
Relevant elements of a talk given by Jill Segal at ICVT7 in July 2009 at the 

Folies Bergere, Paris in the panel discussion:

Developing a Career in Opera or How do we prepare our students for their profession?

My name is Jill Segal and I am an independent, freelance consultant in the art and music world. This follows 14 years of being a founder director of Connaught Artists Management Ltd in London looking after a wide range of classical artists. I am speaking at this Conference from a totally different perspective from my usual talks when I am addressing undergraduate and post-graduate music students about the wider world of agents and development of their careers. However, both voice teachers and agents are charged with the same desires and dreams for their students and clients and all wish to nurture these talented people so that they reach their highest potential. I have been in the classical music world for a total of 19 years and all my knowledge comes from watching and interacting - nothing through formal training. My professional qualifications are in Law. 

The perspective I bring to this Conference must by necessity and experience focus on the profession in the UK and I understand from my fellow panelists that the UK experience is similar to the US and that the agency network differs in mainland Europe. The situation in the UK is that there are a diminishing number of agents and fewer singers are finding agents directly out of conservatoires. Some of course are seen as superstars and are snapped up immediately by opera houses and record companies and launched into the stratosphere. Others will be handpicked and propelled into young artist programmes and opera courses. Many more, however, will be unable to find an agent. I would encourage them not to fret nor spend so much time seeking out and securing an agent that they lose sight of the importance of singing - finding for themselves as many opportunities as possible to get out there and practice their craft. Not only will they gain invaluable experience but will have the opportunity to offer agents the possibility of seeing them perform - and I would encourage them to approach agents, to woo them in a non-aggressive manner and create a situation where they can continue making contact to keep their name alive in the minds of an agent and to develop a rapport. In that way management may well follow. You must always bear in mind that agencies are commercial businesses and they will only be interested in managing an artist from whom they believe they will earn an increasing income stream.

I feel that both teacher and agent must communicate to young artists the imperative of the 3 Rs - Reality; Resilience and Research. By Reality I mean a true perspective of where that artist is in the real world. Just as any student moving through primary, then secondary and finally tertiary education school education finds that their position at each stage of their life alters with the competition in their new environment, so you, as voice teachers, need to help your students measure themselves against the competition in the wider world and assess where their talent and aspirations can take them. You have a difficult task as it is vital to encourage and nurture your singers so that they can function as fully and healthily as possible and against this they need a real understanding of their true talents and abilities so that their singing is not undermined by disappointments. This is a difficult equation to solve but one that is vital to grasp as transparently as possible. Many of you as voice teachers will have travelled this same road of self discovery and are best placed to help find this balance.

Resilience is essential for a career in the vocal profession. And the hurdles in finding an agent mirror the many hurdles in the profession as a whole. This is a career that often requires the practitioner to reach a certain maturity and excludes them from becoming financially self-supporting in the practice of their much loved and hard-worked for career for some years after formal study has ended. The student should take any opportunity available to travel, to work in a country other than the one in which they have been brought up, honing language skills and most of all giving them the psychological strength that will stand them in great stead throughout their performing life. At the same time their language skills will be stronger. Help to teach your students to speak out - if they audition and the accompanist’s tempo is not the agreed and rehearsed tempo - they should stop and politely and calmly correct the tempo and start again. Or if the audition panel appear to be having a private conversation which has nothing to do with listening to your student, perhaps you should prepare them to stop singing and quietly ask whether the panel would like them to wait until the panel is ready to listen. If the singer is shown the door they should hold their head high - they should be valued and respected for their talents. This action could well command respect for bringing the panel politely to order. 

It is essential that the young artist does adequate Research on the agents he or she  approaches. Not everyone requires help finding work early on in their career as they are good at doing this themselves at the level on which they are working but they may well need expert advice on tax or work permits or visas. Additionally a young singer might feel thrilled if offered management with a large, ‘influential’ agency but this may not always be right for the individual. Research will expose whether the singer will just remain a name way down a long list of more experienced and better known singers and will or will not receive adequate marketing and promotional help from the agent. A smaller agency is often far better for the young artist who should be nurtured and a career path should be mapped out for them with a clear idea of the type and size of roles they should be taking on at that time and the way forward into the future, outlining the roles that would be suitable in the next few years. On research a singer may discover that an agent has a policy of helping young singers by having a small list of established names and then a corresponding number of young singers with a similar voice type whom they can offer to promoters when the established name is unable to take on a smaller engagement. A good agent should not be shy of collaborating with the singer’s teacher regarding audition repertoire and looking at criticism that may have occurred in post-audition feedback. It is essential for a young singer that they receive the psychological support they require and have regular positive contact with their agent. A further element of necessary research for a young singer to undertake is to establish a clear understanding of the correct repertoire on which they should concentrate both for auditions and future roles and with which the should promote themselves.

A few final pointers: CVs should be short, clear and accurate; recorded material is essential and should have the singer’s best aria first (not too long) and all subsequent arias should be be in quality order with a mixture of languages, remembering that an agent will seldom have time to analyse a long recording and it is essential that the quality of sound is excellent, with no crackles and pops; always understand the agents’ point of view - that they are commercial enterprises and the relationship with them is a two-sided and reciprocol one.  And very lastly, try not to encourage false hopes in your singers’ hearts and minds.
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