
Gift

The most important thing in performing and making music is that 
by a total and sincere performance – by being the medium for the 
composer’s or poet’s aims – one can give the listeners an experience or 
a revelation, which makes them awaken. Whether it concerns church 
music or secular music, in full swing all the way. My voice is the gift 
that I can develop and with that gift I can serve and speak to people in 
different situations at churches, concert halls or theatre – not only with 
the voice but also with the text and melody together when a singer is 
concerned.

Interview  
of Juha Kotilainen,  
the opera singer

TerTTu Seppänen
TranSlaTed by anneli alajoki

– chance of my life

of
singing
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Juha Kotilainen is one of the most brilliant 
Finnish baritones at home and abroad. 
The busy singer is taken from concert to 

concert and from one production to another. 
In addition to performing and teaching he has 
taken as his important task arranging high level 
concerts in the most far away countryside and 
co-operation with young artists.

We are sitting at the table in the hall of Kau-
kalinna with the intention of discussing sing-
ing and the work of an artist. However, Juha 
Kotilainen enthusiastically starts to talk about 
the garden concert, which is to be held on the 
3rd of August 2008. The venue is the beauti-
fully renovated garden of Kaukalinna, which 
once belonged to the assistant vicar of the 
Church of Kerimäki.

 – It is already a traditional concert because 
it is arranged for four summers running, Ko-
tilainen says and continues – It is easy to have 
concerts in a place like this. My idea has been 
to support in this work since I know people 
who also want to perform in a concert on vol-
untary work basis. In the future we can also get 
foreign visitors, who would like to visit a great 
place like this if the time is suitable. I believe 
these concerts will be arranged in the future, 
too. I am meeting Mikko, who makes video 
documentaries on different occasions. I was 
thinking about asking him to film the con-
cert on the 3rd of August. A while ago Mikko 
filmed the 80th anniversary concert of Seppo 
Laamanen, the cellist, at the concert hall in 
the Sibelius Academy. He likes filming this 
kind of occasions.

– I am of the opinion that concerts should 
also be arranged in a little out-of-the way  
places. The programme must be high quality 
and it is when it is done well and properly in 
peace and quiet and in mutual understanding. 

That way the level will be high. There are a lot 
of good, young artists who need the opportu-
nity to perform and appreciate getting one.

Professional in singing

Juha Kotilainen started his singer’s career in 
Rauman poikakuoro (the Rauma Boys’s Choir). 
To the son of a clergyman and a teacher the 
grounds of music became familiar already as a 
young boy. The Kotilainen family have music 
in their genes, there is e.g. Otto Kotilainen, 
the composer, who was the grandfather’s first 
cousin. Juha Kotilainen’s clergyman-father 
studied in addition to theology musicology 
and composing, his brother, Timo Kotilainen 
is the director of Turun laivastosoittokunta (the 
Turku Navy Orchestra) and participates in the 
ceremony of Joulurauhan julistus (Declaring 
Peaceful Christmas) in Turku, Finland. Among 
the second cousins there are well-known pro-
fessional musicians, e.g. Matti Tuloisela, pro-
fessor and singer, and the deputy headmaster 
of the Sibelius Academy, emerita, Tuula Koti-
lainen. Matti Tuloisela’s grandfather, the cantor 
of the Heinävesi Church, and Juha Kotilainen’s 
grandfather, a teacher and a musician, were 
brothers. There are a lot of cantors, clergymen 
and teachers in the family. Juha Kotilainen, 
who had sought entrance to the Academy of 
Dramatic Art and Sibelius Academy, was ac-
cepted to the latter, more precisely, the church 
music department of Kuopio. From there the 
studies continued with solo singing with Olavi 
Hautsalo and Matti Tuloisela .

Juha Kotilainen describes his work as a pro-
fessional singer:

– My work with music is many-sided, there 
is opera, and purely solo singing concerts, then 
there are church concerts and this kind of mu-

When you are silent you 
can hear that the basic 
sound of nature is the com
mon tone world of many 
sounds, Juha Kotilainen 
says. He likes silence as 
the counterbalance to his 
work.
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sical events. There are all sorts in my life. I have 
no fixed mission. I have not tied my hands with 
anything, I want to work as a free artist. My in-
tention is to work in many ways in the field of 
music. Considering the physical and mental con-
dition, of course, sometimes it is easier than at 
other times. Next summer can be very reward-
ing, because I am not with the Savonlinna Op-
era Festival, thus there will not be a long and 
demanding rehearsal-and practice period ahead 
when everybody has to be present.
How do you describe your philosophy as a singer?

– I cannot separate it from the other things, 
it belongs to my life as a possibility which I 
have received as a gift and 
which I have developed. 
I cannot or will not ana-
lyze it more for it is a gift, 
which I have worked with 
and it has given me a pro-
fession. Of course I could 
do something else. Sing-
ing suits me best. Pro-
fessionally, theatre and 
music together – opera 
– gives me my own work. 
Naturally, in addition to 
opera one can do lots of 
other things. The voice is 
the gift that I can develop and with this gift I 
can serve and speak to people in different situ-
ations at churches, concert halls or theatre.

– I think that the most important thing in 
performing and making music is that by a  
total and sincere performance, by being the 
medium for the composer’s or poet’s aims, one 
can give people an experience or revelation, 
which makes them awaken. It is important, 
I think, whether it concerns church music or 
clerical music: in full swing all the way, an art-
ist must do so many things both in classical 
and in old music.
Which composers are the most important for 
you?

– I must say I regard Bach as one of the most 
important, especially for his church music. He 

has also made clerical music. Bach it is, with a 
special regard for Baroque and church music. 
If we talk about opera composers, I have fa-
vourites, too. Or perhaps no special favourite, 
but there are a lot of composers I like. Verdi 
and Mozart above all, then Puccini – I really 
like them. Also Bartok, who has made opera, 
and modern composers both Finnish and for-
eign, whose music I have had the opportunity 
to perform. They have made very different op-
eras, which as for contents and text are such 
as I perform with pleasure.
What do you think is the state of vocal art 
internationally? Is there a certain school that 

is in? There has been talk 
about singers with a great 
technique without a per-
sonal touch? How do you 
see the situation?

– Well, if we think 
about singers all over the 
world or any artists there 
are constantly coming 
new, supreme talents who 
also master the interpreta-
tive substance and know 
how to do everything that 
a performing artist must 
do. There will be more 

and more of them in Finland and abroad. 
There are still a lot of different schools. For-
merly they talked about e.g. the Russian school, 
how singing was taught in Russia. Nowadays 
the lines between different schools have be-
come less conspicuous. The practice has be-
come a lot more sensible, there are no great 
differences and they are not made any more. 
Today in different parts of the world there is 
an attempt to reach a common goal: Singing 
should be as natural as possible, thus it would 
serve all styles, whether it is opera, lied music 
or something else.

– Here in Finland the situation is good 
though at the moment there is some talk in 
connection with song contests about the lack 
of male voices and the abundance of high-class 

Jutta Holmberg (so
prano) and Juha Koti
lainen (baritone) inter
preting the duet of Zer
lina and Don Giovanni 
from Mozart’s opera Don 
Giovanni. The audience 
from eastern Finland was 
captivated by the excel
lent performance and 
the libretto in the Savo 
dialect.jo
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Rossini’s opera Il viaggio a Reims: 

Juha Kotilainen’s Baron of Trom-

bonik shows as the master of 

ceremonies in the closing festi-

val how to take the scene on the 

stage. There is luxuriantly comical 

stateliness in his singing and ap-

pearance.

Hannu Ilari Lampila, Hs 19.1.2003
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female voices. I think, however, that there will 
be more and more potentiality in male voices, 
too.

– Boys’ lesser interest in the studies of 
classical music may be true because there is 
less teaching in music at schools, less sing-
ing together, so maybe boys become more 
oriented in physical activities. They do not 
go in for singing or dancing so much. Mu-
sic education at schools has become lighter 
than what it was before. The music there is 
mostly light music. Music lessons are car-
ried through with the music that the chil-
dren are already interested in. This is the 
negative point in contemporary music edu-
cation. There should be more impulses for 
classical music at school one way or the oth-
er, if it does not happen automatically then 
there should be arranged artists’ visits at 

schools. They could show what it is to know 
classical music.

Singer or actor?

You dreamt about an actor’s career when you 
where young. If you had entered theatre school 
and now performed on stage you would use 
your speaking voice whereas in opera you use 
your singing voice. Have you thought about the 
differences between these two uses?

 – As a singer it is richer and more diversified, 
there is the orchestra and the other elements in 
opera. I think I should have made it as an actor, 
too, but I became a singer. Both professions are 
demanding, an actor’s work is challenging because 
there is no music that supports in certain empty, 
silent moments. An actor supports his own role 
alone as well as the whole performance.

– I think though that I would also have made 
it in theatre and I still would. It is an interesting 
thought to have to do the role without music, 
only by speaking. It would be fascinating to try 
what it is like to perform a monologue with no 
one else on the stage, no music, no intermez-
zos supporting the pauses. The music in the 
background although with no lines to be sung 
gives some kind of security. It is of course also 
rich and imposing, it influences the listener’s 
feelings and experience all the more. Speaking 
you only have the voice and the feeling creat-
ed by uttering the certain line with the certain 
content and the certain emotion. 

– I have also sung modern music, modern 
opera and new lied. I have also sung in Lappish 
e.g. Nils Aslak Valkeapää’s composition and re-
ceived positive feedback. 
There are initial sounds, 
“growls” in Lappish. 
There was a concert in 
Turku, where the audi-
ence loved this perform-
ance. It was something 
that is seldom heard 
in these latitudes. The 
phonemes in Lappish 
are different in a certain 
way from those of many  
other languages. The rein-
deer herdsman’s uttering 
in this work made some 
listeners laugh and others 
wonder what this is and 
where it comes from. It 
must be said that a sing-
er as a performing artist 
must do many kinds of 
things.

How do opera sing-
ers succeed as actors/ac-
tresses?

– It has always been talked about and cer-
tainly there has been progress since the situa-
tion 50 years ago when singers only stood and 
sang the airs. Maybe we have gone too far in 

a way. The opera singer is made to move at 
the same time as they have to sing as well as 
possible. It may happen that you lose track of 
the performing of the music if you must do a 
lot of other things at the same time. There are 
always opera singers who cannot act and sing 
simultaneously. They are trained all the time 
to get full balance in their roles.

Operatic art

How do you see opera as a form of art?
 – In opera as a form of art I appreciate and 

estimate the aspect of speaking to people in the 
way that leads to discussion, the subject in the 
background can be political, international, or 
any other. If it makes people think and talk, 

if it brings about fantastic 
experiences and shakes up 
people it is worth support-
ing as a form of art and it 
has done its work.

This characteristic of 
opera was splendidly re-
alized last summer by Isän 
tyttö (Daddy’s girl), the 
opera composed by Olli 
Kor tekangas. It was or-
dered by the Savonlinna 
Opera Festival and Parlia-
ment of Finland together 
to honor the 100th anni-
versary of the Parliament 
and the 40th anniversary 
of the opera festival. The 
critique was positive and 
the audience lived with 
the events of the opera to 
the full. The spectators ex-
perienced katharsis.

– When there are ele-
ments that speak to people  

it makes them sensitive, to discuss and think. 
It can also arouse memories and personal  
feelings: this opera tells about all of us. It even 
makes people think in a new way. When things 

Eric Halfvarson and Juha Kotilainen in the roles of baron Ochs and Herr von Faninal in Richard Strauss’s The Cava
lier of the Rose.
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The events of Daddy’s Girl take 

place over a few summer days in 

1997 and in flashbacks to 1956, 

1968, 1981 and 1992. The opera 

ends with the time of its premiere, 

summer 2007. The experiences re-

lated are ones to which all Finns 

can relate, either as lived reality 

or as part of our common spiritu-

al heritage and identity. The emo-

tions evoked by Second World War 

and the years that followed are, 

for example, undoubtedly familiar 

to many, likewise the crazy over-

heating that preceded the reces-

sion and the fates of those who 

suffered as a result.

Pekka Hako, Operafestifalbook 2007, 
p. 48.
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like this are present opera as a form of art will 
live.

– There was really something about Isän tyttö. 
We had weeks of common rehearsal. For me, 
in the role of Axel everything was clear, why 
things were done in a certain order on the stage 
and why there were those sudden time leaps; 
why back and forward in time in turns. Of 
course the composer and the librettist could 
improve their work.

What about the operas 
that have not opened up 
at once?

 – One of the most 
recent Aika ja uni (The 
Age of Dreams) was three 
composers’, Rechberg-
er’s, Kortekangas’s and 
Aho’s trilogy-opera to 
Paavo Rintala’s libret-
to. In it I made Blazer’s, 
it is the devil’s role, the 
devil with a red coat fell 
down from the heights, 
in other words a doll fell 
down, and I came down 
by lift and sang: Luckily I 
fell on my a..e. It was my 
idea of the devil, who was 
very quick-moving.

As a composition and 
modern tone language 
the music in Aika ja Uni 
was not very easy. New, 
modern operas are always 
a little difficult. The sing-
er himself must work on 
them to master the singing and performing 
on the stage.

How is Finnish opera estimated abroad, 
quite a lot of operas have been composed in 
Finland? And there are also internationally 
well-known artists in Finland?

– The development in Finland is followed 
with interest. Finnish opera has an unusu-
al reputation abroad, a small population, a 

small nation, and there is always coming some-
thing new: New operas, new singers and new  
directors.

– Perhaps it is just the simplicity and au-
thenticity, the same thing that we represent as 
a nation here among the northern countries, 
how we think, work and live – rather simply. 
When this way of life is changed into music 
and librettos suitably spiced it just works. This 

is interesting.
Where are the roots of 

this creativity? Are they 
somewhere deep down, let 
us think about the spirit 
of Kalevala, is that where 
the creative power comes 
from?

– Maybe not any more. 
The stories of Kalevala 
have already been com-
posed. Now there is this 
Kaija Saariaho -boom. 
Kaija Saariaho presents 
universal themes in her 
operas, also themes con-
nected with the situation 
in the Middle East thanks 
to her librettist, the Leba-
nese Amin Maalouf. He 
has written the librettos 
to Kaija Saariaho’s operas 
Kaukainen rakkaus (Dis
tant Love) and Adriana 
Mater, the Finnish first 
performance of which 
was in the National Opera 
last spring. These themes 

touch people all over the world and the ending 
in Adriana Mater, the breaking of the chain of 
violence, interests and speaks to people. 

– And then there are our own national stories, 
e.g. Aleksis Kivi’s fate. I think that Einojuhani 
Rautavaara’s Aleksis Kivi is one of the finest operas 
musically. The life of Aleksis Kivi is close to us 
as a text and as a history. It was performed as an 
opera at Retretti in 1997 and 1998 and was then 

Richard Wagner’s Götterdämmerung was 
in the repertoire of the National Opera 
in 2004. Juha Kotilainen in the role of 
Günther and Susan Marie Pierson in the 
role of Brünhilde. 
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The Age of Dreams is the work of 

one libretist and tree composers. It 

is a work of great depth, both his-

torically and spiritually. The four 

members of the team began work-

ing closely together in 1996 to pro-

duce a trilogy unique in the history 

of opera. For while the three operas 

can each be performed separate-

ly, the sum is nevertheless great-

er than the parts.

The Age of Dreams is a histo-

ry of mankind over the past two 

thousand years, drawing togeth-

er different cultures and eras. It 

is, in a way, also an appeal on be-

half of opera as a form of art and 

its new potential at the dawn of a 

new millennium.

Pekka Hako, Operafestivalbook 2000, 
p. 61
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taken abroad. I liked it very much, I sang the title 
role in 1998. Aleksis Kivi is an important and a 
close author for all of us. It is possible to put up on 
stage everything that was connected with his life. 
Vilppu Kiljunen’s direc-
tion was very interesting. 
Of the Finnish operas the 
role of Aleksis Kivi can be 
one of my best roles. The 
performance and interpre-
tation of the title role both 
at Retretti and in France 
was of great importance 
for me.

Working on a role

There must be a lot of 
roles that you have per-
formed? What is your 
dream role like?

– I have never count-
ed, but I think that there 
could be something like 
forty roles. A dream role 
is a role in which you can 
go deep and are able to go 
deep and in which there 
are elements that are lived 
and experienced in your 
own life. It is reward-
ing to do a role like that. 
Every body has experi-
ences and events in their 
lives that can be of use. It is my privilege to 
be able to draw depth in my role from the life 
that I have led. That gives a touch of reality 
to the role. A role must always be performed 
as real even if it were imagined. Otherwise it 
leaves the audience untouched and does not 
get through.

What does it feel like to dive into a role whol-
ly and totally?

– At first it was a little frightening. Would 
I be able to do a leading role? Little by little I 
have done more and more leading roles. With 

title roles there are expectations about the tra-
ditional performances, the general views and  
usages connected with the role for e.g. 200 
years. However, you should also present your 

own personal experience 
in that role. A role like this 
is e.g. Rigoletto, which is 
coming in my repertoire. 
I have not sung it before 
but with all probability 
it will happen in the near 
future. I have been asked 
to do it a couple of times 
before but the time has 
not been right. 

Which roles do you have 
on your Top of the Roles 
list?

– Lots. Rigoletto is one 
of them. In Rigoletto his 
daughter is kidnapped 
from him because of his 
mistakes. You have to find 
the elements which your 
interpretation springs 
from, your own pain, your 
suffering, to be able to in-
terpret the role as genu-
inely as possible. There 
are e.g. a lot of divorces 
today and tragic lives con-
nected with them. It is this 
kind of experi ences, your 
own and others’ through 

which these feelings open up and make it pos-
sible to “live” the role to the full. There are of 
course roles “only” of princes or counts. I have 
had quite a lot of roles of the bad man and I 
would like to do more comic roles. I would 
be able to jump into the roles of opera buffa. 
There is such a quality in me, too.

There is the whole ornament of life in your 
role characters; count, family man, funny man, 
bad man, the devil and Jesus.

– True. The world of opera is a very rich 
world. You can take the experiences from your 

own life on the stage; humorous, ironic-at-
your-own-expense events or sad, tragic events 
in life. In a singer’s life you must sometimes 
tread on the unknown ground since you have 
not lived some famous German poets’ lives, you 
just know the history of how they have lived 
and what has happened to them. You must 
be able to go in that life, but perhaps you can 
take some of your own life as a spice with you, 
then it touches people even more.  

Have you had a role that has been so differ-
ent that you have had to think about it more 
than usual?

– Yes, e.g. Bartok’s opera Bluebeard’s Castle, 
where Count Bluebeard meets all his former 
wives. It is weird! (Laughs). I was the Bluebeard 
and I do not know even today how he killed his 
wives. Judith is the last wife and she meets with 
the same fate. She opens the seventh door and 
out come Bluebeard’s former wives. This Blue-
beard was a monster. In Shakespeare’s works, 
too, there are violent, cruel kings.

 – As a performing artist you must imagine 
how to rave on the stage, how to play fits of 
madness and such like, in certain roles you have 
to die long deaths. The role of a terrorist was 
a challenging role. I had the role of Mamoud 
in John Adams’s opera The Death of Klinghof
fer. It has a connection with the Middle-East 
politics and is based on facts. Mamoud was 
a Palestinian terrorist and Achille Lauro was 
the ship hijacked in 1985 that Adams made 
the opera about. It became well known in the 
1990’s. It was performed in the National Opera 
at the beginning of this century. In my role I 
was involved in a violent killing scene, and in 
one performance I raved with a gun to such 
an extent that I accidentally broke a chorus 
singer’s front teeth. Accidents like this happen 
once in a while. To myself, too, once I fell in 
the pit on a cellist’s back in the heat of a bat-
tle. I jumped quickly up on the stage, the cel-
list or the cello were not damaged.

Where is the limit to what can be expected 
from an opera singer? What is the wildest thing 
that has been expected from you?

Three periods can be distinguished 

in the life and work of Kivi: the rise 

of Finnish-speaking intelligentsia 

and the battle between Finnish and 

Swedish; the village milieu or the 

”Cobblers on the Heath” level; and 

the loneliness and mythical figures 

of the gloomy forests, born of the ar-

chetypes of the subconscious. These 

formed the starting points for certain 

musical choices, chiefly ones affect-

ing the form.

Kivi’s style, its archaic quality as 

such, but especially the inherent na-

ture of the verbalisation had always 

sounded familiar to me, like a melo-

dy, a common genetic heritage, the 

embodiment of all that is Finnish. If at 

any point in the opera this is commu-

nicated to the listener, then my objec-

tive will have been achieved.

Einojuhani rautavaara, Operafestifal-
book 1998, p. 84.

Mozart, Don Giovanni: As the naughty star 

there shines baritone Juha Kotilainen, who is 

like a facsimile of the archetypal Don Juans. 

Don Kotilainen is passionate, charmingly dan-

gerous and gesticulates in his role suitably 

smoothly – and twists the audience round 

his finger with his singing.

satu Koho, Oulun kaupunginteatteri

 Mozart, Le Nozze di Figaro: Juha Kotilainen 

showed a self-indulgent and sly count.

Hannu Ilari Lampila Hs 18.5.1989

Richard Strauss, Der Rosenkavalier: Juha Ko-

tilainen’s Faninal feels at home on the stage, 

his baritone is also as if newly serviced.

Matti saurama Uutispäivä Demari 30.11. 2004

The Bass-baritone Juha Kotilainen was of the 

singers of the evening by far the best known 

and most experienced. He interpreted the role 

of Jesus sensitively and touchingly: the voice 

was pleasantly warm, and musical phrases 

sounded tasteful.

arto sakari Korpinen, Bach’s Passion of st John 
in ristin kirkko 4.4.

Joseph Haydn’s oratory Creation: Juha Ko-

tilainen stood out among the superb singers, 

his skills as an actor have been proved in dif-

ferent opera houses for years. He was able 

to bring the content of the text almost touch-

able with different shades, and his voice was 

firm as an oak.

Pentti Mäkinen, savon sanomat 23.11.2003

Juha Kotilainen as Jesus has inherited the 

firm, devout, authoritative role which be-

longed to Jorma Hynninen before.

Hannu Ilari Lampila, Hs
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– The limit has been reached when in a re-
hearsal it is necessary to tell the conductor 
or the director that I am not able to do this. 
The most demanding for 
me have been the roles 
with a lot of movement 
in which there have been 
very difficult, long, vo-
cally heavy parts. It has 
sometimes been very 
hard to be able to per-
form the physical action 
in addition to the sing-
ing. So far I have man-
aged to do it, especially 
when I was younger, to-
day it is not as easy as 20 
years ago. Some people 
can sing even standing on 
their heads.

– Some people were 
surprised at the fact that 
I could sing a long air ly-
ing on my back in Isän 
tyttö (the opera of Olli 
Kortekangas) in Savon-
linna Opera Festival last 
summer. It is possible 
when the technique is developed to the point 
that allows you to sing in the horizontal posi-
tion. A singer’s physique can become an obs-
tacle to this.

Messenger of the gospel

When you sing Johann Sebastian Bach’s church 
music, how do you experience it?

– I feel then that I am the messenger of the 
gospel whether it is Bach’s St John Passion, St 
Matthew Passion or Christmas Oratorio. This is 
the first feeling. Bach’s great music is in it, but 
the Gospel text is the most important thing, the 
idea of the performance is that it gets through 
to the listeners. Bach’s music is splendid and 
meaningful. I really like singing Bach. Of the 
Finnish baritones I may have had the oppor-

tunity to sing St John and Matthew Passions 
most since the time I was first asked to per-
form. It was around the years 1984–1985. 

Verdi’s and Mozart’s Re
quiems or Haydn’s Crea
tion should not be forgot-
ten, their texts are partly 
based on the Bible.

– Maybe Bach’s St Mat
thew Passion is the most 
impressive and touching 
work in which I have been 
able to sing the part of  
Jesus. I have been told that 
I look like Jesus. When I 
once went to a church 
the verger said: There is 
a painting of you in the 
front part of the church. 
St Matthew Passion and 
Christmas Oratorio are my 
favourite works. 

Music keeps up  
your health

The healing elements 
of music have been fre-

quently discussed recently. There was e.g. a 
programme on the radio of a study of Nation-
al Public Health Institute. It was verified that 
people who had sung in a choir were healthier 
and had a longer life expectancy than people 
in the control group.

– I am certain that it is true. It is partly due 
to the fact that you use the different parts of 
the body and above all your lungs. Singing is 
good for the lungs as well as for the singing 
muscles of the throat. You keep up a good 
condition both physically and mentally. If you 
have sung let us say until sixty and then there 
has been a period when you have not sung a 
sound for ten years you will find a great dif-
ference when you start again: Good God, this 
muscle does not work! It is good if you can go 
on with singing all your life. If you sing in a 

Puccini’s opera La Bohème: Spark-

ling Musetta’s partner in lovers’ 

fights is, at least as energetic, the 

painter Marcello. Juha Kotilainen’s 

Marcello is an absolutely delicious 

bohemian type, a fellow around 

whom there is always something 

happening. As a skillful actor Ko-

tilainen can with his Marcello ex-

press both the comical and tragic 

element without becoming foolish-

ly exaggerative. Kotilainen’s elec-

trifying acting also stimulated the 

four bohemians of the opera.

Mikko Voutilainen, savon sanomat 
15.9.2002

The four bohemians in 
Giacomo Puccini’s opera 
La Bohème. Jyrki Korho
nen as Colline, Juha Koti
lainen as Marcello, Jouni 
Kokora as Schaunard and 
Ari Grönthal as Rodolfo.
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choir there is this social side to it, it improves 
your health. 

It would be very nice if there were small 
choirs in the concert next summer. It would be 
a refreshing experience for the audience, too, 
not only for those who make music. When 
there are several voices the sound or tone is 
more startling than with only one voice. And 
finding harmony and its influence caresses 
both the performer and the listener.

– When you are silent you sense that the  
basic sound of nature is the common tone 
world of several sounds. I do not usually lis-
ten to any background music at home, either, 
except if I listen to something for a certain 
purpose. l

JUHA KOTILAINEN  
– CURRICULUM VITAE

Juha Kotilainen, baritone, started his singer’s 
career in rauman poikakuoro (the rauma Boys’ 
Choir). He studied singing at the sibelius-academy 
with Olavi Hautsalo and Matti Tuloisela. He received 
his voice diploma in 1985 and has studied further 
e.g. at the courses given by Thomas Hampson and 
Peter Berne. Kotilainen has been a regularly visit-
ing artist at the finnish National Opera since his 
debut as Dandini in rossini’s La Cenerentola in 
1986. He has sung the roles of Count almaviva in 
The Marriage of figaro, Jussi in Leevi Madetoja’s 
Pohjalaisia (The Ostrobotnians), Marcello in La 
Bohème, Mamoud in Klinghoffr’s Death, Gunther 
in Wagner’s Götterdämmerung ,rambaldo in Puc-
cini’s La rondine, Mandryke in richard strauss’ 
arabella and Il Barone de Trombonok in rossini’s 
Viaggio a reims.

In 1992–97 Juha Kotilainen was engaged at the 
aalto Theatre in Essen, where his most important 
roles were the title roles in Tchaikovsky’s Jev-
geni Onegin, Bartók`s Bluebeard`s Castle and 
Mozart`s Don Giovanni, Guglielmo in Cosi van tutte 
and Gunther in Wagner’s Götterdämmerung.

Kotilainen has also visited savonlinna Opera fes-
tival, e.g. as alfio in Mascagni’s Cavalleria rusti-
cana and in the title role in Einojuhani rautavaara’s 
aleksis Kivi (1998). In the summers of 2001 and 
2002 he sang the role of Blazer in the made-to-
order production The age of Dreams and in 2004 
he returned to savonlinna as alfio. In 2005 and 

2006 he sang the role of Matti Puikkanen in sal-
linen’s ratsumies. In the summer of 2007 he was 
seen in the role of alex in Olli Kortekangas’s Isän 
tyttö in the premiere.

Other important roles have been e.g. Tamer-
lano in Handel’s opera with the same title, figaro 
in rossini’s The Barber of seville, Count Tomski in 
Tchaikovsky’s The Queen of the spades, Tonio in 
Leoncavallo’s Pagliacci and the title role in Leevi 
Madetoja’s Juha.

In the latest seasons Kotilainen has frequently 
visited operas in different parts of Europe e.g. In 
Belgium, Netherlands, Germany, france and spain. 
In December 2000 he sang the role of antigonus in 
the premiere of Philippe Boesmans’s opera Winter-
märchen at Théàtre royal de la Monnaie in Brus-
sels. a couple of months later this internationally 
praised production visited Lyon with a great suc-
cess, now Kotilainen in the leading role as Leontes. 
The opera Wintermärchen has later on visited e.g. 
Paris (2001) and Barcelona (2004). The latest opera 
productions have included shostakovich’s Lady 
Macbeth, Musorgsky’s Boris Godunov, Mozart’s 
Don Giovanni and Verdi’s Othello.

The essential part of Juha Kotilainen’s repertoire 
is Lied – from classical Lied to the works of con-
temporary composers – and bass-baritone parts 
in extensive church music compositions. Kotilainen 
has sung several times in st Matthew Passion, st 
John Passion and Haydn’s Creation under the con-
duct of Peter schreier, H-minor mass under Harry 
Christophers and appeared as the oratorio soloist 
under Esa-Pekka salonen. as the soloist with the 
Helsinki Philharmonic Kotilainen has sung e.g. in 
Orff’s Carmina Burana, Berlioz’s oratorio L’enfance 
du Christ and Beethoven’s 9. symphony. Koti-
lainen has sung the role of Bauer in schönberg’s 
Gurre-Lieder (Helsinki festival 2001) under Jukka-
Pekka saraste and the bass-baritone parts in Hay-
dn’s Creation e.g. under Helmut rilling (the Lahti 
symphony 2002) and Bach’s H-minor Mass (the 
Lahti symphony 2005) under Helmut rilling and 
the baritone part in Luciano Berio’s last orchestral 
composition La stanze in Musica Nova festival. In 
2006 Kotilainen performed e.g. schubert’s Winter-
reise in Tokyo and performed in several European 
festivals including Netherlands, austria and Italy. 
In the season of 2007-2008 Kotilainen sings Mar-
cello’s role in Puccini’s La Bohème.

at the end of May there will be a recital in spain 
with Ilmo ranta, the pianist.

Sources 
savonlinnan oopperajuhlien juhlakirjat (The comme-
morative publication of the savonlinna Opera festi-
val)
www.fazerartists.fi
www.operafin.fi

Juha Kotilainen with Kalle Toivio accompanying on the piano.
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Juha Kotilainen likes singing Bach. He says: “I feel that 
I am the messenger of the gospel, the one who brings the 
message whether it is Bach’s St. John Passion, St. Matthew 
Passion or Christmas Oratorio”.

The Finnish-national style was continued 

by Juha Kotilainen, baritone, with Pilvi-

tanssi (Dance of Clouds) by Otto Koti-

lainen and Sunnuntai (Sunday)by Martti 

Turunen and the sweet and deeply mov-

ing Ois vierelläin hän (I wish she were by 

my side) by Heino Kaski. One cannot but 

admire the singer’s skill of changing from 

the tender to the humorous, from opera 

to a simple song.

Kaisa Pakkala, The Garden Concert in Kauka-
linna 5.8.2007
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