Humble Hugh

by

Eyes Right

Springfield, VA   -   You may not have heard of Hugh Panaro, but if the opportunity ever arises for you to see him perform, run, don’t walk, to pick up some tickets.  You will not be disappointed.
Mr. Panaro was the featured guest recently at an ArtSpeak! event held at our local high school.  ArtSpeak is an ongoing project here in Northern Virginia to promote the performing arts among students by inviting prominent musicians, composers, vocalists, choreographers, and actors to talk in an informal setting about their craft.  In the past 12 years, such noted performers as actor/choreographer/director Maurice Hines, composer Marvin Hamlisch, and Broadway actress Alice Ripley have appeared.  The format typically consists of performance interspersed with questions from students being answered by the guest.  There is no admission fee – it is an absolutely free event.
During this particular evening, Mr. Panaro sang three Broadway show tunes, while being accompanied by Ms. Jenny Cartney from the Kennedy Center on piano.  Between songs, Mr. Panaro sat on one of two living room chairs in the middle of the stage and took questions from the audience.  The youngsters asking the questions provided a wide-ranging overview of topics probing every aspect of the performer’s life.  Some were trivial, such as, “What is your favorite breakfast food?”, but others solicited insights into life on Broadway, e.g., “How do you continue to “get up” for a performance on Broadway when you have been playing that same role for over a year?”

Because Mr. Panaro had toured Europe last year with Barbra Streisand as one of the four “Broadway Boys”, there were several questions about her.  Mr. Panaro did not duck the questions, but revealed that Ms. Streisand is not the “bitch” frequently portrayed in the press, but is an extremely hard-working perfectionist who simply wants everything about her shows to be totally professional.  He also mentioned that even at her current age (66), she still is able to sing in the same key as when she was 19.  He seemed to be a genuine admirer of her talent, and said that he would be flattered to tour with her again.

Although he is now in his mid-40’s, Mr. Panaro appears much younger and is strikingly handsome.  He frequently mentioned his dog as his best friend, but, in response to a student question, admitted to having a “significant other.”  He started in show business when only 13, and has had a string of leading roles on Broadway in such successful musicals as Les Miserables and Phantom of the Opera.   Good trivia fact:  he is one of the very few actors to have played both Raoul and the Phantom in the Broadway production of Phantom.

For me, the absolute highlight of the evening was watching Panaro as he sang in his pure tenor voice.  For one number, he asked a small boy from the audience to join him on stage to lie asleep on the floor while Panaro sang the powerful “Bring Him Home” from Les Miz.   It was majestic.  The only analogy which comes to mind is that Panaro’s stage presence and voice provide the same awe as that which I had while watching Michael Jordan play basketball in his prime.
In his remarks to the students, and in the session after the performance when he patiently signed autographs and had photos taken while answering even more questions, Mr. Panaro came across as an extremely approachable, and surprisingly humble, gentleman, who just happens to be one of the premier Broadway performers of this era.   I felt privileged to have had the opportunity to meet him.
I thought you might like to know.
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