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f ason Tramm is the lounder and artistic director of a new

I op..u .o.puny, the M idArlanric Opera. Previously Tramm
J .er',r"d a\ artisl ic director rnd principal conductor of tJre

New Jersey State Opera succeeding the late Alfredo Silipigni.

For the past nine years he has held the post ofdirector ofmusic,

in residence, at the historic Ocean Grove Great Auditorium'

Tramm continues the l45-year-old tradition of great summer

music making at Ocean Grove, which has featured many ofthe

20th century's most celebrated vocal artists' His 2009 PBS

broadcast of Verd.i's Requiem: Liae;frorn Ocean Groue merited a

regional Emmy Award nomination.

Tiamm also serves as the director of Choral Activities at

Seton Hall University, where he leads the University Chorus,

Chamber Choir, and University Orchestra and teaches

voice and conducting. Maestro Tiamm has led operatic and

s),mphonic pedornances in ltaly, Romania, Albania and, most

recently, Hungary where he recorded an album of rarely heard

French operatic arias with the Szeged Symphony Orchestra.

\4ihy did you start a new comPanY?

The 2010 financial crisis demanded that organizations adapt

quickly and reimagine their role and value in the community.

After the NewJersey State Opera shut their doors, I wanted to

experiment with a different art/business paradigm and decided

to start something new. I named our new company MidAtlantic

Opera because I want to bring perfomances to expanded

communities and venues within the Mid-Atlantic region.
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l\rhat is your attraction to oPera?

Opera is the most collaborative art form. Every single part of

the puzzle is important. I have a love of people, I am a natural

collaborator . . . and I originally started off as a comprimario

tenor. When I was a doctoral student, I was mentored by a

wonderfii conductor, Alfredo Silipigni, founder of the NewJersey

State Opera, who hired me as his choms master and assistant

conductor. I watched the musical and psychological process he

used to get the very best from the singers

As a conductor you have to have an opinion on the phrasing,

the hannony, and everything that goes into your interPretation

but then you have to listen to what singers have to say When I

work with rea\ good colleagues, they bring so much into their

roles. We can shed light on each other during the musical process.

What are sorne of your plans?

We plan to increase our budget and the number of

productions-and to keep finding young singers who deserve

to be at that regional level going toward international careers.

Running an opera company at the beginning ofits life cycle means

I must balance risk.

Eventua\ I very much would love to create new operas, bring

some new composers to light, and explore the boundaries ofwhat

opera can be,

What about outreach programs or touring?

We are going to launch a Young Artist Program in the

fall of 2016 to give talented young professional singers a



chance to hone their skill on the sage.
The location we are exploring will
hopefully be between Philadelphia and
New York to give singers throughout the
Mid-Atlantic region easy access to this
program. The formation ofthis program
will be an important part of the season
plans for 2016 17.

What is your audition process?
I hold agent auditions in New

York-we have had at least 8 to l0
agenrs' rosters of people r,iho came in.
But before I even begin the audition
process, I have already started looking
in the field. I know many of the finest
coaches in Neu Yorh. and they refer me
to singers. These coaches hear auditions
every day. I also scout constantly. So I
do my homework in adyance,

I am up late, I'm up early, I go to
perlorn-rances to see who is on the
rise. And then I alr.r ays run ruditions,

because I miss people or I want to
hear people again. It is amazing what a
change in teacher or coach can do for
an artrst,

When you are deciding whom to
engage, what are you listening and
looking for?

You look for some*ring interesting.
something unique. You look for
something rhat is innar"ely expressive.
Of course the technique has to be
ingrained. But you look for a snger
with communicative powers and with a
special vocal instrument.

By special, what do you rnean?
Depends on the artisr. Every artist

is different, and I learned this with
Silipigni-you look for knowledge of
style, but you look for someone who
communicates that style and gives you
the depth of the character they are
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pursuing. Someone who has that extra
communicative abiliry who bleeds the
music in everything they do.

So when you hear a singer, do you
tend to make a decision early on as
you hear thern sing or do you change
your mind as the aria progresses?

Usuaily I can tell in the first 10 bars.
You see it fiom every ounce of what
they do. It is not, "I am singing an aria.,,
It is, "I am the character. I inhabit this
world," Some do, some don't. I learned
that from Silipigni, by sitting with him at
auditions, by watching him coach great
singers and discussing what it means to
have an Italianate sound.

How do YouTirbe clips and singers,
websites factor in when you are
choosing a singer?

They are tools. But I always have
to hear the singer in person. Voices
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Which onc will bc the rnore lacking,

thc interpretation or the tcchnique?

Dcpencls on the artist. Sornetrrnes

it's style, Sometirnes it is truly not rvhat

a trre legato is, horv to make a purc

l i r r c .  I  l r . ' r  \ \ J :  5 o m L  l l r i r r g  S i l i l , i g n ;  r ' a '

a.lamant about. I tltink a lot of tlris is

ingrained b). our mentors and tear:lrers:

a singer has to be s'ith people who

have bcerr on those major stages, $'ho

have playccl lhosc roles, lvho have been

through the process.

A lot of t imcs I hear hollorv

performanccs-all thc notes are right,

l , u r  r l ' e r e  i s  s o  t n ' t ,  l r  r r o r e  l ^  B i \ ( .
Coacling and studying with old-school

mentors is so imPoltant, but many ol

the great proponerrts of this ar-t are no
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"Xf the artist can't handle the role vocally" it doesn't matter what they look like

because the whole world of that composeres music falls apart. So for me, the

r/oice must come first."

r l r a n g r .  A r r , l  I  r r l r t  r o  r ,  r ' l  . , ' r  t l ' c  ' o i " c

projects irr a hall.

Wlren you hcar singers, is there any

common cleuominator of sornething

that is missing from many of thcm?

If the tecirnique is not good, it is like

ir calie that is half bakecl. You shoulcln't

be auditiorririg lbl people until your

tcchnique is solid. Techniquc is the tool

to get you to thc next level of altistry.

Artistry is thc cornbination ol

techrrique and expression. And if cither

o l  t l r , , r L  l u U  i :  o r r r  , , f  b a l r r c e ,  l l r e  i r r l i 5 l

isn't corrrplete. I ol'tcrr hear incomplete

artists. I scc something I rcally like, but

onc sicle of thc yin ancl yang is out of

balancc.

T H E  P A C K A R D  H U M A N I T I E S  I N S T I T U T E

longer rvith us now. I say, if vou are a

yourrg pelson) bc alouucl olcler singcrs,
'l'hc onl,v way you can becorne steepcd

in the old school traclilions is to seek

these folks out and tt'easure their advice.

One coach asked me to tliscuss

singers singing music that is too big

Ibr thcrn.

That is a clrronic probicm. What

sorneolle cal sing in arr auclition is very

, l i f fe ren t  f ro l r  r r ' l ra r  .on 'eon,  ca l  t ing

over- all orchcstra. I hear voiccs that

auclition rvith mc for Ver-tli. but il you

pLrt thenr in lront ol a lalgc orchestra,

they rvill disappear. They will be "pedal
to the rnctal" the rvhole tirne, rvhich is

very unhealthy lbr the voice ancl will
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strip the velvet offthe voice. You are much better going with
repertoire that is suited to your instrument.

How does a singer know ifa piece is suited or unsuited for
him or her?

That's where the role of the teachers and coaches is
crucial. The right coach or teacher rnakes or breaks a
singer constantly. In judging competitions, you see that
there are a lot of teachers who produce results. There are
certain teachers rvho just "klrow," who place their students
in the position to move to the next level in auditions or
competitions. Competitions give singers a chance to break
into the professional opera world.

My best advice for aspiring singers is to find those
teachers and do whatever you can to study with them. The
competition circuit is important to gain that edge, but it
is not about winning. It's about expression. Finding the
right mentor is everything and sometimes a mentor who is
perfect for one person may not be right for someone else. I
feel for young singers. The right mentor is one of the most
difficult and important people to find.

What about physical appearance?
Well, we are a very visual society these days. To me, the

voice comes first; I am old fashioned that way. I don't want to
see a Ti:randot who looks like a Barbie model who can't sing
the role. And so often that happens.

I have gone to major houses and been very disappointed
with the quality of sound that comes out of a singer. If the
artist can't handle the role vocally, it doesn't matter what they
look like because the whole world of that composer's music
falls apart. So for rne, the voice must come first.

So what projects do you have in the immediate future?
My 2015 2016 season is taking shape around a trilogy of

projects that address themes ofvoice and vision-truly music
for peace. I've been inspired by my colleagues and our work
on the board of an interfaith dialogue organization. The
more frequendy we learn of acts of violence and terrorism
throughout the world, the more I realize how important ald

powerful it is to use the beauty of the arts-and especially
music to lbster communications.

One of the most natural ways for people across cross-
cultural boundaries to communicate is through the arts. I'll
be exploring this theme in three events, cuhninating with

"Prayer for Peace," a concert at Carnegie Hall featuring
soloists, the MidAltantic Opera Orchestra, and Seton Hall
University Chorus. I am especially excited that we will have
our dress rehearsal at the Cathedral Basilica of tl.re Sacred
Heart in Newark where, as part of our outreach program,
we will invite students ftom inner city schools. For many of
them" this will be their first exposure to live classical music.
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The repertoire will present music from composers ofvarious
faiths that was born out of strife, all making a uniyersal
statem€nt for peace and understanding.

After that,I am looking forward to the MidAdantic Opera's
next fully staged production of Mad.arne Butterfly tal<trrg
place in the spring of 2016. An exciting year indeed!

Marh Watson has performed. roles with the Opera Orchestra
of New %rh, Baltimore Opera, Michigan Opera Theatre,
Conrcectirut Opera, and other regional companies. He is
a frequent soloist in orchestra pops concerts and has sung
in Israel, in ItaQ, and on nafional telezlision in Jafrm.
Upcoming engagements incLude concerts in Nassau, Bahamas,
arul Pescara, Ita\. La.st January, he rnad.e his fourth
ap|earance at Carnegie HalL In 2014, Watson was presented
as an Artist of the 12ar at the Max M. Fisher Mu.sic Center
'in Detroit. There he premiered. Dauicl DiChiera's hauntingl2
beautful 'A Letter to Sarah" for baritone, uoice, and tntmpet.
Watson compktetl his stutlies on full scholarship in the post-
graduate opera program at the fuill rtl, School. 
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