
Project  Description

My project will be the creation of a one-act opera for voice and piano,

based upon the lives of George and Norma Piper Pocaterra. Their story is

a beloved part of the history of Alberta, and particularly my hometown

of Calgary. Norma Piper Pocaterra (1898-1983) was an opera singer

from Calgary who moved to Milan, Italy in 1934 to study opera. In 1936

she met and married the Italian businessman George Pocaterra (1882-

1972). At the outbreak of WW2, the couple left Italy, and returned to

Alberta where they settled near Ghost River. This was a second sojourn

to Canada for George - his first in 1903 when he left Italy to seek riches

in Alberta. Norma went on to a storied career teaching voice at Mount

Royal College (now University) in Calgary, and George Pocaterra rose to

prominence in Alberta for his ranching, and his special relationship with

the Stony Naokda Indigenous people. Together they mapped most of

Kananaskis country. The Stony Nakoda also taught Pocaterra how to

trap, and even honoured him with the name ‘Spotted Wolf’. George

established Buffalo Head Ranch in the Alberta foothills, and his legacy

in the life, culture, and commerce of southern Alberta is still visible

today. Mount Pocaterra, Pocaterra Creek, and Pocaterra Ridge in

Kananaskis Country serve as reminders of their influence.

I first became aware of the Pocaterra’s story through a personal

acquaintance who thought that my career shared similarities to Norma’s.

She sang as a coloratura soprano, which is the same vocal category in

which I launched my career. After reading Norma’s letters and

correspondence with George, I felt their story would be a perfect

dramatic fit through Norma’s medium of opera. Further, George’s

involvement with the Stony Nakoda Indigenous people presented an

interesting way to combine First Nations music, language and history

with the Western classical form of opera. 

My project will involve four different phases:1) Research &

Development, 2) Creation of the Libretto, 3) Musical

Composition/Workshop, and 4) Performance of the opera. 

In the Research & Development phase I will primarily use the archives at

the Glenbow Museum, Calgary Public Library, Calgary Herald, City of

Calgary Archives, and in-person interviews. I will also visit key

locations in Alberta that are integral to the Pocaterra’s story. Special

attention will be paid to the diaries and correspondence between George

and Norma Pocaterra.  These diaries will provide the source material for

the libretto. The second phase of development devoted to creating the

libretto will include dramatizing the story of the Pocaterra’s by

developing the characters, conflicts and resolutions, and spoken

dialogue.
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In the third phase of development - Music Composition/Workshopping – I will focus heavily on interaction and

collaboration with the public. I intend to collaborate mainly with composer and arranger Carlos Foggin. Maestro

Foggin is the recipient of the 2020 Alberta Lieutenant Governor Emerging Artist award, and the 2019 Compelling

Calgarian honour. Mr. Foggin has agreed to collaborate to set my libretto to music. We will work together on

orchestration, vocal ranges, matching the drama of the libretto to the musical setting, and the incorporation of Stony

Nakoda music and singing. Maestro Foggin’s experience as the Artistic Director of the Rocky Mountain Symphony

Orchestra, and his career as a composer and arranger, will make him a vital collaborator to my project. My vision is to

create a 40-minute one-act opera for voice and piano.

The other key part of phase three of my project are the workshops. These are an opportunity to go out in the public to

determine the audience reaction, pacing of the opera, the success of the story/music, and determine any sections that

need to be reworked or revised. This will also give me a chance to showcase the trained operatic voice in front of a

live audience by including the performance of other traditional opera repertoire, including the repertoire that Norma

Pocaterra actually performed throughout her career. I think it is important for me to share my story and my journey as

a working artist. I plan on offering to not only speak to audiences, but to provide a question and answer period where I

can answer questions that the public may have about the genre of opera. Keeping in mind the Covid-19 regulations in

terms of singing indoors, the workshop phase is scheduled to begin in April 2021. If the pandemic restrictions have

not eased, the workshops will be presented through virtual platforms like Zoom, FaceTime, Facebook live streaming,

YouTube live streaming, or if possible, outdoors.

Finally, the debut, and subsequent performances of the newly created opera will take place during June through

August of 2021. My intention is to perform the opera in the various locations essential to the story of the Pocaterra’s

to showcase the inspiring venues of Alberta. These include, but are not limited to, the Bar U Ranch, the Stony Nakoda

Indigenous Reservation, an outdoor venue in Kananaskis Country near Mt. Pocaterra, and in and around Calgary.

Because the opera is does not require large performing forces, we would easily be able to present the opera in small

towns, as well as schools. 

As an artist, it is important to me that as my project evolves, I include the public, and their interaction and feedback, as

much as possible. With the Covid-19 crisis, now, more than ever, it is vital for me to use all platforms of social media

to share the development of my project. Instagram, Twitter, and Facebook are the places where I will be able to

interact with people who are interested in the story of the Pocaterra’s. It also gives the public an inside view on my

creative process. I find it personally fulfilling collaborating with and meeting new people, so working closely with the

musicians of the Stony Nakoda Indigenous Tribe, Carlos Foggin, and all of the public in the workshops is certain to be

a career highlight for me. I cannot wait to bring this opera to life, and to share an important and beautiful story that is

quintessentially Albertan.


