


 

SCOTT JOPLIN’S TREEMONISHA 
We	invite	you	to	visit	www.volcano.ca	to	view	all	of	these	articles,	features,	and	trailers.

WATCH:	CBC	Arts	Mini	-documentary,	January	2019 READ:	Washington	Post	Interview,	January	2019

Co-arranger	Jannina	Norpoth	and	soprano	Neema	Bickersteth	with	US	Congresswoman	Maxine	Waters.

WATCH:	4min	Trailer	Video WATCH:	30min	Score	Workshop	

http://www.volcano.ca
http://www.volcano.ca
https://www.cbc.ca/arts/exhibitionists/it-was-the-first-all-african-american-opera-and-now-treemonisha-is-getting-new-life-1.5147504
https://www.washingtonpost.com/entertainment/theater_dance/can-a-108-year-old-opera--by-scott-joplin--be-made-to-sing-for-today/2019/01/05/b3a4056c-0aaf-11e9-a3f0-71c95106d96a_story.html?noredirect=on&utm_term=.4fafea4e65c2
https://www.volcano.ca/treemonisha
https://vimeo.com/318101507/61cae0a799


 

In	 1911,	 legendary	 ragPme	 composer	 ScoQ	 Joplin	 wrote	
Treemonisha,	an	opera	unlike	anything	that	had	come	before.	
It	 fused	 popular	 Black	musical	 forms	 from	 the	 era	 (Gospel,	
ragPme,	 and	 what	 is	 now	 called	 barbershop)	 with	Western	
classical	music.	

The	 theme	 of	 the	 opera	 was	 similarly	 ground-breaking.	 Set	
during	 ReconstrucPon,	 the	 characters	 struggle	 with	 how	 to	
move	 forward	 as	 a	 community	 in	 the	 aVermath	 of	
enslavement.	 Their	 answer?	 Elect	 a	 woman.	 In	 its	 final	
moments,	 the	 opera’s	 brilliant	 young	 protagonist,	
Treemonisha,	is	chosen	to	lead.		

Joplin	was	creaPng	something	revoluPonary.

BACKGROUND: TREEMONISHA

THE TRAGEDY 
No	producer,	no	backer,	and	no	theatre	would	look	at	Treemonisha.	Joplin	never	saw	it	fully	staged.

Desperate	 to	 preserve	 his	 work,	 he	 spent	 roughly	 4	 years’	 wages	 to	 commission	 the	 nearly	 300	
engraving	plates	needed	to	print	his	piano/vocal	score.	He	registered	it	at	the	Library	of	Congress	in	
person.	ScoQ	Joplin	was	to	die	penniless	soon	aVer	this.	He	was	buried	in	an	unmarked	pauper’s	grave	
in	New	York	in	1917.	His	hand-wriQen	orchestraPons	for	his	opera	were	lost,	along	with	all	of	his	other	
classical	work.	At	a	4me	when	the	New	York	establishment	was	thirs4ng	for	the	first	great	American	
Opera,	Joplin	and	Treemonisha	were	overlooked	and	forgoBen.	



HONOURING JOPLIN 
By	self-publishing	his	melodies	at	great	personal	cost,	Joplin	was	sending	Treemonisha	forward	to	the	
future	in	the	hopes	that	someone	there	might	see	its	value.	With	this	project,	we	are	reaching	back	to	
give	him	the	collaboraPve	team	he	was	denied	in	his	own	Pme.	

Joplin’s	original	melodies,	harmonies,	most	of	his	characters,	his	se_ng	and	his	theme	of	progress	are	
being	 preserved.	 These	 elements	 are	 being	 woven	 into	 an	 enPrely	 new	 story	 of	 community-led	
healing,	and	female	 leadership.	A	new	orchestraPon	extends	Joplin’s	own	fusion	of	styles.	With	this	
reinvenPon,	our	 team	of	Black	women	writers	are	bringing	 into	 focus	 the	 intersecPonal	 resonances	
(gender	+	 race)	between	 then	and	now,	as	we	conPnue	 to	grapple	with	 legacies	of	 colonialism	and	
oppression	in	the	21st	century.	

Sco>	 Joplin’s	 Treemonisha	 features	 14	 singers	 -	 ranging	 from	 operaPc	 to	 soul	 -	 and	 an	 all-Black,	
majority	women	chamber	orchestra	of	9	players	 led	by	internaPonally	acclaimed	Philadelphia-based	
conductor,	 Jeri	 Lynne	 Johnson.	The	 stage	director	 is	 the	award-winning	Canadian	Weyni	Mengesha.	
The	orchestra	will	be	situated	onstage,	in	costume	–	a	potent	symbol	of	both	the	characters’	ancestry,	
and	today’s	breathtaking	range	of	Black	musicianship.		

ArBsts	at	our	2019	score	workshop.	Top	of	page	L-R:	Mikaela	Benne>,	Divine	Brown,	Jewelle	Blackman,	Arlene	Duncan,	
Cécile	Muhire.	Above:	Weyni	Mengesha	,	Marcus	Nance,	Neema	Bickersteth



 
THE REBOOT 
Treemonisha	may	first	 appear	 to	be	an	American	 story,	 but	
from	 a	 Black	 perspecPve,	 slavery	 and	 organized	 hatred	 are	
cross-border	 issues.	 Enslavement	 of	 both	 Indigenous	 and	
Black	people	was	legal	in	Canada	for	over	200	years,	ending	
only	 29	 years	 earlier	 than	 in	 the	 USA.	 There	 was	 no	
emancipaPon	 in	 Canada,	 only	 NEW	 enslavement	 was	
outlawed.	 Freed	 Americans	 who	 came	 to	 Canada	 were	
subjected	 to	 organized	 hate	 campaigns,	 yet	 these	
communiPes	 survived,	 through	 their	 own	 resources	 of	
strength	and	endurance.	Playwright									Leah-Simone	Bowen	
writes	 of	 the	 project:	 “This	 work	 about	 the	 remnants	 of	
memory	and	trauma,	love	and	joy,	but	most	of	all	it	is	about	
Black	women	and	their	extraordinary	ability	to	survive.	It	is	a	
love	leQer	to	all	of	the	people	who	came	before	and	to	Joplin	
himself.”		

THE	NEW	STORY	
A	 community	 has	 been	 split	 in	 two	 in	 the	 aVermath	 of	
slavery.	 One	 side	 remained	 on	 the	 plantaPons,	 bore	 the	
whippings,	 and	 turned	 to	 the	 ChrisPan	 church.	 The	 other	
side	 fled	 -	 and	 those	 who	 survived	 rekindled	 an	 ancient	
spirituality	from	their	hiding	places	in	the	forest.		

Treemonisha,	 raised	 on	 a	 plantaPon	 soon	 aVer	
EmancipaPon,	is	set	to	be	married	to	Remus	–	a	man	chosen	
by	 her	 father.	 But	 on	 her	 wedding	 day,	 she	 is	 shocked	 to	
learn	of	her	adopPon.	Her	biological	mother	was	an	escaped	
slave,	murdered	when	Treemonisha	was	a	newborn.		

Upon	hearing	this	news,	Treemonisha	flees	her	wedding	and	
her	 community	 to	 find	 the	Maroons,	 her	mother’s	 people,	
who	live	in	the	forest.	She	learns	their	matriarchal	ways,	and	
discovers	 a	 love	 for	 a	 healer	 named	 Zodzerick.	 But	 her	
rejecPon	 of	 Remus	 and	 her	 father's	 wishes	 clash	 with	 her	
new-found	 happiness,	 and	 the	 two	 communiPes	 come	 into	
violent	 conflict.	 UlPmately,	 aVer	 a	 harrowing	 trial	 of	 self-
discovery,	 Treemonisha	 –	 a	 child	 with	 two	 mothers	 –	
undertakes	 to	mend	 the	 torn	 fabric	 of	 her	 people.	 For	 her	
efforts,	she	is	elected	leader	of	this	reunified	group.		

Soprano,	Neema	Bickersteth,	plays	
Treemonisha

Soul	singer	Sate	plays	Nana,	leader	of	the	
Maroons



 
THE ARRANGERS ON JOPLIN 
“A	master	of	innovaPon,	Joplin’s	work	is	Pmeless	and	defies	genre	and	classificaPon	even	today.	In	our	
interpretaPon	 we	 honor	 his	 intenPon	 for	 the	 work	 to	 be	 an	 opera	 -	 but	 in	 its	 re-imaginaPon	 we	
expand	upon	Joplin’s	threading	of	ragPme	within	the	classical	form,	and	explore	the	roots	of	ragPme’s	
syncopaPons	by	 incorporaPng	 tradiPonal	African	 instruments	 and	 the	modern	 stylings	 that	 ragPme	
gave	birth	to	-	Jazz,	and	American	Song.”	

Co-arrangers	Jannina	Norpoth	and	Jessie	Montgomery	in	a	2018	score	development	workshop.	

Jessie	Montgomery:	 “We	 are	 paying	 tribute	 to	 Joplin’s	musical	 invenPveness	 by	 looking	 at	ways	 to	
integrate	 mulPple	 styles	 from	 the	 African	 diaspora	 and	 European	 classical	 tradiPons	 into	 our	
arrangements.	From	our	vantage	point	as	21st	Century	creators,	we	have	the	benefit	of	drawing	from	
music	that	spurred	from	Joplin's	 invenPon:	Dixieland,	all	 forms	of	contemporary	 jazz,	R&B,	Motown,	
and	popular	songs.	As	we	explore	the	sources,	influences	and	developments	in	music	that	encompass	
Joplin’s	style,	we	are	treaPng	his	music	as	the	center	point	wherefrom	the	pendulum	will	swing.	 	 It’s	
Joplin	360°.”	

Jannina	Norpoth:	 “When	 I	was	growing	up	 I,	 like	many	other	American	piano	 students	 studied	and	
performed	 Joplin’s	 Entertainer.	 It	 was	 rhythmic,	 groovy	 and	 had	 an	 instant	 swing	 that	 evoked	 a	
danceable	joy!	At	the	Pme	I	never	imagined	Joplin	to	have	wriQen	a	symphony,	or	considered	what	his	
opera	might	sound	like.	I	never	imagined	classical	composers	of	color	wriPng	in	an	original	American	
style,	using	the	music	they	invented.	History	has	leV	us	with	only	a	small	percentage	of	the	legacy	of	
these	composers.	 Joplin	ensured	 there	was	a	blueprint	 leV	behind	 for	his	 truly	excepPonal,	 ground-
breaking	work	–	one	that	embodies	the	tradiPonal	Western	cannon	as	much	as	it	embraces	ragPme,	
spirituals	and	a	unique	American	diaspora.	It	is	incredibly	meaningful	to	interpret	Joplin’s	work	in	this	
new	orchestraPon.”	



 
OUR ARTISTIC TEAM

Camellia	Koo	
CAN	

Set	Designer

Deanna	Downes	
USA	

Co-Dramaturge

Leah-Simone	Bowen	
CAN	

Story	and	Libre_st

Reza	Jacobs	
CAN	

Music	Director

Weyni	Mengesha	
CAN	

Stage	Director

Jessie	Montgomery	
USA	

Orchestrator,	Arranger

Jannina	Norpoth	
USA	

Orchestrator,	Arranger

Kimberly	Purtell	
CAN	

LighPng	Designer

Marci	Rodgers	
USA	

Costume	Designer

Jawole	Willa	Jo	Zollar	
USA	

Choreographer

Cheryl	L.	Davis	
USA	

Co-Libre_st

Jeri	Lynne	Johnson	
USA	

Conductor

https://www.volcano.ca/leahsimone-bowen


 
EMERGING BLACK ARTISTS 
With	acclaimed	arPsts	from	across	North	America	coming	together	for	this	project,	Volcano	is	making	
sure	that	emerging	and	mid-career	Black	arPsts	from	Toronto	are	accessing	mentorship	opportuniPes,	
and	taking	acPve,	paid	roles	on	our	team	during	the	development	and	rehearsal	process	of	this	large-
scale	operaPc	work.	This	group	includes:

Esie	Mensah,	Assistant	Choreographer	
Mentor:	 Jawole	 Zollar,	 ArPsPc	 Director,	 Urban	 Bush	
Women,	NYC,	and	Choreographer	for	Treemonisha	

Esie	is	the	2014	Black	Canadian	Award	Winner	for	Best	
Contemporary	Dancer	 and	 	has	worked	with	 some	of	
the	 industry’s	 biggest	 icons	 such	 as	 Rihanna,	 Drake,	
Janelle	Monae,	 Nelly	 Furtado,	 and	 Flo	 Rida.	 Esie	 was	
the	 co-choreographer	 for	 “Panamania”	 Victory	
CelebraPon	at	the	2015	Pan	Am	Games.	

Andrew	Adridge,	Chorus	Member	
Mentor:	Reza	Jacobs,	Music	Director	

Toronto-born	 baritone	 Andrew	 Adridge	 holds	 a	
master’s	 degree	 from	 the	 University	 of	 Toronto	 in	
Opera	 He	 has	 aQended	 the	 presPgious	 Chautauqua	
InsPtuPon	(2017,	2018)	and	the	Banff	Centre’s	Opera	in	
the	 21st	 Century	 program	 (2019).	 Sco>	 Joplin’s	
Treemonisha	 will	 be	 Andrew’s	 first	 professional	
performances	outside	of	Toronto.	

Kanika	Ambrose,	Assistant	Director	
Mentor:	Weyni	Mengesha,	Stage	Director	

Kanika	is	a	Toronto-based	playwright.	She	was	Obsidian	
Theatre	 Company’s	 OAC	 Playwright-in-Residence	 last	
season	and	 is	 joining	Cahoots	Theatre	Company’s	Hot	
House	 for	 the	 third	 Pme	 this	 season.	 Her	 work	 was	
featured	 in	 the	 39th	 Rhubarb	 FesPval,	 Black	 Lives,	
Black	Words	and	Rising	Tides	Showcase.	She	 is	a	Dora	
Award	nominee	for	her	role	in	BinB’s	Journey	and	was	
part	 of	 the	 Dora	 nominated	 Outstanding	 ProducPon,	
Obeah	Opera.



 
NEXT STEPS 
STAGING	AND	DESIGN	WORKSHOP		

December	2-7,	2019		

Stage	Director	Weyni	Mengesha	will	work	closely	with	
the	 choreographer	 and	 cast	 to	 workshop	 movement	
sketches	for	each	of	the	three	acts.	The	designers	and	
directorial	 team	 will	 meet,	 and	 final	 designs	 will	 be	
submiQed	in	December	2019.		

FINAL	REHEARSAL		

March	9	-	April	11,	2020		

Our	 first	 five	 weeks	 of	 rehearsal	 will	 take	 place	 in	
Toronto.	Led	by	Weyni	Mengesha	and	Music	Supervisor	
and	Director	Reza	Jacobs,	our	conductor	will	 join	us	 in	
week	4.		

April	13	-	21,	2020		

Our	final	 rehearsal	period	will	 take	place	 in	South	San	
Francisco	(in	residence	at	the	Bayview	Opera	House	–	a	
historic	 building	 in	 a	 predominantly	 African	 American	
neighbourhood)	 and	 at	 the	 Palo	 Alto	 Theatre	 with	
Stanford	 Live.	 The	 word	 premiere	 performance	 will	
take	place	on	Friday	April	24,	2020.	From	Stanford	will	
we	 transfer	 to	 UC	 Berkeley,	 to	 be	 presented	 by	 Cal	
Performances.		

PERFORMANCE	DATES:	

Premiere:	April	24,	2020	with	Stanford	Live,	Palo	Alto,	
California	

May	2020,	Cal	Performances	at	UC	Berkeley		

October	2020	Washington	Performing	Arts,	DC		

June	2021,	Toronto	TBC	

and	onwards…!	



 
VOLCANO 
Led	 by	 founding	 ArPsPc	 Director,	 Ross	 Manson,	 Volcano	 is	 a	 theatre	 of	 ideas.	 We	 work	 experimentally,	
collaboraPvely,	 and	 with	 an	 eye	 to	 making	 art	 that	 is	 socially	 and	 poliPcally	 current.	 We	 have	 over	 70	
nominaPons	or	wins	 in	 internaPonal,	 naPonal	 and	 local	 awards,	 including	 the	presPgious	Best	of	 Edinburgh	
Award.	We	have	toured	our	work	to	three	conPnents,	and	collaborated	with	arPsts	from	around	the	world. 

Our	works	 are	 contemporary,	 fusing	 internaPonal	 performance	pracPces	with	 arPsPc	 teams	 containing	 the	
best	possible	people	to	tell	the	story.	We	strive	to	make	vivid	works	that	are	widely	accessible	and	thoroughly	
entertaining,	 and	we	work	 across	 borders	 of	 all	 kinds	 in	 this	 pursuit:	 geographic,	 cultural	 and	 disciplinary.	

L-R:	Jessie	Montgomery,	Deanna	Downes,	Leah-Simone	Bowen,	Ross	Manson	(Volcano	AD	&	co-dramaturge),	Weyni	Mengesha.	

Producers’		
Learning	Network	

Mentorship	

Lavadome	
Online	database	of		
resources	for	arPsts	

Volcano	Conservatory	
professional	training	in	

theatre-making

inFORMING	CONTENT	
play	creaPon	symposium	

for	students

Century	Song	
Rwanda,	Edinburgh	2018	
UK,	Belgium	Tour	2016	

Infinity	
Outstanding	New	Play	
2015	Dora	Award

The	Africa	Trilogy	
commissioned	by	the	
Luminato	FesPval	

Goodness	
Best	of	Edinburgh		

Award	2006	

PREVIOUS 
VOLCANO 

SHOWS:

OTHER 
VOLCANO 
PROGRAMS:

https://www.volcano.ca/centurysong
https://www.volcano.ca/infinity
https://www.volcano.ca/theafricatrilogy
https://www.volcano.ca/goodness


CO-COMMISSIONERS 
Volcano’s	Sco>	 Joplin’s	 Treemonisha	 has	been	 co-commissioned	by:	Canada’s	Na4onal	Arts	Centre	 through	
the	 Na4onal	 Crea4on	 Fund;	 Stanford	 Live	 with	 the	 assistance	 of	 the	 HewleB	 Founda4on;	 Washington	
Performing	Arts;	the	Banff	Centre	for	Arts	and	Crea4vity;	and	Southbank	Centre,	London.	

FROM VISION TO REALITY 
AVer	 its	 beginnings	 in	 2015,	 Sco>	 Joplin’s	 Treemonisha	 is	 now	 in	 the	 final	 stretch	 of	 a	 $1.3	 million		
development	 trajectory.	We	 invite	 The	 McLean	 FoundaPon	 to	 play	 a	 pivotal	 role	 in	 the	 training	 of	 Black	
Canadian	arPsts,	and	to	help	to	bring	our	reimagining	of	Sco>	Joplin’s	Treemonisha	to	the	world	stage	with	a	
donaPon	of	$5,000	to	Volcano	Theatre.	

REMAINING	DEVELOPMENT	EXPENSES:	

Staging	Workshop	-	December	2019	
ArPsts’	and	Technician	fees	 $26,864	
Black	ArPst	Training	program	fees	/	expenses	 $4,900	
ProducPon	expenses	 	$5,472	
Out-of	town	ArPsts’	expenses	 $14,270	
Total			 $51,506	

Final	Rehearsals	
ArPsts’	and	Technician	fees	 $369,147	
Black	ArPst	Training	program	fees	/	expenses	 $19,600	
ProducPon	expenses	 	$142,450	
MarkePng	Costs	 $19,500	
Out-of	town	ArPsts’	expenses	 $52,604	
Total			 $603,301	

Expenses	total	 $654,807	

SECURED	REVENUE:	

Remaining	Co-commissioning	Contribu4ons	
Confirmed	-	Canada’s	NaPonal	Arts	Centre,	Stanford	Live	 $304,000	

Private	Revenue	 	
Confirmed	BMO	Financial	Group,	others	 $64,000	

Co-Produc4on	Fees	
Confirmed	Moveable	Beast	grants	 $13,000	

Pending	Revenue	
Further	Commissioning	funds		
Government	grants	-	via	Moveable	Beast,	co-producer	
Emerging	Black	ArPst	Training	Program	-	Ontario	Trillium	FoundaPon	applicaPon		
DonaPons	-	Canada	&	USA	Individuals,	FoundaPons,	CorporaPons	



Legal	Name	
Volcano	Non-Profit	ProducPons	Inc.		

CRA	Registered	Charitable	Number	
89819	4972	RR001	

Board	of	Directors	

Devon	Elke,	Volcano	Board	Chair	
Head	of	Business	Services	-	Codan	Canada	

Melissa	Williams	
PoliPcal	Science	Faculty	-	University	of	Toronto	

Ashiq	Aziz	
Associate	-	Shearman	&	Sterling	

MaQhew	Lella	
Architect	-	Diamond	SchmiQ	

Jeanne	LeSage	
LeSage	Arts	Management	

Leah	Teklemariam	
Director	of	Programmes		
The	Stephen	Lewis	FoundaPon	

Connie	Wansbrough	
Professor,	School	of	Design,	
George	Brown	College	

Partners	&	Funders:

CORPORATE INFORMATION 

For	further	informa4on:	
Meredith	PoQer,	General	Manager	
(416)	538-4436	
meredith@volcano.ca	
www.volcano.ca	
251	Crawford	St	Toronto	ON	M6J2V7

mailto:meredith@volcano.ca
http://www.volcano.ca
mailto:meredith@volcano.ca
http://www.volcano.ca

