
Rose-Marie Klipstein, Peerless Volunteer
By Elizabeth Long, Executive Director, Finger Lakes Opera

Successful non-profit performing arts organizations thrive because of strong leadership: visionary
artistic direction, committed management and, of course, resilient governance. An effective board
president works to engage all members not simply for the betterment of an organization but also
for the community in which it resides. At Finger Lakes Opera, the company has been fortunate to
have Rose-Marie Klipstein as board president since shortly after it was awarded 501(c)(3) status
in late December 2016.

Before Finger Lakes Opera, Rose-Marie served on the boards of the Norman Howard School,
Young Audiences of Rochester, Friends of Rochester Public Library, and served as president of
the boards of Literacy Rochester, the Brighton Memorial Library, and Friends of Eastman Opera.
"Rose-Marie is a peerless volunteer. The late Eastman School of Music Dean Doug Lowry
commented that Rose-Marie stood out above all the volunteers he had worked with over his entire
career," former Rochesterian and FEO President Cathy Lewis stated.

So, who is Rose-Marie Klipstein, and how did she become the contributor to the growth and direction of so many Rochester
organizations?

Rose-Marie was born in Stuttgart, under the flag of the Third Reich, two months before Hitler invaded Poland. She spent
most of her first six years in bomb shelters, moving from one bombed out building to another, occasionally farmed out to
country relatives. She has a lasting fear of basements and sitting in the middle of rows with no escape. When World War II
ended and US soldiers marched through her city streets, almost six-year-old Rose-Marie was one of many who met the
soldiers with cheers and V-signs because they showered everyone with chewing gum and Baby Ruths, Rose-Marie's
favorite candy bar ever since.

She moved to Newcastle, England at the age of 9, and it was while living there that her father took her to see American
heartthrob Mario Lanza in The Great Caruso. After hearing his marvelous tenor voice, Rose-Marie instantly fell in love with
opera. Her family returned to Stuttgart in 1952 and Rose-Marie saw her first live opera, Tales of Hoffmann, at the Staatsoper
(one of the few major German opera houses not destroyed in the war).

Rose-Marie left Stuttgart on her 17th birthday, sailed for America and upon arrival in New York City, at a hotel near Grand
Central Station, on a tiny television set, watched the Democratic Convention featuring Adlai Stevenson and Estes Kefauver.
"I remember thinking - what a bizarre happening: democracy at work in a party atmosphere?" She entered the strange
American high school world that included crinolines, bobby socks, lipstick, shaved legs, and especially bizarrely, Elvis
Presley. "Can you imagine the effect he had on a girl raised on classical music and folksongs?" Rose-Marie chuckles. She
also was introduced to civil rights: the quest for integration of schools in Little Rock, Arkansas was much in the news. Her
Ridgewood High School history teacher explained that yes, indeed, the Civil War had freed the slaves, but they were still
fighting for their civil rights. That prompted Rose-Marie to become involved with civics, little realizing then that the fight for
civil rights would be ongoing. That teacher also assigned a research paper on UN Secretary-General Dag Hammerskjöld.
Rose-Marie was surprised to discover she could find resources at the public library, which was free. That made Rose-Marie
aware of how much a community could provide for its citizens and how many people volunteered to help those services.
Going forward, she pledged to find ways to contribute herself.

After two years at Swarthmore College, Rose-Marie had every intention of moving back home to Stuttgart and purchased a
ticket to her birthland in the summer. Upon arrival in Stuttgart, as she tried to find herself at home again in Germany, she
realized her world had expanded exponentially. Germany no longer felt like home; she returned to Ridgewood, New Jersey
and became a citizen, in time to vote for John Kennedy. In May of 1965, Rose-Marie married an American of German
ancestry. They married coincidentally but unwittingly on the 20th anniversary of VE-Day and spent 36 happy years together
before he passed away in 2001. Rose-Marie has three sons and four grandchildren.



This author remembers hearing about her foray into serious volunteerism as she was being honored by the Literacy
Volunteers of Rochester (now called Literacy Rochester) for 45 years of service to the community at a special luncheon in
May of 2019. As she was driving home from dropping her youngest child off for the first day in nursery school, she heard a
radio ad for taking a Literacy Volunteers workshop and volunteering to tutor. When she got home she called, and the rest,
shall we say, is history. John Williams, who worked at Literacy Volunteers for some years, describes Rose-Marie as, "...a
driving force behind Rochester's goal of being a more literate community. Rose-Marie always gives 200% and her example
inspires others to do the same. And former Literacy Rochester Executive Director Eliza Coyle offered this, "One thing I
love about Rose-Marie is that she is fearless and unafraid to tackle the tough issues. She has a strong moral compass and
the drive to see projects through from idea to completion, no matter how much effort is involved.

Rose-Marie also remembers those days. "I remember, in the early 80s, when I was working on my master's degree at
Nazareth, raising a 17, 16 and two 14-year old boys (one, a foreign exchange student from Madrid who lived with us for a
year) and also becoming more involved on volunteer boards. Trying to juggle those civic responsibilities, which I take very
seriously, my family life and career - those were challenging times."

On tackling tough issues, Rose-Marie has this to say: "One organization in particular had the opportunity to move from all-
volunteer management to the hiring of staff. Transitioning from one to the other is always difficult; certain board members
become accustomed to performing administrative tasks that ultimately must be turned over to professional staff. With any
young organization, this kind of transition is painful. There were uncomfortable conversations that needed to be had with
people unwilling to move forward."

Whether as a board member or board president, Rose-Marie understands what it means to be a board member. She
understands the roles, responsibilities, and expectations of what it takes to be a good board member. This author can say,
"She isn't afraid to address challenges and is eager to work hard to move the needle forward. I've served on boards and
been the senior staff person who has reported to the board chair. She is the best I've had the privilege to work with. People
like Rose-Marie don't always tell you what you want to hear but they definitely tell you what you need to hear."

In the last few months Rose-Marie has, like the rest of us, been forced to partake in her favorite artform through a screen.
"Don't get me wrong - I've always enjoyed the high definition presentations of opera at our local movie theaters and
Saturday afternoons listening on the radio. And I'm proud of what Finger Lakes Opera accomplished in a short amount of
time this summer - the wonderful video programming online. But music, opera - it's a living artform and that doesn't
translate powerfully enough through a screen. We will keep doing what we must to stay safe, but I can't wait for the time
when we all can be together again. And hopefully when that happens, we'll have a lot of new friends joining us."


