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W
hile m

any singers m
ove to 

N
ew

 York C
ity to seek their 

fortunes, 
m

ezzo-soprano 
Isabel L

eonard never had to leave her 
backyard to find hers. 

B
orn and raised in M

anhattan, L
eon -

ard’s 
preteen 

years 
included 

dance 
training at the Joffrey B

allet School be -
fore she enrolled at the F

iorello H
. L

a-
G

uardia H
igh School of M

usic &
 A

rt 
and Perform

ing A
rts. U

pon graduation, 
she headed just dow

n the street to the 
Juilliard School, w

here she com
pleted 

bachelor’s and m
aster’s degrees in m

u -
sic and earned the W

illiam
 Schum

an 
P

rize for O
utstanding A

chievem
ent and 

L
eadership in M

usic.
Since then she has launched an inter -

national career that has taken her to the 
C

anadian O
pera C

om
pany, the O

péra 
national de Paris, the V

ienna State O
p -

era, and other far reaches.
A

m
id her travels, though, she regular -

ly returns to her hom
etow

n for engage-
m

ents w
ith the N

ew
 York P

hilharm
onic, 

concerts at C
arnegie H

all, and frequent 
appearances at the M

etropolitan O
p -

era, w
here she debuted in 2007. T

his 
m

onth she w
ill sing D

orabella in C
osì 

fan tutte for the M
et’s H

D
 broadcast 

under the baton of Jam
es L

evine, a role 
she previously perform

ed at the Salz -
burg Festival.

I 
caught 

up 
w

ith 
L

eonard 
am

id 
a 

string of debuts w
ith San F

rancisco O
p -

era, L
yric O

pera of C
hicago, and D

al-
las O

pera (all as R
osina in Il barbiere di 

Siviglia), to reflect on career, fam
ily, and 

life in her hom
etow

n .

A
s a native N

ew
 Y

orker, how
 do you 

feel about having the opportunity to 
perform

 so m
uch in the city w

here 
you grew

 up?
I think it’s fantastic! O

f course, it’s 
w

onderful to be able to be in a city 
I’m

 so fam
iliar w

ith and to w
ork at the 

sam
e tim

e. It’s also, in its ow
n right, 

very 
nerve 

w
racking. 

It’s 
possible 

to 
feel m

ore scrutinized in your hom
e city, 

your hom
e turf. You have fans that are 

rooting for you, but they’re aw
are of ev -

erything you do—
m

ore m
aybe than in 

another place. So you’ve got to bring it! 
[laughs]

H
as N

ew
 Y

ork C
ity alw

ays been your 
prim

ary residence or w
as there a tim

e 
w

hen you lived outside of the city?
It has alw

ays been m
y prim

ary resi -
dence. I w

as born and raised in N
ew

 
York, so for m

e it’s been hom
e and 

school and w
ork.

W
hen you w

ere grow
ing up, did you 

attend a lot of m
usical events? D

id 
you go to the M

et and the sym
phony?

I did. N
ot in excess, how

ever. B
oth of 

m
y parents w

ere involved in the arts in 
their ow

n w
ays and w

anted m
e to ap -

preciate art, of course. I did go to the 
opera w

ith m
y m

other and w
as very in -

fluenced by m
y father in term

s of visual 
art. So that w

as a part of m
y upbringing. 

I w
asn’t a theatre brat by any stretch of 

the im
agination, though. 

W
as 

there 
an 

added 
thrill 

for 
you, 

then, w
hen you perform

ed for the first 
tim

e at the M
et, having been there at a 

m
uch younger age?
You know, I don’t rem

em
ber the first 

tim
e I w

as in the M
et as an audience 

m
em

ber. T
hat’s m

y ow
n bad m

em
ory, I 

suppose. I alw
ays knew

 about the M
et 

because that is w
hat w

as in N
ew

 York 
C

ity, and I didn’t necessarily know
 about 

other opera houses in the country be-
cause I didn’t live in other cities. 

You know
 w

hat you have been ex-
posed to as a child—

so being on the 
other side of it, being part of a big in-
stitution, being part of this big cog that 
has been in m

otion long before you ever 
existed, and getting on that stage is very 
m

uch like being integrated into this great 
m

achine that produces incredible m
usic 

and incredible art. A
nd so it w

as just ex-
citing! It w

as exciting just to be a part of 
it.I love to w

ork. It feels right to w
ork 

anyw
here. I think anyone w

ould say that 
w

e like to w
ork. W

e like having a job. 
[laughs]

Since it is your local com
pany, in your 

m
ind did you feel it w

as a natural next 
step for you to sing at the M

et? D
o you 

think you just assum
ed that is w

here 
you 

w
ould 

eventually 
end 

up 
as 

a  
singer? 
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D
efinitely not. M

y m
other particularly 

has a very heavy dose of “you don’t know
 

w
here you’ll end up” type of attitude—

a 
very heavy dose of hum

ility. She has al -
w

ays been very heavy handed w
ith m

e, so 
to speak, in that sense. N

ot because she 
had to, it w

as just her ow
n sense—

m
aybe 

from
 her ow

n upbringing—
of “w

ell, w
e 

don’t know
 w

here you stand in the w
orld 

of opera.” 
L

ike w
hen I w

as in high school, [she 
said], “W

ell, w
e don’t know

 w
here you 

stand in the w
orld of all the other people 

auditioning for m
usic program

s in the 
country, so you’re going to audition and 
then w

e’ll figure that out. W
e’ll see w

hat 
this m

eans.” T
hat’s kind of alw

ays been 
the w

ay w
e’ve approached things and now, 

of course, it’s a part of w
ho I am

, w
here 

you say, “You don’t really know
 w

here 
you are until you try it.” I think that’s sort 
of how

 I’ve gone along w
ith all of these 

things. 
I’m

 sure at som
e point w

hen I w
as at 

Juilliard I thought how
 cool it w

ould be to 
sing on the M

et stage, but it w
as never the 

thought of I have to or I w
ill or it w

ill hap -
pen or it has to happen. It w

as just like, “It 
w

ould be really aw
esom

e if it did; hopeful -
ly it’ll happen”—

that kind of thing. M
aybe 

it’s m
y ow

n w
ay of protecting m

yself so 
that I’m

 not disappointed. B
ut it certainly 

helps to never desire som
ething above all 

else so that if it doesn’t happen, you’re not 
disappointed.

G
row

ing up you danced w
ith the Joffrey 

B
allet School. H

ow
 old w

ere you at the 
tim

e, and w
hat w

as that experience like?
I started studying at the school w

hen I 
w

as about 5 until m
aybe 12 or so. I did the 

N
utcracker tw

ice w
hen the Joffrey did it at 

C
ity C

enter for tw
o seasons, w

hich w
as a 

lot of fun. I w
as a young, student dancer. 

I never continued it to becom
e a part of 

the com
pany or anything, nor did I w

ant 
to. I didn’t w

ant to be a ballerina, nor do 
I think I w

ould have becom
e one. I don’t 

think, physically, that’s m
y body type.

H
ow

ever, 
it 

provided 
m

e 
w

ith 
great 

physical 
discipline. 

A
nyone 

w
ho 

has  
a physical discipline, w

hether it’s m
ar-

photo by Dario Acosta

Leonard perform
ing at the 2013 Richard Tucker Aw

ard Gala.



18   Classical Singer / April 2014

Betw
een the M

oon and New
 York City

Sarah Coburn
Ron Raines

Kristin Chenow
eth

Leona M
itchell

Kelli O
’H

ara
M

arquita Lister
Their voices acclaim

ed. 
Their nam

es are fam
iliar.  

A
s renow

ned perform
ers, they share a 

passion for excellence, a pow
erful w

ork 
ethic, and a virtuosic versatility. 

They also hold in com
m

on a solid foundation 
in vocal training, earned through m

usic 
degrees at O

klahom
a City U

niversity. 

For m
ore inform

ation, or to 
schedule an audition, visit us at 

w
w

w
.okcu.edu/m

usic 
or call 800-208-5000.

2013-14 A
udition D

ates
N

ovem
ber 15 &

 16
February 7 &

 8
M

arch 7 &
 8

tial arts or dance or a sport or anything, 
[builds] com

m
and of your lim

bs. In the-
atre, of course, it’s very useful. 

D
id you entertain the possibility of go-

ing som
ew

here else for college or did 
you know

 that Juilliard w
as w

here you 
w

anted to be?
I narrow

ed m
y choices dow

n w
hen I 

w
as going for undergrad to N

Y
U

 to their 
T

isch program
—

the m
usical theatre pro-

gram
, C

A
P21—

and to Juilliard. W
hen I 

left L
aG

uardia, I w
asn’t sure w

hether I 
w

anted to go directly into classical m
usic, 

though, because I w
as very m

uch into 
m

usical theatre, as m
ost high schoolers 

[are]. I got into both C
A

P21 and to Juil-
liard and I thought I should spend a day 
in each place and see w

hat I thought—
w

here I felt m
ore com

fortable. A
nd the 

truth is I just happened to feel m
ore com

-
fortable at Juilliard for w

hatever it w
as—

the day, the students I m
et, w

hatever. I 
felt m

ore com
fortable and m

ore at ease 

photo by Marty Sohl/Metropolitan Opera Leonard (left) and Em
m

a Bell as Cherubino and 
Countess Alm

aviva in the M
etropolitan Opera’s 

production of Le nozze di Figaro, 2009
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Leonard (left) and M
iah Persson as Dorabella and Fiordiligi in the 

M
etropolitan Opera’s production of Così fan tutte, 2010

photo by Marty Sohl/Metropolitan Opera
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in that particular building than I did dow
ntow

n around the va-
riety of buildings that N

Y
U

 has. It just w
asn’t the right atm

o-
sphere for m

e quite yet at the tim
e. 

H
ow

ever, that doesn’t stop m
e from

 w
anting to do m

usical 
theatre now. I m

ean, you think I didn’t go to C
A

P21 so, there -
fore, I didn’t choose m

usical theatre as a career. B
ut if I could 

sing in C
am

elot or Show
 B

oat or W
est Side Story or any of 

those, I w
ould do it in a heartbeat!

Y
ou have said before that you are a fan of G

eorge G
ershw

in 
and Irving B

erlin. W
ould you like to pursue m

ore m
usical 

theatre as your career develops?
A

bsolutely. I m
ean, I’d love to pursue m

ore B
ernstein—

and 
even Sondheim

, because I think the w
ords are fantastic, even 

if he didn’t necessarily do m
uch about the actual vocal line as 

m
uch as B

ernstein, for exam
ple. B

ut good singers, classically 
trained singers, could sing his w

ork. I just love all of that m
u -

sic. It’s such a part of our culture in this country. It’s not being 
overlooked, but I believe there is a w

hole group and w
ealth of 

singers that could do justice to that m
usic [w

ho are] not really 
being allow

ed to do justice to the m
usic at the m

om
ent. 

O
pera com

panies are doing m
ore of w

hat I w
ould call the 

“classical” m
usical theatre pieces, and that’s really exciting. 

T
his is all m

y big soapbox about the future of m
usic and ev -

erything, but I think it’s our responsibility also to continue 
educating our audiences in a natural w

ay by exposing them
 to 

the best singing that they can get in any type of m
usic. So an 

opera com
pany’s responsibility, if they’re going to put on m

u -
sical theatre, is alw

ays to m
ake sure they’ve got the best sing-

ing that they can find for that m
usic, because it just perpetu-

ates good m
usic. 

Leonard as Rosina in San 
Francisco Opera’s production 
of Il barbiere di Siviglia, 2013

photo by Cory Weaver/San Francisco Opera

Trudy Craney
Soprano & Voice Teacher

Grammy & Emmy Award W
inner

is now accepting students in her Springs, East Hampton Studio
Strong, beautiful & healthy vocal production 
taught for both classical & crossover music

1120 Springs Fireplace Road, East Hampton, NY
329 West 108th Street, New York, NY

www.TrudyCraney.com • Tel: 917-449-6207
• TrudyCraney1234@aol.com

Studios:
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T
his A

pril m
arks one year since you w

on 
the 2013 R

ichard T
ucker A

w
ard. H

ow
 

w
ould you say that honor has im

pacted 
your career?

W
ell, som

ething I said w
hen I w

as asked 
this several m

onths back w
hen it first cam

e 
out w

as that all of us w
ho have been aw

ard -
ed this honor have been accepted into the 
R

ichard T
ucker fam

ily, so to speak. B
arry 

T
ucker [president of the R

ichard T
ucker 

M
usic Foundation] is very hands-on w

ith 
the singers; he’s very involved in our lives. 
H

e really w
ants to be there for us. T

hat’s 
the person he is, and that’s obviously how

 
his fam

ily is, and he w
ouldn’t be that w

ay if 
his father w

eren’t. So there’s this great feel -
ing of being part of the fam

ily. 
It’s just a great group to carry the torch 

for; it’s very exciting for anybody that 
gets that honor. 

C
lassical 

Sin
ger 

profiled 
M

arilyn 
H

orne back in ou
r Janu

ary issu
e in 

honor of her 80th birthday. Y
ou

 w
ere 

a M
arilyn H

orne Fou
ndation A

w
ard 

w
inner at the M

u
sic A

cadem
y of the 

W
est in 2005 and you

 recently sang 
at the M

arilyn H
orne birthday gala at 

C
arnegie H

all earlier this year. A
s a 

fellow
 m

ezzo, how
 have you

 benefit -
ed from

 you
r relationship w

ith her?
S

he is one helluva lady! [laughs] S
he 

is an incredible force of nature—
kind 

and loving w
ith an incredible head on 

her shoulders. S
he is a m

odel, I think, 
for lots of people and in m

any different 
w

ays—
not just as a singer and a techni -

cian and a theatre anim
al but also as a 

businessw
om

an and a m
other. S

he’s 
done so m

uch and she continues to 
give—

w
hich is one of, I think, the m

ost 
im

portant things to do in the arts. 
If you’re involved in the arts, there is 

a point w
here just doing your craft ac -

tually isn’t enough for m
ost artists, and 

the desire to give back becom
es very 

strong as w
ell. A

nd then you find this 
sort of balance betw

een w
hat you do 

for w
ork and w

hat you do that actually 
fills your soul. B

eing able to do both 
is really a balance, and she does that 
w

onderfully and she teaches how
 that 

is. S
he’s the em

bodim
ent of w

hat that 
m

eans. 
It’s hard to pin her dow

n in w
ords 

because I feel like I w
ould go on for 

ages trying to get it right. S
he’s a per -

son to adm
ire.

S
peaking of being a m

other, you
 have 

discu
ssed in previou

s interview
s how

 
you

r you
ng son often travels w

ith 
you

 to different engagem
ents. D

oes 
he have a pretty good sense of w

hat it 
is that you

 do for a living?
H

e kind of gets it. H
e’s sw

eet. I tell 
him

, “S
ay ‘T

oi toi toi!’ to m
e,” and he 

goes, “T
oi toi toi! S

ing w
ell! S

ing pret -
ty!” H

e actually w
ants to com

e to the 
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opera w
ith m

e m
ore. I’ve never pushed it 

on him
 and so som

etim
es I say, “W

ould 
you like to com

e?” and he goes, “Yeah, I 
w

anna com
e to the opera!” 

I Skype him
 all the tim

e, so he sees 
m

e dressed as a girl, dressed as a boy  
 . . . [laughs]. I m

ay have to cover up som
e 

of the m
ore inappropriate things.

W
hat did he think of your 2013 appear -

ance on Sesam
e Street?

H
e thought it w

as pretty cool. It’s dif -
ferent 

for 
little 

kids, 
though. 

H
e 

just 
know

s that M
am

a is talking to som
e re -

ally furry, fuzzy-looking creatures. So he’s 
like, “O

h, that’s M
am

a!” 

W
hen you w

ere grow
ing up and pro -

gressing in this field, w
as there a tim

e 
in your life w

here you w
ondered if you 

w
ould m

ake it as a singer? 
I feel like there’s alw

ays a bit of doubt. 
I think any singer w

ould agree that any -
tim

e w
e get sick, there’s eons and eons 

of doubt. W
e think that life is over—

I’m
 

sick and I’ll never sing again. It’s really 
pathetic. You’d think after years and years 
and years and years w

e could get through 
that, but a lot of the tim

e it’s “T
his is it! 

T
his is the one! T

his is the cold that’ll do 
m

e in!” [laughs]
T

here 
is 

alw
ays 

a 
healthy 

level 
of 

doubt. I m
ean, I think it’s im

portant be -
cause if you have a healthy level of respect 

for w
hat you do, you w

ill continue to pro -
tect it. You can’t take your voice box out 
and stick it in a case and say, “A

ll right, I 
don’t need to use it now, so it’s going to 
go rest in a corner.” I w

ish I could som
e -

tim
es. W

ith a toddler, I feel like I talk all 
the tim

e. B
ut, you know, you’ve just got to 

figure it out. 

In 2009, a w
riter referred to you as the 

“opera it-girl.” T
hen, just recently, five 

years after that first article, you w
ere 

again referred to as the “opera it-girl.” 
C

learly, people are seeing and hearing 
som

ething in you that they find unique. 
D

o you have thoughts on w
hat it is that 

sets you apart?
O

h, gosh! T
hat’s a hard question. I 

w
ouldn’t even have a clue how

 to answ
er 

it. [laughs] A
ll I can say is that I love m

y 
job and I w

ant m
ore than anything to tell 

a story. M
ore often than not, I really w

ant 
it to m

ake sense to m
e first. If it doesn’t 

m
ake sense to m

e, I don’t know
 how

 it 
could possibly m

ake sense to anybody 
else w

ho’s w
atching. 

If I can’t get into the character and if I 
can’t find the center truth of it all, I have 
a really hard tim

e singing—
like, the actual 

technical part of singing doesn’t w
ork as 

w
ell. I m

ean, it’s different now
 because 

you develop and you evolve as a singer 
and you learn how

 to do things even on 
the w

orst of days. B
ut if I’m

 really con -
nected to a character and I can tell a story, 
I don’t usually have to think about m

y 
voice as m

uch as I do if it w
ere the other 

w
ay around. 
T

hat’s sort of m
y perspective on it, 

w
hat I try and aim

 for. [B
ut] I don’t see 

w
hat other people see; I just try to do m

y 
job. [laughs] 

You know, I’ve got m
y close group of 

friends and m
y teacher and m

anager and 
very close colleagues of m

ine w
ho I trust. 

If they say it’s good, I believe them
. B

ut, 

“If you’re involved in the arts, there is a point w
here just doing your craft 

actually isn’t enough for m
ost artists, and the desire to give back becom

es 
very strong as w

ell. And then you find this sort of balance betw
een w

hat 
you do for w

ork and w
hat you do that actually fills your soul.”



generally, I don’t believe m
uch of w

hat I 
hear. [laughs]

B
eing in your early 30s, you’re still 

quite young for an opera singer. H
as 

there been pressure already for you to 
start singing roles that you m

ay not feel 
are right for your voice yet? W

hat is 
your plan for adding new

 repertoire as 
you go forw

ard in your career?
L

uckily, in term
s of m

anaging a career, 
I w

as taught and am
 still guided by the 

best—
M

atthew
 E

pstein. H
e’s really taught 

m
e how

 to think about roles and m
u -

sic and w
hat to do and w

hat not to do in 
different stages of m

y life so far. B
etw

een 
him

, m
y teacher E

dith B
ers, and m

y confi -
dants and friends—

there’s a sm
all group—

am
ong this group I feel very w

ell protect -
ed in m

aking the right decisions w
hen it 

com
es to business. It’s invaluable to have 

that, to have a few
 key people that you re -

ally trust w
ho know

 your voice. 
You learn as you go along. Your opinion 

becom
es stronger and stronger and out -

w
eighs m

ore of the other opinions as you 
get older. You feel stronger m

aking those 
decisions yourself. It’s a process; every -
thing’s a process. 

For m
e, I didn’t really know

 very m
uch 

about all of the classical m
usic rep w

hen I 
started. I’m

 still learning. I m
ean, there’s 

so m
uch! K

ey people that I could re -
ally trust could say, “T

his is going to be a 
stretch and it’s going to be a good stretch. 
T

his is going to be a stretch in the other 
direction and it’s a good stretch. T

his is 
going to sit easy for you, you could do it 
on your head.” A

nd all of those com
m

ents 
have been true so far. I haven’t done any -
thing that I have thought, “T

hat w
as a 

huge m
istake!” Everything has really been 

in the right direction, so I feel very fortu -
nate that w

ay. 

D
o you have any advice for up-and-com

-
ing singers w

ho w
ould like to em

ulate 
the success you have seen?

G
osh, in som

e w
ays there’s so m

uch, 
and in som

e w
ays I don’t know

 if I’m
 a 

person to give advice. I think every career 
has different stages. I’m

 at a stage right 

now
 w

hich is very different than a m
uch 

younger singer’s career. 
In the beginning, I w

ould say get your 
technique 

right. 
You’ve 

got 
to 

have 
a 

good technique. If you w
ant to be a long-

distance runner, you’d better know
 how

 
to run because consistently doing a sm

all 
thing that’s w

rong w
ill injure your long-

distance standing, and you w
on’t be able 

to do it. A
nd understand that [your voice] 

w
ill continue to change because these are 

m
uscles w

e’re talking about. 
You have to kind of know

 yourself. If 
you’re a person that does w

ell w
ith new

 
rep, then do new

 rep. If you’re a person 
that does w

ell repeating rep, then repeat 
the rep. A

nd then, of course, find those 
people that you trust and talk to them

 a 
lot. G

et their opinions and talk a lot about 
the kinds of things that interest you. 

I 
know

 
m

ore 
about 

m
yself 

now, 
of 

course, than I did seven years ago w
hen I 

debuted at the M
et. A

nd self-discovery is 
so personal. A

 student could hear [advice] 
and think, “O

h, that’s really aw
esom

e ad -

vice. I’m
 going to w

rite that dow
n! T

hat 
m

akes so m
uch sense!” I rem

em
ber doing 

that too. B
ut it slow

ly leaves your m
ind, 

because that’s just not w
here you are yet in 

your career. It’s only later on that it pops 
up again. 

I think if you have the steps, the build -
ing blocks before it—

get your technique, 
have a group that you trust, have that kind 
of thing going on—

w
hen you get to other 

m
om

ents in your career w
hich are chal -

lenging, you can get through them
 w

ith 
a lot of self-discovery and self-aw

areness 
that propel you to w

hatever next stage is 
appropriate for you.
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