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Opera Under the Stars, Ottawa, June 29
& 30, 2007 -~ Tto r: Robert Pomakon,
Andrew Stewart. (Richard Bradshaw

hidden), Lawrence Wiliford, Russell

\ Braun, David Pomeroy. Yannick Muriel

Noah, Isabel Bayrakdarian, Lauren
Segal. Virginia Hatfield, Joni Henson.

The COC Ensemble Studio
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Ouick now! This is not the (Duiz. but what
do Guillermo Silva-Marin, Theo 2y
Roxolana Roslak. Ben Heppner, John T :
Gactan Laperriere, Isabel Baveakdarian, Kreisztima
Szabad, Michael Colvin, Frédérigque Vézina, Robert
Gleadow and Yanniek-Muriel Noah have in common?
IF vour answer was the Canadian Opera Company
Ensemble Studio. yvou were right on,

For young aspiring opera singers, the COC
Ensemble Studio has been, for 26 vears, the magical
bridge spanning the more sheltered world of sehool

and the prolessional wor SeeTL s

Canada’s premicr tran

1 Oper;
professionals. it allows I
build a solid foundation
advanced studies and practical experience,
1o learn the business of being an opera singer,

Founded in 1980 by the COCs former General
Director, Lot Mansouri, with a conlinuing grani
[rom Tmperial Oil Lid., assistance [rom the
Canadian Government through the Department of
Canadian Heritage, and private donors, the
Ensemble Studio has evolved into a rich, fertile
training grournd for “an inordinate amount of wealth
in Canadian talent.” in the words of Liz Upechureh,
its Artistie Director

Upchureh langhingly attributes this wealth of
talent to our Rocky Mountains, or perhaps our
Canadian waler, a sentiment echoed by the late
Richard Bradshaw. “Probably the greatest number of
mnportant voung singers coming up in the world is
from Canada, IUs not from lalyv, T's not from Russia
—although it used 1o be. Bur we have these
extraordinarily gifted singers — it must be something
in the water,” he quipped playfully, However, he
went on o observe, “We're also quite good al
training them. That is something the Canada
Council is quile good al — giving money 1o lrain
voung artists.”

And there’s no douln the money is well spent,
Members receive vocal coaching Mrom such
renowned teachers as Marlena Malas from the
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ng the roles they ar or
derstudy, they also take classes in languades.
acting., physical combat. dance and moveme
training vilal 1o their stage-crall,
alnls
the

there's

As Music Administrator Sandy Gavineln
oul, “Atone point, having a stellar voice
iU important thing — then it change
we wanl Hhem 1o o acl”. Now,
_ “voiee, They wanl
the acting: \ s 1o look the part -
they want them to be ereative. 5o as the art form
evolves, the training has 1o evolve with "

To that end. personal training elasses are also
available, “Singers need to be aware thal their hody
is the instrument.” Gavinehuk savs, "not only the
voice.” For a singer, it’s also simple economies thal
one must keep in top health, A singer who cannot
sing does not get paid. But artists must not only
remain in top shape physically, but also
psyvehologicallv. A new elass ofTered this yvear is
“neurolinguistic programming”™. 1o help develop
successiul habits and strategies by reinforeing
positive, helpful behaviours, while diminishing
negative ones,

The business side ol opera singing has also
evolved. Professional agents Mrom Europe and New
York teach singers how to Find an agent. There are
also classes on how 1o produce an effective résumé,
how 1o conduct onesellin an interview, how 1o dress
lor audiions, as well as elasses on the s and ours of
filing taxes,

Paramount. however, in evervone’s mind is always
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calure

fer voee — the voice and those who have it — no matter
whal the business side o opera may dictale.

Competition to beeome an Ensemble member is
intense. Each vear, brochures are sent oul 1o
universily musie programs. music schools and
teachers. Hopeluls from across the country must
send in résumés, prool of Canadian citizenship or
landed immigrant status, and prepare live arias in
contrasting stvles. in the original languages ol each.
belore auditioning in the city of their choiee
Montreal, Toronto, Calgary or Vancouver), for Sandy
Gavinchuk. Liz Upehureh and Phil Boswell, COC
Avrtistic Administrator, Gavinehuk and Boswell also
conduct auditions each automn in New York for
Canadian citizens studving in the United States.

Every applicant receives an auditon, The COC
provides the pianist. although those who prefer o
bring their own may do so. The top W 1o 15 singers
receive call-back auditions, The COC pavs their
expenses 1o come to Toronto for the intensive two-dany
auditions. The est day they have coaching with Liz
Upchureh and the COC accompanist. The audition
itsell is on the second day.

The two-dav structure helps 1o settle any anxiely
the singers may have aboul being in a new ety or
envirornent, and also gives the coaches an
oppror urlill\ to hecome Eli'tlll‘rlirllﬂ‘.ll with them. and 1o
see how they respond 1o construetive eriticism,
h‘liggnﬁliunﬁ orl ir|l='r'[br'=‘.lzlliur|. or even [Tatlery, On
dav two. the coaches are able 10 see il the singers
have taken their comments to heart and
incorporaled them into the audition,

The decision on which singers 1o aceepl is based on
talent. as well as whether the singer as a whole would
respond 1o, or benelit from. the Ensemble Studio
program. The COC is manilestly unconeerned with
having a balance of voice types. T some vears, there
may be a dearth ol tenors. In the current vear, there
are quile a few sopranos, The size of the Ensemble
will expand and contract depending on the available
talent pool inany given yvear. In the words of the late
Richard Bradshaw, “We have these talented people
and we can’t send them out the door”

This vear’s Ensemble Studio has 12 dynamae
members ineluding an intern director and an intern
opera coach, In true Canadian lashion, they hail from
very diverse backgrounds — from W hitehorse 1o
Ottawa 1o exotie Madagascar, [ spoke o two ol these
exciling voung arlists. soprano Virginia Hatlield and
tenor Lawrence Wililord, and their musieal
backgrounds are as varied as their cultural heritages,

Wililord hegan singing at age nine in the
prestigious American Bovehoir School in Princeton,
New Jersev, eventually moving on 1o take a Bachelor
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ine Music and Choral Conducting at S, Olal” College
in Minnesota, While still in college. he beeame a
founding member of the professional male o cappella
enscmble, “Cantus.” whose singing has been ealled
“spontancous grace” by the Washington Post. Alter
studies in England, he moved to Toronto to pursue a
Masters in Voice Perlormanee at the University ol
Toronto, where his inlterest in opera was sparked,

Although he came late 1o The opera world,
Wililord s COC mainstage debul came in true
operatic stvle in October 2006, Due 1o the illness of
colleague, Michael Colvin, and with bharely live
hours notice, this charming tenor was asked 1o step
into the major role of Ferrando in Mozart's Cosi fan
feite. When the eall eames he and the other
Ensemble members had been at an earlv-morming
talk. The other Ensemble members immediately
rallicd around him to help him learn all the intricate
staging in that one alternoon. It was terrifving and
exeiting — I didn’t have time to think.” Wililord savs
now, “hut it was a wonderful experience. The casl
was amazing. Most were singers 'd worked with
before. exeept Russell Braun, but he was amazing o
work with. T was a little nervous right away, since
Ferrando opens the entire operd. bt alter 1y [irsi
live minutes of singing, [ enjoved it Tt was greal
Fun!™ e also gives much credit 1o his Mriends and
colleagues in the Ensemble, “becanse T wouldn’
have been able 1o do it without them.”

It certainly shows! Wiliford received kados Tor this
role from reviewer Paula Citron (Classical 96 TN
who praised him as “a talented lveie tenor”
Avcording to Stephen Cera (National Post). “he
acquilled himselMwith Fluent and well-shaped
singing ... a distinetively appealing tenor that
caressed the lovely melody in En'aira amaorosa in g
wayv Thal was light, lveical and sensitively coloured.”

Vieginia Hatlield, a chavismatic and lively redhead.
also made a well recerved COC mainstage debut as
Frasquita in BizeUs Carmen. “T don’t think that a
voung soprano could ask for a better debut role than
Frasquita.” savs Matfield, “beeause its Fun, s
charming, and there’s a Little bit of comedy and
drama in the scenes in which she appears.” She was
able to sing with the COC Chorus in the large
ensemble numbers, as well as part ol'a more
intimate trio and quintet, which showed ofT the voeal
talents ol its members. Furthermore, she loved the
[aet that she didn® have “the pressure ol a main role.
bt still ol 1o Hirl;_{ }Ii;.{}l Csl”

Like Wililord, TTatlield started singing Mrom a
voung age in school and chureh choirs, as well as
local county festivals around Northumberland
County. Ontario. Al age 12 she started voice lessons
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with soprano Donna Bennett, who introduced her o

her first opera recording Lo Traviata and became
her mentor, inspiring her to pursue a career in
classical music, Entering the University of Toronto,
she took a degree in Voice Performance, Tollowed by
a three-yvear Opera Diploma at the Faculty of Music,
Opera Division,

In 20079, she was the recipient of the Canadian
Opera Volunteer Committee’s Distinguished
Graduate Award. and is the winner of the 20006
David and Ann Award, As Pamina in the COC
Ensemble Studio’s production of Mozarts The Magie
Fute, Hafield’s performance was praised Iy
reviewer Christopher Hoile (Stage Door) as “a

ravishing acceount™ of

constant pleasure™. nolting her
Aeh, ich fiilds.

[ Geld values i||||||:‘.n.-1':'.|} the np[mrlurlil} 1o work
with the Canadian Opera Company’s international
casts and to meet professionals from around the
world, Upchureh notes that there is “no substitute”

for such experience Tor a voung professional, adding
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Top Rowr: Andrew Stewart,
Lauren Segal. Ashlie Corcorarn,
Jon Paul Decosse

Middle Row: Virginia Hatfield,
Justin Welsh, Betty Allison,
Melinda Delorme

Bottom Row: Miriam Khalil,
Yannick Muriel Noah.
Lawrence Wiliford

Front: Liz Upchurch

‘

that being in the Ensemble Studio
[or them 1o have a window into the world of opera
and hopefully their futures.”

Regardless of their experiences and aspirations,
Hatlield and Wililord agree that as students an the
University of Toronto, the COC Ensemble Stadio
program “quickly becomes a part of vour
consciousness.” as Hatlield eloquently puts e 1is
something that students begin to discuss seriously b
second or third vear. as older students and graduates
audition Ffor the COC in the Fall, and the exciting
news o who got into the coveted program makes the
rounds ol the university s corvidaors and lecture halls.

Knowing that such a program as the COC
Ensemble Studio exists gives professional young

artists a challenging, but obtainable goal 10 steive Tor

as they work towards their chosen career. Along the
wayv. nol only do they gain valuable experience and
education, but in the nurl ur'irlg ol such talent, the
Canadian Opera Company is tremendously enrviched

and. ullimately. so are all opera lovers.
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