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Rufus Wainwright is tired.

The acclaimed troubadour, whom none other than Elton John has called "the greatest songwriter on the planet," has a penchant for doing things rather lavishly. In the last three years alone, he's performed an entire Judy Garland concert album in its entirety at Carnegie Hall, set Shakespeare's sonnets to music in a collaboration with the Berliner Ensemble and penned his first opera, "Prima Donna," which premiered in Manchester, England, two weeks ago.

So it's natural that Wainwright, who is calling from Long Island on a July afternoon a few days after his 36th birthday, sounds positively drained.

"I just need a breather," he says.

 Wainwright is back in the states after dedicating his blood, sweat and tears to "Prima Donna" in Europe over the past two years. The artist's first opera was originally commissioned for the Metropolitan Opera and Lincoln Center Theater in 2007, but the Met withdrew because of Wainwright's insistence to write the opera's libretto in French.

Instead, the Manchester festival took on the project, which follows a day in the life of an aging opera singer in 1970. It debuted -- to mixed reviews -- on July 10.

"All the world's newspapers and theaters came," Wainwright says of the premiere, where he arrived dressed like his idol, composer Giuseppe Verdi. "I would say half the press was positive, another quarter was extremely positive, and of course there was the classical crowd, who were not happy at all. But it's an accomplishment in itself for a pop musician to go head on with the main classical critics in the world and come out in one piece, so I'm very happy about that."

Wainwright, the pop musician, has already seen a celebrated, storied career. The son of folk musicians Loudon Wainwright III and Kate McGarrigle, he broke through on his own with 1998's self-titled album and 2001's "Poses," earning critical raves and an adoring following. He has since released three more studio albums and a live album of the Garland concert, which was nominated for a Grammy earlier this year. But it's "Prima Donna" that Wainwright calls his proudest accomplishment so far.

"It's definitely the biggest thing I've done," he says, "but I don't think it's by any means my operatic masterpiece. I think that once you open that can of worms, it's a whole other mountain to climb, and it's not really until your third or fourth opera that you really catch your stride. With that being said, the territory has been discovered, and now I just have to ruin it."

Wainwright's songs have always had an orchestral flair, but "Prima Donna" takes it to the next level; it's an undeniable, full-fledged opera. Wainwright's love of the genre stemmed from hearing Verdi's "Requiem Mass" when he was 14.

"I was at a real brutal crossing of my life," says the musician, who is openly gay. "I was coming to terms with my sexuality while the world was suffering from the onslaught of AIDS, and somehow opera at that point presented itself as a type of salvation. It's very much like when teenagers my age got into Nirvana and grunge at that time ... everyone just needed something a little darker."

Wainwright says he would like to write another opera in a few years, but for now, he's heading back to pop music.” I still love writing pop songs, and at some point I'd like to have a chart hit," he says. His next album will be strictly piano and voice, a project that he calls a "sorbet of sorts" for the listener.

Before he records the album, Wainwright is on a solo tour, which brings him to Zoellner Arts Center Friday as part of Musikfest's Performing Arts Series. He last performed at Zoellner in 2004 for a sold-out audience.

"The main thing is that I never do the same show twice," he says of the impending tour. "I deeply admire those people who can and wish I could be more organized, but unfortunately I'm a little spaced out. I think the audience should know that when they see me, that's who I am at that point.

Never one to hide behind a guise, except for that Verdi costume at the "Prima Donna" premiere, Wainwright proudly proclaims that there's no difference from when he walks on stage to perform and when he walks off.

"It's Rufus always."
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