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Ruth Bader Ginsburg talks opera and justice at Glimmerglass Festival
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Supreme Court Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg shared personal insights

and other thoughts about the intersection of justice and opera to a full

house of fans July 26 in the Alice Busch Opera Theater at the

Glimmerglass Festival. Photo courtesy of Karli Cadel/The Glimmerglass

Festival
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By Linda Loomis

Ruth Bader Ginsburg’s favorite opera is Mozart’s “The Marriage of Figaro.” But, the opera she says gives her the greatest hope for the

future is Beethoven’s “Fidelio.”

Supreme Court Justice Ginsburg shared those personal insights and other thoughts about the intersection of justice and opera to a full

house of fans July 26 in the Alice Busch Opera Theater at the Glimmerglass Festival. She emceed an hour-long presentation of scenes

from new and standard-repertoire works performed by members of the Young Artists Program and told stories from her life

experiences.

Ginsburg’s daughter-in-law, soprano Patrice Michaels, opened the event with light-hearted selections from a song cycle she composed.

“The Elevator Thief” tells about Ginsburg’s son, James, who was less than first-rate in deportment at the prestigious Dalton School in

Manhattan.

After having received a barrage of telephone calls from the headmaster, Ginsburg—weary of the interruptions and exasperated at the

infractions—laid out a plan for the school administrators.

Considering that the child had two parents, she said, the disciplinary calls should be divided equally between them, every other call

going to her husband, tax law specialist Martin D. Ginsburg.

“I don’t think that we saw a marked improvement in James’ behavior,” the Justice told the audience. “But the calls dwindled to an

average of one a semester. They must have considered Marty’s time too valuable to intrude upon.”

One such call announced that James had “stolen an elevator” to which the boy’s father said, “Well, I don’t expect he’ll get very far.”

As emcee, Ginsburg explained the relevance of scenes performed from “The Consul,” “Billy Budd,” and other operas. She joined the
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As emcee, Ginsburg explained the relevance of scenes performed from The Consul,  Billy Budd,  and other operas. She joined the

performers at curtain call with a distinguished curtsey, then she responded to pre-submitted questions for another half hour.

In response to an inquiry about what opera best addresses the future in times of political upheaval, she spoke about “Fidelio” and its

place in the canon as a beacon of courage and solidarity.

“It was 15 years ago that I saw “Fidelio” in Constitution Hall,” Ginsburg recalled, summarizing the plot of brave Leonore, who disguises

herself as a man, cuts off her hair, and poses as the jailer to help her husband escape prison. Thus, she saves him from an unjust death

at the hands of the corrupt governor. Ginsburg suggested that the universal values of liberty, faithfulness, justice and idealism are those

that offer hope for the future.

As Ginsburg paused, Glimmerglass Festival Artistic and General Director Francesca Zambello, stepped to the microphone to share an

anecdote that sparked a roar of laughter in the house.

She said the Justice might not recall from that evening 15 years ago that when the actors who were cast as soldiers stepped outside for

a cigarette break they were still in costume with their rifles in hand. Understandably, security was tight that evening, and the actors

were immediately surrounded by federal marshals. They had some explaining to do before they were free to return to the stage for the

next act.

To a question asking for advice for any young woman trying to balance a career and a family—specifically as a young female attorney—

Ginsburg called upon the wisdom of Nobel Prize winner Rita Levi-Montalcini, who wrote a book called “In Praise of Imperfection.”

Ginsburg said Levi-Montalcini referred to the poet William Butler Yeats who wrote that in life one must choose. One can have perfection

of the work or perfection of the life; one can't have both.

“Levi-Montalcini said in her own life, she had achieved neither perfection of the work nor perfection of the life,” Ginsburg said. She

added Levi-Montalcini wrote that in her imperfection, she has experienced inestimable joy, so she has come to the conclusion that

imperfection, not perfection, is the natural state of humankind.

Ginsburg then responded to the question from her own experience. “I attribute my success in law school to my daughter. She was 14

months when I started law school. My day had two parts to it: I went to school at 8 in the morning. I worked as hard a I could until 4 in

the afternoon, and then I left and it was Jane, my daughter's, time. We went to the park, we played silly games, I fed and bathed her, she

went to sleep.”

Then, the Justice said, she went back to the books.

“I felt that each part of my life was a respite from the other, and I would never have chosen to surrender one for the other,” Ginsburg

said.

Finalizing her remarks, Ginsburg described her dream for America.

“My dream for this nation is expressed in ʻE Pluribus Unum,’” she said. “I dream that we will come together to listen to each other, come

together for the common good. I dream that we will come together to uphold the ideal of ʻOut of the Many, One.’”
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