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Opera royalty Milena Kitic

of Newport Beach is back

after walking away from the world stage
for five years to raise her young son.

The mommy track never sounded so grand.

BY BENJAMIN EPSTEIN






ezzo-soprano Milena Kitic was in her 20s,

abudding star at the Belgrade Opera, when
she first sang the title role in Georges Bizet’s
“Carmen.” It was perhaps the optimal age to
portray the sultry seductress.
On the other hand, Kitic, now 48, has had
no trouble keeping her Carmen ageless, and the
beguiling gypsy has become a signature role for
her. This Serbi e has sung the part of the voluptuous, headstrong
cigarette roller an 150 times in nearly a dozen productions around
the world, from strictly traditional stagings to others she labels “stylistically
Euro-trash.” She made her 2005 New York Metropolitan Opera debut as
Carmen. Though repertory is diverse, she became a favorite in the part at
Orange County’s late, lamented Opera Pacific.

“Kitic's Carmen is a woeman full of herself. Her
self-regard is expressed by that satisfied smirk on
her face and the casy swivel of her hips,” wrote
Register classical music critic Timothy Mangan in
deseribing Kitic's operatic charms. “She’s gotkind
of abullying swagger—men don't stand a chance”

Still in perfect voice more than two decades
after becoming a professional, she reprises the role

in semistaged performances with the Pacific Sym-

phony and Pacific Chorale from Feb. 19 through 24.
What makes her so ideally suited to the role?
“The voice, No. 1," she says. “It fits my vocal
range. But also the acting and the flamenco. ...
The Los Angeles Times reviewer talked not only

ahout my singing, but also my dancing—he com-

pared me to a ‘refined Charo! That was cute!

“Whatever my own true nature is, 1 trytounder-

stand the character,” she says. “As I mature, I'm
able to do that more and more. I grew with the
role. I might have looked better when I was
younger, but it’s more important how I express
her in the words.”

In 2007, Kitie shocked her fans—and herman-

ager—when she took a hiatus from the stage for
the role of full-time mom. At the time, she was
married to Newport Beach businessman and
former Yugoslav Prime Minister Milan Panic
{they now are divorced), and their son Spencer
was 5 years old.

He's now 13, and Kitic is very much back on
stage, She re-entered the spotlight in 2012 as

Suzuki in Glacomo Puccini’s “Madame Butter-

fiv,” starred in a fully staged version of “Carmen®
at LA Opera the following year, and played a
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nun—about as different a character as can be
imagined—in Jules Massenet’s “Thais" last year.
This month, she also presents a recital in Hous-
ton and, in March, plays Mrs, Noah—here a gar-
rulous gossip—in Benjamin Britten’s “Noah's
Flood™ at LA Opera. She has just turned down
an offer to do “Carmen” in Malaysia. During the
school year, she's still a stay-near-home mom.
“There are always offers,” Kiric says. I sim-
ply can’t leave for a month—1I can't take my son.
If it's summer, then I would take him with me”
From the time Spencer was born until Kitic
made her decision to stay home in the prime of
her career, the boy had gone wherever his moth-
er's global engagements demanded. T didn't
leave him behind, ever, Twould stay in hotels, two
months here, one month there, three weeks there.

- When my son had tostart going to school, I real-

ized itis either this or that. If I keep singing and
performing at this level, I'will never be at home”

Mother, son, and a pair of Yorkie terriers live
in one of Newport Beach's high-end gated com-
munities filled with young families, and where
kids play in the street. What makes Kitic's home
unusual is that right off the entry hall is a music
studio where she teaches, prepares for operatic
roles, and warms up before performances.

On the day a reporter arrives, Kitic has taken
Spencer to school, done warm-ups with a stu-
dent who flew in from Texas for lessons, and is
preparing for a concert at Christ Cathedral in
Garden Grove that night.

Still, she is gracious and relaxed. Though
there was no prior mention of lunch, she offersa



choice of palachinka—Croatian crepes suzette—
or a sandwich of tuna, bacon, and corn on gar-
lic bread. “The name of it is ‘good stufft* * she
says with an infectious, almost melodious laugh.

1t's a gorgeous day, and we move out onto the
patio.

LEAVING THE STAGE PROVED DIF-
ficult for Kitic in more ways than one.

For starters, she recalls, “it was hard to can-
cil signed contracts” —contracts in which she'd
agreed to appear in Sergei Prokofiev's “War &
Peace" and Amilcare Ponchielli’s “La Gioconda”
at the Metropolitan Opera. “These were not in
negotiations; [ had signed them. And not only
the Metropolitan.”

Many people, including her manager, tried
to dissuade her. But those closest to her under-
stood her decision.

Did she miss being anstage?

“1 did, of course,” she says. “I'm a performer,
and that was very hard for me to put on hold. Not
just for the stage applause; it was a part of me,
of my persona. All of a sudden, [T asked myself]
“Who am I? What am 1¥° "

Teaching helped answer those questions. Kitic
served as the inaugural artist-in-residence at
Chapmun University in Orange, and remains an
adjunct professor. She teaches privately; week-
ends often are reserved for students. She has
taught master classes at Chapman and the Orange
County School of the Arts in Santa Ana.

Maria Lazarova, director of OCSA’ classical
voice conservatory, says Kitic brings “gravitas”
a certain dignity, to the stage: “She is a lovely
lady, very warm—a friendly diva! She's one of
the most technically pristine singers—impec-
cable technique, an impressive instrument and
very polished. Tt's perfect singing: [ don't know
how else to say it

Kitic doesn't seem to mind the “diva® label.
Before its demise after 22 sensons, Opera Pacific
dubbed her its Diva of the Year. And Carmen has
been called the ultimate diva role,

“*Diva’is a term that got a little bit rwisted with
time,” Kitic says. “Somebody who is eapricious,
hard to please, demanding, and 50 on. But it's
actually a [legitimate] term for an opera singer,
mostly sopranos—they have to sing the leading
roles. A diva is somebody who has been per-
forming throughout the whole world, speaks
several languages, works very hard, and actu-
ally deserves the term. If somebody would call
me a friendly diva, I would say, “Thank you very
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much, I do appreciate it!' "

Kitic also serves as LA Opera's chair for artistic
excellence, and you might say “friendly” is part
of her job description. “She’s an ambassadar in
the community," says Christopher Koelsch, pres-

ident and CEO of LA Opera. “It is an encrmous
burden for the company to raise money. Frankly,
her glamour makes her an incredible asset for
proselytizing forus, particularly in Orange County,
“She's a remarkably elegant singer, and an
incredibly versatile one. We were bereft when
she puther career on hold to raise her son. And
we were so thrilled when she came back, ... She
is among that rarefied group of peaple in whom
we have a long-term interest
As Koelsch's comments suggest, Kitic didn’t
have much difficulty re-entering the workfarce.
“I never stopped singing completely” Kiticrecalls.
“Twas teaching ... 50 T kept my voice in great shape.
When my manager and others heard me, they
were pleasantly surprised.”

She also kept her body in shape, which mat-

ters in today’s oper- CONTINUED ON PAGE 166
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