
THE TIME  
IS NOW

Jim Luigs on his 
oh-so-current  

retelling of Mozart’s  
The Impresario, 

coming to  
HGO Digital on 

November 27

By Catherine Matusow 

HGO Digital production The Impresario, part of a 

double bill with Bon Appétit!, will be released at 7:30 

p.m. November 27, and available for streaming through 

December 26.  

One recent morning, when Jim Luigs picked up the 

phone to chat about his delightful new story, script, and 

translation for Mozart’s The Impresario, the writer and 

director shared that he was hanging out on Fire Island, 

enjoying the unseasonably warm fall weather. And why 

shouldn’t he be?  

This jack of all trades, known for his hysterical  

Das Barbecü, a country-western take on Wagner’s Ring,  

also has an interior design business and teaches MFA  

candidates in the Department of Design for Stage and  

Film at NYU/Tisch. With in-person classes canceled by  

the pandemic, he’s been teaching remotely, so he might  

as well also enjoy a gorgeous day at the beach. 

Commissioned by HGO, Luigs’s new story for 

Mozart’s infinitely adaptable musical comedy, which 

mixes music with spoken dialogue, could only have 

been written in 2020. Before this bizarre and tragic 

year, nobody had ever heard of Zoom. Now the ubiqui-

tous video-conferencing service provides the framework 

for Luigs’s take on the original 1786 comedy about a 

soprano who ruffles some feathers as she auditions for 

an opera company, here renamed Texas Opera Grande.  

Conducted by HGO Principal Guest Conductor Eun Sun 

Kim and directed by E. Loren Meeker, the HGO Digital 

production will be released on November 27 as part 

of a lively double bill with Lee Hoiby’s Bon Appétit! The 



cast features Nova Thomas in her HGO debut as the 

larger-than-life Texan impresario, HGO Studio artist 

Raven McMillon as Texas Opera Grande’s reigning diva, 

HGO Studio alumna Nicole Heaston as the new soprano 

on the scene, Frederick Ballentine as agent for both 

singers, and HGO Studio artist William Guanbo Su as 

the impresario’s put-upon assistant.  

Mask-wearing, social-distancing, Zoom lurking, dress-

ing to the nines from the waist up—all hilariously feature 

in Luigs’s retelling. But the original story’s central 

theme, about beautiful music healing and bringing 

people together, remains, taking on a new relevance in 

2020. Luigs had plenty to share about that, and much 

more, from his spot at the beach: 

On how this project came to be:  

“It’s all out of the mind of Patrick Summers. He called 

me up out here and said that HGO was going to be 

presenting these digital works—and how smart of him 

to anticipate, and to get busy with exploring new ways 

to present opera, both to the company subscriber base 

and to the world. I think it’s a really brilliant way to 

keep artists employed and audiences entertained, and 

no matter what happens with live performance going 

forward, I think it will leave a mark.  

“It certainly has my imagination racing, about how you 

can do it, what you can do, and how quickly it can be 

done, because the capture process is so fraught with—

appropriately fraught with—COVID protocols. It keeps 

your mind going. There’s a lot of room for experimenta-

tion and invention, I think.”  



 On the thrill of being Mozart’s lyricist: 

“Patrick’s call was the spur to invention, and thrilling. 

Whoever thought I would ever be Mozart’s lyricist? It’s 

an incredible thing to have been asked to do. The trio 

and the quartet are my words. We keep the German 

language for the first two arias, which I think works 

beautifully, and then, you know we had a message to 

put forward, and that had to happen in English, and the 

trio and the quartet were the places to do that. And I 

think the quartet really becomes an anthem about now, 

and artists using their techniques and their souls to 

continue to tell stories for an audience that’s hungry  

for them.” 

On how much fun he had writing it:  

“It was a complete ball. In conversations with Loren 

Meeker and with Patrick, we settled on a Texas opera 

company—again, that was seeded by Patrick—and then 

it became obvious that it could be a woman producer 

done with the Zoom format. I think maybe I invented the 

Zoom format, but that wasn’t very much of an invention 

given that it was an invention in COVID times.  

“So then, I call it sticking your toe in a really deep pool, 

suddenly I thought, ‘oh there’s all sorts of opportunity 

here,’ and then it all fell into place quickly in the writing. 

I think I got the call from Patrick and then we had the 

first reading three and a half weeks later, so it came 

quickly. And it was a complete privilege to get the  

call, and a joy to be able to create it for Houston  

Grand Opera.”  



On the decision to make the titular impresario a 

woman: 

“I think when you’re an adaptor, you are both a slave to, 

and you rail against, the original in appropriate ways. 

You have to make it your own. And I wanted to get away 

from female rivalry as the main comedic node, do you 

know what I’m saying? Opera divas being cruel or in 

rivalry with one another struck me as not only out-of-

date and inappropriate but just old, an old idea. So the 

idea of making her a female meant that there was power 

in the room from the beginning, and expertise, and 

passion, all in the female character.  

“And then the two sopranos bring in their own exper-

tise and colors. I think that’s what’s really exciting 

about it. In this comic matrix, Mozart snaps out as the 

real event, of course, and it’s such a pleasure to know 

that you’re handing off the dialogue to genius. And the 

singers’ performances are so beautiful that it was fun 

to drive contemporary comedy against music from that 

period. So it gave me confidence.”  

On writing a story set in Texas in the middle of a 

global pandemic, and then traveling to Texas to 

advise on the work’s production…in the middle of  

a global pandemic:   

“Who would have thought? We really were doing what 

we were creating. The whole capture experience 

was very meta. Loren is an absolute joy to work with, 

a brilliant and generous collaborator, and the experi-

ence with her has been perfect from start to finish. It’s 

wonderful to meet a new collaborator, and someone as 



young and talented as she is. It was very moving to me 

to be invited, by Patrick and by Loren. 

“And the performers are all so telegenic. I only met 

them the afternoon of the first day of video capture, and 

only saw them with their masks off for one run-through, 

which was a powerful moment, obviously, to actually 

see the performance. I know what they’re capable of as 

vocalists, but they really lent themselves to the comedy, 

and they’re all so telegenic. They look great on camera, 

and they were very deft comedians, so I was so pleased 

to see that it could work.”  

On getting the chance to share his vision during 

filming:  

“As a writer in the theater, it’s a very different experi-

ence to who you are in the room versus something 

that’s going to be filmed or video-captured, so I didn’t 

know how much I would be invited into the video- 

capture collaborating with Loren. But she was so  

generous, brought me right into the process, and while 

she didn’t need much assistance, it was nice to be 

asked occasionally.  

“I got to feather little things, finesse things. I was able 

to speak about intentions in the text, which is helpful, 

because it becomes a kind of frenzy trying to capture it. 

And she was so on top of it, that it invited my inclusion 

only very marginally, but I hope effectively.” 

On the performers’ astonishing gifts: 

“These young singers—the amount of talent, the depth 

of talent, their ability to perform this music and also 



throw themselves so wholeheartedly into the process 

of creating something, in what is essentially a foreign 

medium for most of us—is astonishing, really. Two 

dimensions is a whole different ballgame, and it’s so 

gratifying to see their enthusiasm. To be included in the 

whole process has been a real joy.”  

On The Impresario’s overarching theme, and how it 

resonates in 2020:  

“The final message, which comes from the original, 

is putting rivalry aside in favor of being priests and 

priestesses to an art form—saviors, in this case, now. 

And it all dovetails very beautifully with HGO’s mission 

and Patrick’s intention, that it becomes an opera about 

survival, and about survival of the art form, and survival 

of the artists, and the triumph of the human spirit, as 

they say. 

“I think that this little piece is of its time very, very  

specifically, and it’s gallant, and hopeful, and sincere.  

So we do play with a few conventions about opera, but  

it’s all affectionate, and it’s a little step out of a bad time  

to try to create joy. And I hope that’s what it achieves.”  


