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PERSPECTIVES IN THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES ASIA 15: 1 (2025)

INTERVIEW WITH
SHERWIN SOZON

herwin Sozon, tenor, is one of the founders of Lyric Opera of the

Philippines. This interview was conducted after the company’s staging
of Tosca at the St. Cecilia’s Hall, St. Scholastica’s College, Manila, on
February 28 and March 2, 2025.

Jonathan Chua: Let’s start with Lyric Opera of the Philippines.

Sherwin Sozon: Lyric Opera of the Philippines, or LyrOPERA, was
established in 2012. Glenn Gaerlan and I—we’re both tenors—co-founded
Lyric Opera of the Philippines. During the first year, we presented a
concert that featured singers from six Asian cities: Shanghai, Hong Kong,
Kuala Lumpur, Taipei, and of course, Manila and Baguio, in a concert
with the Manila Symphony Orchestra. We also staged our first opera
production: Bizet’s Carmen. That opera was the first time we worked
with direk [director] Laurice Guillen.

Chua: I recall that was at St. Scholastica’s.
Sozon: Yes. One of the problems we always have is looking for a venue with

an orchestra pit large enough for the necessary orchestra instruments.
St. Scholastica’s is one of those that can provide a suitably sized orchestra

pit.
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Chua: It was Camille Lopez Molina as Carmen, at least the one I went to.

Sozon: There were two casts for Carmen. We were more ambitious then
and we had two casts. We staged four shows of Carmen. One cast had
Ana Feleo, who was Carmen, and Randy Gilongo who played Don Jose.
Camille was the other Carmen, with Abdul Candao as the other Don
Jose. And for all shows Noel Azcona was Escamillo.

Chua: It’s been thirteen years since then. What would you consider
milestones of LyrOPERA?

Sozon: We continued our mission of staging operas. After Carmen,
we staged Gianni Schicchi. We had a collaboration with Tutti, a Hong
Kong-based opera company, and presented Cavalleria Rusticana and
I Pagliacci, and this season we presented Tosca. But aside from those, we
also present concerts, masterclasses, and special events. For example we
had this big fundraiser at the Cultural Center of the Philippines to raise
funds for Marawi City that was called Marawing Salamat—the Best of
Opera and Fashion for Marawi. It was a collaboration between opera and
the fashion industry. We had, I think, thirty-three designers, and all of
them are very famous. Some of them are no longer with us unfortunately:
Rocky Gathercole, Eddie Badeo, and Fanny Serrano sadly passed away
already. If you consider fully sung musicals as an “opera,” then we can
also include our revival of Ryan Cayabyab’s Magnificat in 2019 as an opera.
That one still continues to be staged every now and then.

Chua: That’s quite a history.
Sozon: We try to keep ourselves busy. We are unable to stage a show

or something every month because we (the board) are also doing other
things. Lyric Opera is primarily a nonprofit, so we need to be busy with
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other stuff. But we try our best to do something each season. And since
2023, we've been really doing our best to stage at least one opera a year.

Chua: How does the company decide on which opera to mount?

Sozon: The thing with Lyric Opera is that it’s just five of us in the board.
So that’s me, Glenn, Ana, Randy, and Peter Porticos. So deciding on what
to do is kind of simple. We thought of doing Tosca in response to the
one hundredth death anniversary of Puccini. We staged it in 2025, not in
2024, because of all the preparations for it. I remember our conductor,
Maestro William Barkhymer, always asking, “Why Tosca? Why Tosca? It’s
so hard.” But I said we were going to do it. We are doing it. And we did.

Chua: But why not the other Puccini operas?

Sozon: Well, there are a lot of very popular Puccini operas. I mean, the
last one staged here before Tosca, if I remember correctly, was Turandot.
Initially, we did think of doing Le Villi, which is the first opera by Puccini,
but the Italian embassy, under Ambassador Marco Clemente, at that
particular time did some sort of a short version of it. I mentioned to
His Excellency that we were thinking of doing Le Villi, and he said that
they were doing it. And so we decided to pick something else. We asked
ourselves, “What kind of voices do we have? What can we actually stage?”
Tosca is a big mountain of an opera, but we said, “Let’s do it. Let’s do
it. Let’s do Tosca.”

Chua: What was your vision for the production?
Sozon: The creative vision for Tosca was under the purview of our director,

Laurice Guillen. She wanted to stage a Tosca that was true to the intent
of the libretto and true to the intent of the music. We’ve been using
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that kind of formula ever since Carmen, actually. We have been staging
operas in a way that, when people watch it, you can see the action, you
can perceive the emotions. We put much emphasis on the staging and
the acting. That was what direk Laurice wanted also. Opera is a form of
storytelling. We shun away from the expected just standing and singing
as some older opera productions, even abroad, would do. You know
what [ mean: the actors/singers just stand in the scene. They don’t really
concentrate much on acting. Fortunately a lot of the newer staged operas
are going back into the truth of the material and stage them as such.

Chua: How was that translated?

Sozon: For the stage design, direk Laurice didn’t want it to be too literal.
She wanted a new kind of staging: something more abstract. That’s why
there is this big crack across the entire stage, which can be interpreted as
the crack of the psyche, the crack of the emotions, the crack of everything.
And this crack kept getting bigger as the three acts progressed. So it’s
that kind of a stage. We also used projections. What else did we do? We
spent a lot on additional equipment for lighting. And we also got some of
the best people in the industry to help us with the opera. We got Leslie
Centeno to do the stage design. She’s the protege of Gino Gonzalez. We
got Meliton Roxas, who is a protege of Monino Duque, for our lights
design and the projections were by Joyce Garcia. Our costumes, brilliant
costumes, were by Rommel Padillo Serrano. They were stylized, but of
the period. Rommel is a purist. I mean, normally when a character has
to do a quick change, the costumes will use Velcro instead of buttons.
He doesn’t do that. He uses real buttons because that is the way clothes
were supposed to be worn at that time. Because of this, the clothes feel
and look like the clothes then, but using newer materials. It was a joy to
work with all these people: all the creative energy coming out during the
planning sessions was a wonder to behold. I personally like and enjoy
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the process. Watching them conceptualize and come up with how Tosca
will look was really a treat for me.

Chua: It’s not regiteheater?

Sozon: No. In the early stages, | remember somebody suggesting to
present Tosca with a “steampunk” aesthetic. Definitely not. We started
this whole process by first asking “Are we doing it European, or are we
re-conceptualizing it as if Tosca happened in the Philippines?” Direk
Laurice decided to do it European. I can understand why some people
would go avant-garde. I can also understand why some would want to do
stagings in the abstract, because sometimes it’s easier to convey some of
the sentiments and emotions using abstract things on stage, thus putting
more emphasis on the performance of the actors/singers. I can certainly
see why other people will still opt for the traditional literal setting.
I imagine modern stage designers would want to offer something that
is not what the people are expecting to see. We went all out (as much as
financially possible) for Tosca. When people saw the results, they were
all asking: “Why only two shows?” I guess this is because they loved
the outcome. But for me, for our company, it’s really hard to justify
(financially) staging more than two shows for an opera. I understand
that we sacrifice so much time, energy, and money for our mission. But
at this particular point, we can’t really sustain more than two shows. 'm
hoping with more audience wanting to watch and support opera, this
current reality will change.

Chua: Let’s talk about your character. You played Cavaradossi. How did
you interpret the role?

Sozon: If you looked at the original book where Tosca is based: La Tosca,
Cavaradossi studied painting in France and moved back to Rome. He is
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a free spirit and a bit patriotic. During that time, Rome, Italy, was under
foreign rule. So when he met Angelotti, one of the leaders of the anti-
establishment, he gravitated towards him. The sad thing is that, when
you analyze the story, you will realize that Tosca and Cavaradossi were
just people who got caught in the circumstances. They were people on
the sidelines. The fault lies with Angelotti who crossed paths with them.
Just because of that, they suddenly became involved in this brewing unrest
which ultimately lead to their deaths. They were people who were at
the wrong place at the wrong time. Because [ wanted to help Angelotti,
I became a target of Scarpia, who we find out lusted after my lover Tosca.
Ultimately, I got executed because of the designs of Scarpia.

I had a difficult time internalizing the character. Direk Laurice’s vision
for him was of this very suave and very worldly individual who adored
women until he ultimately fell in love with Tosca. Being Chinese Filipino
and Catholic, I was brought up in a very strict household. I was taught
to respect women. So initially, I had a very hard time with all the lovey-
dovey scenes with Ana’s character. I remember my wife saying, “What
kind of pictures are you posting? You and Ana keep embracing each
other.” I can only reply, “It’s all part of the character.”

Chua: What was the most difficult part for you musically?

Sozon: The highest note for my character is the high B in Act 1. But vocally,
probably the most difficult is having to sing my first aria, “Recondita
armonia” a few minutes after first coming on stage. I think that is the
most challenging vocally. If we talk about what’s most challenging for
me as an actor, the most challenging part for me would come later in
the third act: when Tosca shows Cavaradossi the letter Scarpia wrote
“pardoning” me. Cavaradossi realizes that the letter is untrue and that
Scarpia has every intention of having me executed. However, he also
realizes that Tosca believes or wants to believe the letter to be true. In
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fact, she has already made plans of how they both will escape and live
their lives elsewhere—together. She wants to believe that Scarpia will
be true to his word and the execution will be a fake execution. This
interplay of the realization that you will die but doing your best to keep
your emotions in check for the sake of the hopes of your lover was the
hardest part for me emotionally.

Chua: Did you have to look at other performances?

Sozon: Yes, I looked at several performances as references in learning
the music and studies to see how other tenors interpreted the parts.

Chua: Was there a particular one you liked?

Sozon: I love this Finnish production. Martin Lopez showed it to us
when we were invited to a talk about Tosca at the Far Eastern University
(FEU). I particularly loved the way they developed the characters of the
three main cast. I did not base my interpretation on that production’s
portrayal, though, but I loved the way they told the story.

Chua: What about Ana? How did she attack the role?

Sozon: Ana started studying and preparing for the role about a year ago
in March 2024. People know her as a mezzo soprano and she knew that
Tosca will be a big challenge for her vocally. So she started preparing
her instrument really early—way, way earlier than any of us. I started
the production side of Tosca earlier than that, but only started learning
the part in June 2024. Ana was very nervous about the whole thing, but
she knew she had to own up to it. To push herself, she recorded her
sessions with Randy and Peter and then put them online on Facebook.
This was to catalogue her progress and also to give people an idea how
hard preparing for an opera role was. In a way, this also helped calm her
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a bit. Especially reading all the supportive messages people have been
sending her. For her characterization of Tosca, she researched and even
bought references. She watched many videos on how others had portrayed
Tosca, especially the ones with Maria Callas in them. During rehearsals,
she would always sing all the high notes. I mean, she wouldn’t rest. She
was very driven. She has, I think, four or five high Cs in the whole opera.
(No wonder Maestro was always questioning why we chose to stage Tosca!
[ only realized the difficulty during the process.) I mean, Tosca has a high
C and does a lot of shouting right before she sings “Vissi d’arte”! It’s a
really big challenge for any soprano to sing Tosca. Ana did it brilliantly.
She did it really, really brilliantly.

Chua: How about Scarpia?

Sozon: Isaac Droscha is our Scarpia for Tosca. He was our Tonio in
I Pagliacci in 2023. He has the voice for it. The voice for Scarpia is basically
the same as the voice for Tonio, but more of a dramatic baritone. And
he’s such a joy to work with. He knows his music. He knows what he
is talking about, and he’s so easy to direct. He gets into the character
very fast because he also is an actor. Yes, it was really a joy to work with
[saac again.

Chua: What’s the next big offering after Tosca?

Sozon: We're trying our best to stage an opera a year. And the reason
behind it is because we’ve noticed a lot of these young kids watching our
operas and, for most of them, that was their first or second opera! This
was was also expressed to me by Sister Agnella Capili of St. Scholastica’s.
She also found it uplifting to see so many young audience members.
[ said, “Yes, Sister, thar’s what we're trying to do, getting more young
people interested in opera because it’s such a beautiful art form.” A lot
of these young people come up to us after the show and expressed how
much they loved it and how it’s their first opera—and that they want
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to see more. That’s a tall order but we will try our best. The next opera
we're doing won’t be tragedy anymore. It will be a romantic comedy.
Donizetti’s Lelisir d'amore.

Chua: Are you getting Barkhymer again?

Sozon: Maybe not for L'elisir. We also would like to develop our local
conductors, especially the younger ones. We have several conductors in
mind, although I've yet to approach any of them.

Chua: Who do you have in mind to play the parts?

Sozon: As of now, for the tenor, Glenn will be singing that role. That’s
the only sure thing. We are still thinking of who will be Adina. All the
other roles we’ll open to mostly young singers so that they can have
this experience of being in a professional opera production. For Tosca,
the chorus was sung by the UP Concert Chours and the UP Music and
Theater Guild. Our orchestra was the UST Symphony Orchestra. Two days
ago, one of my friends told me, “I kind of understand what you're doing.
You're doing all of these productions so that these young kids, these young
artists, can have something on their resumé for when they apply for their
master’s or whatever abroad. They can say that they sang or played in
this opera and that opera.” I smiled, enjoying the realization that people
are starting to understand what we are doing. Opera productions in the
country are very few and far between, so having a platform where we can
showcase our Filipino singers is something that we really want to do.

Chua: What would be the institutions or groups that you think are helping
to promote opera here?

Sozon: Opera Filipinas, of course, they partnered with us for Pagliacci.

The company of Miss Dedes Zobel has always been very generous to
us. Uncle George Yang of McDonald’s and Atty. Antonio Pastor, both
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tenors, also help us. And there are a few other lovers of opera who also
help us out. If you're talking about promoting opera in general, I think
the Cultural Center of the Philippines is also trying. We lost Madame
Nedy Tantoco unfortunately, that’s really a big loss. I also know of a few
smaller companies or groups that are doing something for opera. There’s
this group of young singers called Opera Juan. Very nice name, right?
They do small shows, small concerts. In terms of scale, these are a lot
smaller than what we do in Lyric Opera. But I think getting more people
involved in any form of opera is always a plus. I really, really welcome
any group that tries to do something to help opera become popular here.
We have so many great singers and voices in the Philippines. Isn’t it time
for the Filipino voice to be known in the opera world?

Chua: And Martin has this group from FEU.

Sozon: Yes. FEU has this great theater. I hear that was where they staged
operas before. For me, the biggest problem with the location is parking.
The acoustics of the theater is great, though.

Chua: I remember seeing La Traviata there.

Sozon: Yes, that was primarily a ballet by Liza Macuja. And they had
singers sing some of the parts. It’s a very nice way of introducing a bit
of opera to the audience.

I know the road ahead will be difficult. But I am truly looking forward
to two things: (1) the day when going to the opera will become part of
the norm for theatre loving Filipinos and (2) the day when major foreign
opera houses will employ Filipino singers to sing the main roles.
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