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John Arthur Gillaspy, known professionally as John Gillas, died on October 28,
2021, after a brief illness. John was a loving husband and father, mentor and
friend and will be missed by many. Born October 23, 1932, in St. Louis, MO to
Robert and Marguerite Murry Gillaspy, John began his journey as a singer at
Central College, ultimately graduating from Indiana University with a degree in
vocal performance. While at IU, he sang the title role in the United States
stage premiere of Benjamin Britten's Billy Budd, and upon graduation was
drafted into the United States Army where he became a founding member of
the new U.S. Army Chorus. After his service, he sang with the New York City
Opera, the San Francisco Opera, and as a concert singer touring across the
United States. In 1960, he sailed around the world on the M.S. Kungsholm as
a featured concert singer with additional performances at port stops in
Mumbai, Singapore and Hong Kong. In April of 1960, he received a Fulbright
Grant to the Rome Opera, and after finishing his study there, he sang in the
opera houses of Germany for the next six years before returning to the United
States in 1968 to accept a position as a performing member of the University
of Oklahoma's voice faculty. At the same time, Gillas returned to Indiana
University to complete a Master of Science in Opera Stage Direction. During
their time in Europe, he and his wife, Mary, had two children, Elizabeth and



Sean. 
 

In 1971, he accepted an invitation to join Texas Tech as a voice professor and
as stage director of Music Theatre in the School of Music, later taking on the
roles of producer and director. During a nearly 30-year career at Texas Tech,
Gillas directed over 85 productions of operas, musicals, operettas, and many
Gilbert & Sullivan works, occasionally singing leading roles himself. He also
sang numerous recitals and concerts, and he and Mary appeared together
with the Lubbock Symphony in addition to performing duet concerts. He also
sang the National Anthem at Texas Tech men's basketball games for almost
30 years. 

 

John and his wife Mary, also on the Tech voice faculty, worked with many
wonderfully talented students who went into the world of music, following
numerous career paths including performing in major opera houses of the
world, on Broadway and with national/international touring companies. They
also became university teachers, opera directors and conductors, and private
voice teachers and coaches. Gillas was honored during his teaching career at
Texas Tech with the Amoco Excellence in Teaching Award (1980), the Paul
Whitfield Horn Endowed Professorship (1986), the highest award for a faculty
member of TTU, and the William D. Kerns Award for the Performing Arts
(2005). In 1998, he served as Producer and Artistic Director for Texas Tech's
75th Anniversary Gala, and in 2003, TTU conferred the title of Paul W. Horn
Professor Emeritus on him in recognition of his service to the University. John
and Mary Gillas, are also both honored on the Walk of Fame for their
contributions to the cultural life of Lubbock. Gillas continued his work even in
retirement and directed operas for the San Antonio Opera, Amarillo Opera,
and served as sabbatical replacement for voice faculty members at the
University of Michigan and then the University of Utah. Reuniting with many
former students as guest artists, he produced and performed in several
evenings of Broadway music for Don Caldwell's Cactus Theater. He was a



featured soloist for the Lubbock Centennial in 2009, and in 2016, he was a
featured soloist for the U.S. Army Chorus' 60th Reunion celebration. Those
performances are available on YouTube. 

John is survived by Mary, his wife of 61 years; daughter, Elizabeth and her
husband, Randy Clements; and son, Sean, his wife Tracie, and children
Tahirah, Shameem and Camden. The family would like to thank Hospice of
Lubbock for their wonderful assistance, his caring physicians and the many
friends, colleagues, and loved ones who have been in constant contact during
his final illness. In lieu of flowers, donations may be made to the Mary and
John Gillas Vocal Scholarship Endowment at Texas Tech University. Checks
can be made payable to Texas Tech Foundation, Inc. and mailed to Box
45025, Lubbock, TX 79409-5025 or online at click here (https://www.give.ttu.e
du/Gillas). Please note that the donation is designated for the Mary and John
Gillas Vocal Scholarship Endowment. 

 

Family will receive friends and loved ones from 4pm-6pm on November 20,
2021, at Sanders Funeral Home, 1420 Main Street, Lubbock, Texas. Masks
are kindly suggested.



Cemetery Details

Miller Crematory

202 Avenue Q
Lubbock, TX 79415

Previous Events

Visitation

NOV 20. 4:00 PM - 6:00 PM.

Sanders Funeral Home



Tribute Wall

Sanders Funeral Home - November 15, 2021 at 12:02 PM

Sanders Funeral Home created a Tribute Video in memory of John
Arthur Gillaspy (Gillas)

Christina Nehrling - October 28, 2022 at 07:14 PM

I watched "Patience" and "Pirates," by Gilbert
& Sullivan shows at Tech before becoming a
full-time student there. Later I went on to sing
in shows in Texas and Louisiana in schools
and opera companies. I try to remember, as I
teach, that seeds we plant long before we see the saplings may
grow into trees we never imagined, or dreamt of, but never thought
would touch the sky. Your turn, now, to go on to the great beyond.
God have mercy, and thanks for the shows.



RW

Jodi Owen Lofton - November 20, 2021 at 08:26 PM

So sorry we could not make it today to remember and honor the life
of such a wonderful man. Mr. Gillas - There are not enough words
for me to describe how much you meant to me. You always had the
right things to say at just the right time. "I thank you for the music
and your stories of the road. I thank you for the freedom when it
came my time to go. I thank you for the kindness and the times
when you got tough. And, teacher, I don't think I said 'I love you'
near enough." (Dan Fogelberg, Leader of the Band. Word 'teacher'
added). 

  
Much love and prayers to all the family! 

  
Love, 

 The Loftons

Robert Wilkinson - November 19, 2021 at 08:29 AM

Robert Wilkinson lit a candle in memory of
John Arthur Gillaspy (Gillas)



LL

GS

GS

Laurie Lane - November 17, 2021 at 02:55 PM

Laurie Lane lit a candle in memory of John
Arthur Gillaspy (Gillas)

George Shirley - November 17, 2021 at 01:19 PM

George Shirley lit a candle in memory of John
Arthur Gillaspy (Gillas)

George Shirley - November 17, 2021 at 01:18 PM

On behalf of my family and myself, I send loving condolences to the
Gillaspy family at this time of mourning. Among the first to welcome
me when I joined The US Army Chorus, Jack was like a brother to
me. He played a pivotal role in my decision to change my career
path from music education to performance as a professional singer
on the world's operatic stages. Our bond solidified with every
passing year and remains unbroken by his departure from mortal
existence. 
 
My brother and fellow spirit, I salute you with gratitude and profound
respect for being the man you were and will ever remain in my heart
and in those whose lives you touched as you did mine. 

  
Sing on, sing on! 

  
George
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Sanders Funeral Home - November 15, 2021 at 12:00 PM

2 files added to the album LifeTributes

Tambra King - November 14, 2021 at 06:02 PM

Tambra King lit a candle in memory of John
Arthur Gillaspy (Gillas)

Bruce Ford - November 14, 2021 at 07:28 AM

Bruce Ford lit a candle in memory of John
Arthur Gillaspy (Gillas)



DS

CB

Sanders Funeral Home - November 10, 2021 at 04:49 PM

45 files added to the album LifeTributes

Doug Stocco - November 04, 2021 at 08:16 PM

1 file added to the album Memories Album

Chris Bohannon - November 03, 2021 at 11:27 AM

Love to all family and friends who had the gift of knowing Mr. Gillas.
Love you my friend 



GG

DG

Gabrieal Gonzales - November 02, 2021 at 10:30 PM

1 file added to the tribute wall

David Gillaspy - November 01, 2021 at 07:27 PM

David Gillaspy lit a candle in memory of John
Arthur Gillaspy (Gillas)

Sean Gillaspy - November 01, 2021 at 05:46 PM

11 files added to the album John Gillaspy Family

GS
George Shirley - November 05, 2021 at 12:39 PM

My soul brother; may his rest be peaceful!


