows us to get everyone together, so we can 

thank them and emphasize how important they are,” Paul 

says. “The Homestay Program saves VBO a tremendous 

amount of money, and it is doubtful that we would even be 

able to obtain as many hotel rooms as we need in season.” 

Fostering the next generation of classical music per-

formers, VBO awards scholarships to talented and commit-

ted young students to study with Marcos Flores through its 

Piano Scholarship Program. Flores, director of worship arts 

at Christ by the Sea United Methodist Church in Vero Beach, 

is a highly regarded concert pianist with more than 25 years 

of teaching experience. VBO holds parlor concerts as fund-

raisers to support its scholarship program.

VBO’s corporate sponsor for the past two seasons 

has been Tocqueville Asset Management. In addition, sea-

son sponsors, individual donors and members of the 

Amici Society provide generous annual support. Tommy 

and Simonetta Steyer have funded the Vero Beach Opera 

Endowment Fund through the Indian River Community 

Foundation. The endowment fund continues to grow to pro-

vide long-term sustainability to the organization. 

VBO will celebrate its 30th anniversary with the pre-

sentation of “Carmen” on Jan. 13 on the stage of the VBHS 

Performing Arts Center. With its overwhelming success, sol-

id base of support and well-earned place in the cultural life 

of the community, Vero Beach Opera is ready to enter the 

next decade. 

To echo Roman’s motto: “The best is yet to come!”  ❀
Tenor Matthew White won first prize in the 2018 Deborah Voigt 
Vero Beach Opera Foundation International Vocal Competitions. 
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“The best is yet 
to come!”  

– ROMAN ORTEGA-COWAN 


