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Welcome to The CS Music Community! 
 
You will love and learn so much from this special collection of articles from the CS 
network of resources. All of it is aimed at helping you nail your next audition.  
 
But CS offers you so much more. 
 
With CS Music, you have access to all of our online resources, plus our network of 
singers, teachers, and industry professionals. Expand your career, build your education, 
and strengthen your craft with any of the CS services found at CSmusic.net: 
 

• Audition and Competition listings for both classical and musical theatre styles 
• Classical Singer magazine—both current and archived articles  
• CS Music Blog written by industry insiders 
• CS Events—the Vocal Competition, Convention, Marketing Workshops, 

Webinars, and more 
• Directory listings of Young Artist Programs, Summer Programs, and Universities 

 
Enjoy this free e-book and I hope to meet you at an upcoming event! 
 

 
 
Alex Stoddard 
General Manager 
The CS Music Community 
alex@classicalsinger.com 
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Auditions 101 
By Megan Gloss 

 
As young performing artists, we’ve 
all been there. 
 
You’ve finally been granted a shot at 
a program that would align perfectly 
with the goals you’ve set for your 
artistic development or the role of a 
lifetime. You’ve selected your five 
arias, along with the perfect 
wardrobe. You’re feeling confident, 
well prepared, and in good voice. 
 

You arrive at the location with plenty of time to spare and begin watching as singer after 
singer rotates through that mysterious door. You listen as each voice flows outside the 
hall. The singers are incredible. And, as fate would have it, they’re singing your arias. As 
you’re called into the room, a wave of terror washes over you. Suddenly, everything you 
were feeling secure about is called into question. 
 
“How do I look? Should I offer a different aria? That last singer sounded better than I 
do. What if the accompanist doesn’t take my tempo? Why is the director looking at my 
shoes? Ugh, I knew I should have worn different shoes! Oh, shoot! I forgot the title of 
the aria I was going to start with. Who was the composer again? What do I do with my 
arms? Whatever you do, don’t mess up! There are only four slots they’re going to fill. If I 
don’t get this role, it will mean I’m not any good. They’re probably not going to pick me 
anyway.” 
 
This internal dialogue rushes through your brain like a freight train, derailing your 
confidence—and all before you’ve even opened your mouth to sing the first note. 
 
Welcome to the Audition! 
 
Despite being an important component in a performing artist’s livelihood, it is perhaps 
one of the most intimidating words in their vocabulary. But does it have to be? 
 
“Auditions are a necessary evil,” says Jerry Tietz, general manager of Chicago Opera 
Theater. “Many singers hate them. In fact, many conducting the auditions hate them. 
It’s an imperfect system. But how else can you get to know a new singer? Until someone 
comes up with a better system, we all have to make the most of the system we have.” 
 
And to do that, Florentine Opera General Director William Florescu, of Milwaukee, 
Wisconsin, advises singers to pair auditions with preparation and a healthy perspective. 
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A singer prior to taking the helm at Florentine, Florescu understands all too well the 
pressures that singers can put on themselves when standing before the audition panel. 
But being on the other side of the table has given Florescu some valuable insight. 
 
“For singers, you might audition 10 times, and out of those 10 auditions, get one job,” 
Florescu says. “But if you think of yourself as a business model, it can be a lot easier to 
separate yourself from the emotional aspect of the audition process so that you’re going 
in there focused on delivering a good performance rather than thinking, ‘Please accept 
me.’” 
 
It can be easier said than done, especially when considering the amount of time (and 
money) invested in preparing for an audition, with lessons, coachings, travel, clothing, 
and more. 
 
“[Keeping it in perspective] isn’t something I did well,” Florescu admits of his days as an 
opera singer going through the audition process. “I saw my success in an audition as 
more of a statement of my self-worth. And you just can’t do that. It’s not a life-or-death 
thing.” 
 
Following are some tips Tietz and Florescu offer to help keep preparation and 
perspective in mind when embarking upon your next audition. 
 
So, You Were Granted an Audition. Now What? 
 
One of the most glaring elements missing from many young artists’ auditions, according 
to Florescu, is combining physical acting with an aria, in addition to being able to sing it 
well. 
 
“As a director, I’m looking to hire a singing actor,” he says. “A singer can come in and 
sing well. But what I’m looking for is that thing that makes them different and sets them 
apart. Singers often get fixated on the way their voice is perceived and nothing else. But 
the challenge is in knowing that it’s not just about the voice—it’s about the acting. I’ve 
hired singers who have made mistakes and who have cracked on notes. But they 
engaged me. They had something to say with their voice. And that’s the whole reason 
many became singers in the first place.” 
 
When it comes to physicality, some singers will move too much or gesture unnaturally, 
Florescu says, while others won’t move at all. “There is a big difference between 
standing still and selling an aria and not doing anything.” 
 
Tietz narrows down a successful audition to three important elements: demonstrating 
skill, personality, and a certain je ne sais quoi. 
 
“A certain undefined ‘it’ factor is the cherry on top,” Tietz says. “You might be one of the 
best singers we’ve heard in an audition, but we hear many great singers. You can be 
wonderful but maybe not as well suited to the role. We can’t tell you why we might have 
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liked another singer better. It’s just a certain something about them that stands out, and 
it’s not always the kind of thing that can be cultivated.” 
 
Regardless, there are several things a singer can do to ensure a strong and successful 
audition. 
 
In addition to providing the vocal goods and acting skills needed by an opera company, 
young artists also are serving as company ambassadors, frequently participating in 
education and outreach components as well as galas and other fundraising events. 
 
“It’s hard to imagine a good audition without confidence, character, and courage,” Tietz 
says. “You have to be willing to put yourself out there. And it starts the moment you 
walk in the door. With young singers especially, opera companies are feeding them to 
their donor crowd and their board of directors. We aren’t just looking at your skill base 
as a singer but how you engage an opera company and what kind of person you are. Are 
you someone with confidence and class that can smile, shake hands, and help gain 
support for an opera company? 
 
“There are many great singers that we audition that we’d love to hear and that our 
audiences would love to hear in a role,” Tietz adds. “But we’re also looking for that 
person that lights up a room when they walk through the door, with an infectious laugh 
and a great smile. That’s the kind of personality and sense of fun your board of directors 
will want to be around—as well as, I suspect, the colleagues working with that person.” 
 
Although it might seem mundane, Florescu also urges singers to practice saying the title 
of the aria as part of the audition. “Auditions begin the second you walk in the room and 
end the second you leave,” he says. “There are so many that will mangle the title of an 
aria. Make sure you know how to pronounce it correctly.” 
 
How to Pick Your Five Arias 
 
You might eventually have the Queen of the Night’s act 2 aria from Die Zauberflöte, 
Tonio’s “Ah! mes amis” from La fille du régiment, or Cunegonde’s shimmering “Glitter 
and Be Gay” from Candide solidly in your vocal future. But that doesn’t mean you 
should necessarily count it among your five audition arias now. 
 
And rest assured, Florescu warns, that if you include more virtuosic selections among 
your audition list and don’t offer them as your first arias, they likely will be requested by 
the audition panel. “Your five arias should reflect the singer you are now—not the singer 
you hope to be or the singer you’ll be five years from now,” he says. 
 
Tietz agrees. “Your five arias have to represent you at your very best,” he says. “What 
you offer opera companies doesn’t need to be as rigid as what might be required in 
competitions or college auditions. We don’t necessarily need to hear one German, one 
French, one Italian, one Baroque, and one 21st century piece. In fact, there are very few 
wonderful singers I know that can sing all of those well. I think it usually indicates a lack 
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of understanding their vocal Fach and their strengths, or that they have really learned 
anything else since college. I think many singers believe that variety demonstrates being 
well rounded, but you have to sing to your strengths.” 
 
Florescu notes that when auditioning singers, he notices a vast difference in someone 
auditioning with an aria from a full role they’ve performed versus someone who might 
audition an aria only performed in the studio. 
 
“They’ve already won the battle having performed the whole piece,” he says. “The 
understanding of the piece within the context of the whole opera is there, so it’s usually 
performed better and more confidently.” 
 
Tietz cautions, however, to avoid singing an aria that is newer to you just because you’re 
aware the opera company is casting a specific role for a production. 
 
“Chicago Opera Theater does a lot of operas that aren’t as well known,” Tietz says. 
“Every now and then, we’ll have a singer who will come in and say that they learned we 
are casting a certain role for a production and that in the last week, they learned an aria 
from it. There is an allure to that. But those selections usually don’t go as well. How can 
they if the singer has only had it for a week? Trust that based on the repertoire you’ve 
provided us to choose from that we’ll be able to make a good casting choice based on 
that if you’re appropriate for a role.” 
 
How to Work with the Provided Accompanist 
 
Accompanists often are provided for singers in live auditions—meaning that your first 
opportunity to run the piece will be the audition. It can be unnerving. But a little front-
end preparation can help make the collaboration a smooth one. 
 
When selecting your five arias, Florescu recommends not picking something too far 
outside the spectrum of known repertoire. “You don’t want to pick anything that is too 
new or too unfamiliar and too challenging for the accompanist,” he says. “Most 
accompanists will know and will have played most of the more familiar repertoire.” 
 
He also says to clearly communicate the tempo to the accompanist. “Sing the first line of 
the aria rather than trying to conduct it,” Florescu says. “That will give the accompanist 
a better idea of the tempo that you’re taking.” 
 
Also, be sure that the score you are providing the accompanist is clean, that the pages 
are easy to turn, and that any cuts you might be taking are clearly marked. Even better, 
Florescu adds, is having a cut version of the aria copied for the accompanist to avoid 
unnecessary page turning, as well as quick and complicated jumps. Time is of the 
essence. So, the more organized you can be up front, the better. 
 
Tietz also reminds singers to avoid stapling musical selections together. Instead, he 
recommends having clean copies of your pieces in a three-ring binder. “The longer you 
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work in your craft, the better ensemble member you become,” Tietz says. 
 
If the accompanist does make a mistake that throws you off your game, whatever you 
do, don’t call them out on it. “Usually, the accompanist knows that they did it, and the 
audition panel knows that they did it,” Tietz says. “A singer calling an accompanist out 
for botching something is very petty. You’ve just got to have trust.” 
 
What to Wear 
 
When it comes to audition attire, neutral is best. 
 
“What you’re wearing in an audition setting should not distract me from your voice,” 
Florescu says. “I’ve seen women come in that are very underdressed for the occasion, as 
well as those that look like they’re making their Carnegie Hall debut. Dress 
appropriately for the environment. You don’t want to be too casual or too dressy. You 
want to dress with respect for the situation, with class.” 
 
For women, pencil skirts for an executive look can work, as well as classy and 
appropriate short gowns. For gentlemen, a clean and pressed pair of pants can pair well 
with an open collar, no tie, and a sport coat. 
 
Before the audition, try on articles of clothing to not only make sure they still fit since 
the last time you wore them, but that they don’t constrict the voice. 
 
“I’ve had men come in who put on a suit, and since the last time they wore it, had gained 
weight,” Tietz says. “The tie impeded their singing. Your attire needs to be a balance 
between comfort and respect to the situation. I’ve auditioned singers who have come in 
wearing a $200 pair of jeans that looked better than someone else wearing a sloppy suit 
off the rack.”  
 
Most Importantly—Don’t Worry about What Those Auditioning You Think 
 
It can be easier said than done, but Florescu says if singers can let go of worrying about 
what those behind the table are thinking, it can lead to a better audition. 
 
“The organ we worry about is the voice, but we need to start a little further north of 
that,” Florescu says. “When a singer is in a performance, they usually aren’t worrying 
about what the audience thinks by that point because they’ve already won the audition. 
They worry more about satisfying the role.  
 
“Make sure your goal is on giving a good performance,” he continues. “Every audition is 
a part of the performance process and is a part of your story in your life as a performer. 
If singers can learn to treat auditions in that respect and not concern themselves with 
what people think of them, the audition will usually go a lot better. And they’ll feel better 
about it, whether they get the role or not.” 
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It’s also important to remember that you win some and you lose some. 
 
“I have had singers give wonderful auditions, and I haven’t hired them because they just 
weren’t quite what I needed for that particular opera,” Florescu says. “There are other 
elements to consider when casting.” 
 
Tietz sums it up in a single word: empathy. It’s something both singers and those casting 
must have when it comes to auditions, he says. 
 
“If you consider the person on the other side of the table—who you might be thinking 
could make or break your career—think about the fact that they’ve been hearing hours of 
auditions, that they are probably tired and hungry, that they’ve traveled to New York, 
and that maybe they only get an opportunity to audition in New York once a year and 
that they, too, are artists trying to make the best decisions and cast the season for their 
company. It’s about finding the right fit, with the right company, at the right time.” 
 
 
Megan Gloss is a classical singer and journalist. She is a student of John Lease, in Dubuque, and Jerad Mosbey, in 
Chicago. She resides in the Midwest - with her husband, Keith Ahlvin, and their cat, Mabel – where she also 
maintains a private voice studio. She can be reached at  mgloss@mchsi.com. 
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Choosing Audition Repertoire 
 

By Laura Portune 
 

 
Choosing appropriate 
repertoire is an on-going 
process that constantly 
changes and evolves as you 
progress in your technique 
and your career. It is 
important to choose 
repertoire that you can “sell” 
in any situation, pieces that 
give you confidence and 
accurately represent you. In 
most auditions, you are given 
5 to 10 minutes (or less) to 
present yourself to a 
company. The pieces you 
offer will not only show the 

panel what you can do but also how you see yourself. Be thoughtful with your choices—
and be honest with yourself throughout the process. 

 
Choose Pieces You Can Sell 
 
It is necessary to have pieces that showcase your individual talents. If you are still 
struggling to hit a high C, do not bring a piece that exposes this challenge. We are all 
works in progress, but the audition repertoire needs to show a complete singer who is 
hirable. Choose only those pieces that you can confidently and consistently sell, not just 
get through. 
 
Find pieces that fit your voice now, feel comfortable, and sound great. Don’t be 
concerned if the piece is not showy enough or is too popular or obscure (just make 
certain your accompanist can play the piece). Judges simply want excellent 
presentations, regardless of repertoire. You can wear yourself out trying to read the 
minds of those hearing you, anticipating what they will or will not like. Just pick your 
best pieces and execute them to the best of your ability. 
 
Ask trusted teachers, colleagues, or accompanists for suggestions. Search through aria 
compilation books or research operas of your favorite composers. If you find yourself in 
a rut while looking for appropriate roles, listen to other singers of your voice type. Listen 
for new pieces at competitions and auditions. Research one of your arias at 
Operabase.com to see who else is singing it, and then research what other roles those 
singers are performing. Not all will be suitable, but you may find something completely 
new.  
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If you are auditioning for a specific role, it is appropriate to sing an aria from the opera 
being cast, but not necessary. Again, do this only if the piece is one of your best and you 
can really own it. Otherwise, it is better to show your strengths in another aria—perhaps 
one of similar style or composer. 
 
“Selling” a Piece 
 
As you think about your own repertoire and if you can really sell your audition pieces, 
consider the following requirements: 

• You have such control and mastery of the piece that you are expressive with every 
note, instead of just proving that you have the notes. 

• You have something to say that is unique. 
• You look the part—or you can convince them with your acting that you are 

perfectly suited to play the part. 
• You embody the character so that you are not singing and acting but 

rather being and expressing. You identify with the piece. 
• You can pace the piece so that you are not exhausted and have not lost the 

freshness of your voice by the end. 
• You feel great singing the piece and you are consistently confident that you will 

succeed in presenting it the way you intend. 
 

Prepare the Role, Not Just the Aria 
 
It is important to know the entire role, not just your aria. Certain arias may fit perfectly 
in a person’s voice, but the rest of the role is too taxing. You do not want to risk 
presenting yourself as a character that is unfit for your voice. Audition with an aria only 
if you can actually sing the role. Those hearing your audition will assume you know your 
voice well enough to know what you can sing now, not something that you hope to grow 
into in the future. The goal is not simply to get the job but to do the job well enough to 
build a solid reputation.  
 
Knowing the entire role is also necessary to convincingly portray your character, as well 
as to speak intelligently about the opera. You could be asked to sing additional arias or 
sections from the opera, particularly if you are seen as a possible fit for the role. If you 
have prepared the other pieces and feel ready to sell them, have the music with you at 
the audition. If you are not ready to present your best self, do not sing additional music 
at that time. Ask if you could return to sing the following day and take the extra time to 
reestablish your performance.  
 
There are also times when companies are in a pinch and may be looking to hire someone 
quickly. If you already have the entire role memorized and paced, you will be ready to 
sing it at a moment’s notice. If it is a role you expect to sing in the future, start preparing 
now so that you will be ready when the opportunity arises. 
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Build the “Fab Five” Package 
 
It is typically expected that you come to an audition with approximately five arias of 
varied style, language, tempo, and composer from which an audition panel can choose 
what to hear. Provide a combination of pieces that will work well together to present 
you. Typically you will not sing all of the pieces (although you may!), but each will be 
introducing you and the types of roles you sing even if you do not actually sing them at 
the audition. These are roles you envision yourself playing, and this helps the listeners 
get to know you and how you see yourself.  
 
Stay reasonably within the same Fach system. Some pieces cross over multiple 
categories, but be sure not to choose pieces that are too different from each other—it will 
appear that you do not accurately know your voice and are still experimenting. If you are 
still determining your Fach, Richard Boldrey’s book Guide to Operatic Roles and 
Arias can help clarify the Fach system and which category your pieces may fall into.  
 
Show a variety of styles within your pieces. For example, start with Puccini if he is what 
you sing best, but find other composers who also show your strengths. It is best to have 
English, German, French, and Italian all represented if possible, but this is not 
necessary. Unless specific requirements have been stated, you have the freedom to put 
together your package as it fits you. This also means that you need not bring five pieces. 
If you sing four pieces excellently and one is still in progress, just bring four. Only bring 
what you know will be successful.  
 
Choose a Good Starter 
 
It is helpful to have one piece that you consistently start each audition with. The more 
auditions you sing, the more confidence you will gain, and this piece will become 
engrained in muscle memory as a way for you to calm down and focus before having to 
switch to a piece of another’s choosing.  
 
After you feel comfortable with the piece, sing it at all times of day and in a number of 
undesirable circumstances—while tired, hungry, late at night, early morning—in order 
to build your confidence and muscle memory. If you can be sure that you will sell this 
piece regardless of the situation, it will give you a secure place to start your audition 
from.  
 
Arias that make good starters possess all of the following qualities: 
-Not too long, but long enough to introduce yourself and show what you can do. (Be 
aware that in some auditions you will sing only one piece.) 
-Something that draws attention to your unique talent—floating high notes, acting, 
expressiveness, comedy. Showcase first whatever you feel your strength is. 
-A piece you can sing anywhere, anytime with consistency. Do not start with a piece that 
is “sometimes” successful. You will be adjusting to the room, the accompanist, and the 
panel—this piece should be second nature for you. 
-Something you love to sing and feel impressive singing. 
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Create a Varied Repertoire 
 
As you build upon your repertoire, you will have a number of arias that will be 
appropriate for different situations and houses. It is important to know how to present 
yourself to a company, depending on the size of the house and caliber of the singers. 
 
Starting Out 

 
As you start your career, you may be auditioning for minor roles in smaller, regional 
houses. It is still appropriate to sing arias from larger roles, but it may be helpful to 
master some secondary characters. For example, young baritones may consider such 
roles as Masetto in Don Giovanni instead of the Don himself. The title role may 
eventually be the perfect fit, but bear in mind that the other singers auditioning may 
currently be more appropriate for the larger role due to age and experience.  
 
Present yourself where you will be successful and build from there. Singing a fabulous 
Masetto in an audition may prove more convincing than presenting yourself as a young 
Don who is not quite yet polished. Find an aria that you sing impressively, the one that 
will give you the most confidence. Even if the panel is not interested in hiring you for the 
role you present, they may have you in mind for a different character with a better fit. 
 
Big House, Small House 
 
A general rule to follow when starting out is to sing smaller roles for big houses and 
bigger roles for small houses to appropriately fit into a company. As your career and age 
progress, more repertoire will fit your voice and you will have greater options to be 
competitive with. You should familiarize yourself with the type of repertoire that a 
company produces and know upcoming shows.  
 
Crossover Repertoire 
 
You can show versatility by singing operetta or crossover repertoire for regional houses 
if you know a company produces light opera or musical theatre productions. But do not 
bring this repertoire to an audition if the company does not present these works. 
 
Competition Repertoire 
 
Many times, competition repertoire tends to be showier and more elaborate by nature of 
the competitive atmosphere. You may want to start with a piece that has more flare than 
your regular starter piece, but make sure to work it into your voice so that it becomes 
just as comfortable. The main objective still remains, however, that how you sing is 
more important than what you sing. 
 
Symphonic Repertoire 
 
Begin building your repertoire for symphonic auditions. Handel’s Messiah is a great 
place to start, as many orchestras present this work during Christmas or Easter, and the 
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level of vocal difficulty varies within the work. In addition to oratorio and sacred pieces, 
it is appropriate to also bring one or two arias in the event that a symphony is looking 
for a guest vocalist for solo work. It is best to come prepared with a number of options to 
help present yourself. 
 
Keep in Mind 
 
There is no real mystery to choosing audition repertoire—and no real right or wrong 
answers. You will find a judge who adores the same piece that a different panel member 
hates. The key is to stop worrying about making the right choices for your audience and 
to instead make the right choices for yourself. Be discerning and honest about what 
roles and repertoire fit your voice right now. Prepare thoughtfully. Say something 
unique; don’t just sing notes. Be confident and proud of what you can do. Stand out. 
Find your talent and sell it! 
 
 

Soprano Laura Portune has recently appeared with such companies as San Diego Opera, Dayton Opera, Opera 
Columbus, Des Moines Metro Opera, Lyric Opera San Diego, and Lake George Opera. She holds degrees from the 
University of Notre Dame, The Ohio State University, and the prestigious L’Università per Stranieri di Perugia in 
Italy. Upcoming productions include Valencienne with Opera Columbus and Frasquita with Des Moines Metro 
Opera. Visit her website www.lauraportune.com. 

 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

	
	
	



 All About Auditions: Exclusive CS E-Book 
	

	
15	

Judged By Your Appearance: 
What Artistic Directors Really Think About Your Audition Attire 

	
By	Michelle	Latour	

	
What	kind	of	first	impression	will	you	convey	at	your	
next	audition? 
 
You have completed your graduate degree in 
performance from a prestigious music 
conservatory. You have the absolute perfect 
audition arias for your Fach. You consistently 
nail the high notes in your auditions. You burst 
into the room each time exuding confidence and 
have a ready smile. You have even, for the most 
part, conquered your performance anxiety. Yet 
the best jobs are somehow eluding you. 

 
Could it be because of your drab, unflattering, and ill-fitting audition attire? Are you 
really putting your best foot forward in making a positive first impression? Can your 
audition attire truly impact the outcome of an audition at the emerging professional 
level? 
 
I surveyed hiring agents and artistic directors to get feedback directly from the source. 
Read what they have to say about your audition attire. 
 
General Observations 
 
Many artistic directors do take into account how a singer is dressed during an audition. 
In fact, artistic directors are often visual by nature and they remember singers by what 
they are wearing. As one director revealed, “My initial impression is always visual, so a 
singer who obviously has not taken much care with his or her outfit has to work that 
much harder to make a good impression.” 
 

Ray Evans Harrell, artistic director of the Magic Circle Opera Repertory Ensemble of 
New York, summed it up by declaring, “People who dress undramatically are 
uncomfortable taking direction. Clothing should be attractive but comfortable. What if I 
ask them to fall on the floor?” 
 
Singers who gravitate towards dark, monochromatic colors might also be at a 
disadvantage. Ann Baltz, artistic director of OperaWorks, states, “Many, many women 
wear a ‘little black dress’ to their audition, which is fine—except that it is more difficult 
to remember them if there is no distinguishing visual feature to help us. An interesting 
piece of jewelry or a dress with color accents can be helpful.” 
 
A direct contradiction to Baltz’s suggestion comes from John Baril, music director of 
Central City Opera. In regard to appropriate colors and patterns for audition attire, he 
suggests, “Dark, simple, plain. Anything else causes distraction, I find.” 
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A concern many artistic directors and hiring agents revealed was that singers must 
consider the type of audition they are participating in. As the trend of crossover singing 
becomes a more common and accepted practice, opera and musical theatre singers need 
to carefully consider their attire when crossing genres. 
 
What guidelines, then, do you follow? The answer is best summarized in an anecdote 
shared by Victoria Kirsch, a Los Angeles-based coach-pianist who frequently hires 
singers for engagements. She played for the Los Angeles auditions for Baz Luhrmann’s 
Broadway Bohème, and she found the differences in dress between the “opera singers” 
and “Broadway singers” was striking. Classically trained singers dressed conservatively, 
while the musical theatre auditioners were dressed casually, some even in denim and 
leather. 
 

Her take on the situation? “Given the theatrical nature of the production, the opera 
singers should have done their research and dressed more theatrically.” However, she 
added, “The boundaries are ever shifting, but good singing is good singing!” 
 

Proper Attire for Females 
 
Many directors raise the issue of singers wearing clothing that was too tight or overly 
revealing. Skirts that are way above the knee, strapless or spaghetti strap tops, and 
plunging necklines all distract from the main event: your voice. 
 
As Kim Pensinger Witman, director of Wolf Trap Opera, elaborates, “You need to feel 
comfortable and polished in whatever you wear. It should boost confidence and not 
interfere with your performance. It should be mainstream enough that it does not call 
undue attention to itself (extremely short skirts) or make some sort of radical comment 
on the rules of the game (jeans or shorts).” 
 

This becomes even more distracting if you do not dress according to your body type. 
Many industry experts suggest trying on your audition dress several days before an 
audition in order to ensure that it still fits. Our weight often fluctuates by several 
pounds, and if your audition attire is too tight or too loose, it can look sloppy on stage, 
thereby giving a negative initial first impression. 
 
Are nylons an issue? Surprisingly, artistic directors and hiring agents were nearly split 
down the middle in regard to female singers wearing nylons for an audition. Just less 
than half, at 42 percent, believed that women should continue to wear nylons, yet 50 
percent suspected that it was not always necessary. Opera Delaware’s General and 
Artistic Director Leland P. Kimball suggests that nylons “are not necessary, but avoid 
high hemlines.” 
 

I asked the question, “Is it acceptable for female singers to wear sleeveless or spaghetti 
strap dresses for auditions?” The responses were divided: 50 percent of those surveyed 
believed that yes, sleeveless or spaghetti strap dresses would be acceptable, 17 percent 
polled declared “no,” and 33 percent disclosed that it was dependent upon the situation. 
 

Women should wear an “attractive dress or blouse and skirt which is figure appropriate. 
The singer should not look ‘stuffed into’ or outlandish. Good taste always reflects well on 
the individual, but that is very subjective,” says Albert Bergeret, artistic director and 



 All About Auditions: Exclusive CS E-Book 
	

	
17	

general manager of the New York Gilbert and Sullivan Players. 
 

Pamela Ashmore, a keyboard collaborative artist and vocal coach in the Northwest Ohio 
region, adds, “If a sleeveless or spaghetti strap dress is tasteful, then yes, I think it is 
acceptable. If the style is not correct for the body type, however, it sends a different 
message.” 
 

And how do directors feel about females wearing pants in an audition? 92 percent of 
directors and agents thought it was acceptable if the singer was auditioning specifically 
for a pants role, although most preferred a pantsuit rather than pants and a top. 
Interestingly, several respondents noted that they had auditioned numerous highly 
talented mezzos for pants roles who were equally convincing through body language and 
movement despite the fact that they were wearing a feminine dress. On the flip side, one 
director remarked, “To hear ‘Voi che sapete’ in a cocktail dress with sparkly jewelry and 
feminine gestures does not really communicate ‘pants role’ to me.” 
 

Proper Attire for Males 
 
Do men still need to wear a jacket and tie? According to the majority of those surveyed, 
it depends. For the question “Should men always wear a tie?” respondents were evenly 
split, with 33 percent stating “yes,” 33 percent stating “no,” and another 33 percent 
revealing that it depended upon the situation. One male artistic director passionately 
countered, “Ridiculous! I don’t even own a tie.” 
 

However, the general consensus was that even though a jacket and tie were not always 
necessary, they were preferred. Of those surveyed, 50 percent responded that although 
wearing a jacket was not essential, it looked more professional. 
 
As in comments for female attire, most respondents pronounced that men should wear 
well tailored and well fitting clothing, commenting that men’s attire should flatter the 
singer’s body type. If a singer’s physique is an asset, then a jacket might not be needed. 
As one director observed, however, “If a male singer just forgot his tie and he look 
unfinished, that’s not a particularly good message.” 
 

The Bottom Line: What Should You Wear? 
 
No two voice teachers or artistic directors are going to have the exact same standards. So 
where does this leave the confused, perhaps poorly dressed singer? Again, ask for 
guidance and suggestions from those you trust. 
 
I loved the insight Ann Baltz shared about her emerging style: “I did not grow up with 
any sense of style, but over the years I have asked friends with a great visual sense to 
help me develop one. It takes time and courage to experiment with what colors go 
together, how to balance an outfit, how to accessorize, and what clothes make me feel 
good. There is a sense of confidence that comes with knowing that one looks good—and 
in an audition, that could make a big difference!” 
 
Larry Desrochers, general director and CEO of Manitoba Opera, reinforced this notion 
when he divulged, “I am likely in the minority on this subject as I do not care what a 
singer wears to an audition. I’m there to audition the person and not the clothes. My 



 All About Auditions: Exclusive CS E-Book 
	

	
18	

advice to singers is that they should wear clothes in which they feel comfortable and 
relaxed. They should seek advice from someone they trust with regard to the type of 
clothing that makes them look their best.” 
 

If you are at a loss about whom to seek advice from, you might consider using personal 
shoppers at department stores like Macy’s or Nordstrom’s. These are often free services, 
and you can discover an amazing amount of information in terms of what colors and 
silhouettes work best for you. And always give consideration to the venue you will be 
auditioning in. If it is in a large performance hall, what looks good close up might not 
convey the same message from far away. 
 
My second suggestion is best summarized through revealing the results from the 
following two survey questions: “Has a poorly dressed singer adversely impacted your 
decision about the audition outcome?” and “Has a well dressed singer positively 
impacted your decision about the audition outcome?” This time, I would hope that the 
answers would not surprise you. 
 

For the first question, 75 percent of directors admitted that a poorly dressed singer 
could directly impact their decision. An inappropriately dressed singer often conveyed a 
negative first impression, thereby making it more difficult for a singer to change that 
perception. They had to sing incredibly well to alter the effect of being uncaring or 
unprepared. As one general manager admitted, “I audition the whole person, not just 
the voice. Even our audition coordinators, who don’t sit in on the actual auditions, bring 
judgments to the casting process.” 
 

On the other hand, a well dressed singer can imperceptibly change the outcome of an 
audition. Of those surveyed, 42 percent revealed that a smartly dressed singer positively 
impacted their decision, with 33 percent stating that “Even though the voice always 
comes first, appearance always helped the impression left behind.” As stated by Amy 
Johnson, internationally acclaimed soprano, university professor, and co-
founder/director of the Professional Advantage, “We have never hired someone because 
they were well dressed, but it does reflect on professional integrity and serious 
mindedness.” 
 

So what kind of first impression will you convey at your next audition? Hopefully, a 
polished, nicely put-together ensemble that reveals something about your self-image 
and confident personal 
 
 
Dr. Michelle Latour is active as a teacher, singer, writer, and adjudicator and lives in Las Vegas.  She has been on 
the full-time faculties at several universities. She is currently a voice faculty member for the Italian-based summer 
program, The International Opera Performing Experience and owns a private studio, the LATOUR Voice 
Studios.  You can visit her at www.thelatourvoicestudios.com, Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram.   
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Ten Commandments for Juries 
 

By Christi Amonson 
    
Vocal music majors sing a jury for their final exam. What is a jury? I’m so glad you 
asked. Typically, a student walks into a classroom or performance space with a list of 
repertoire that they give to their voice professors. The student goes to the piano and 
announces the song or aria they would like to sing first. Then, the faculty chooses one or 
two more selections from the provided list. The student sings the requested repertoire, 
says “thank you,” and leaves the room while the faculty each write down some 
constructive comments and assign a grade. The primary voice teacher adds these grades 
into their assessment rubric, completing the student’s semester’s work for private 
lessons.  
 
This is the norm for every semester, unless the student has an academic recital or a 
faculty-approved project. As with most college finals, the jury is a cumulative test for the 
semester’s work—in this case, the assigned music. Typically, students do not present 
music they learned in a previous semester unless the teacher requests further study. By 
beginning the semester with planned repertoire, the jury doesn’t have to be a scary 
experience. It is a performance opportunity to showcase current repertoire and 
improved vocal techniques over the semester. 
 
The Ten Commandments for Juries are here to serve as advice to young, nervous 
freshmen and seasoned students alike. Every semester, I have students who need some 
of these reminders, so I have compiled them for you.  
 

1. Thou shalt rehearse with thy pianist. 
 
Whether you hire a pianist or your school provides a pianist, it is your job as the 
singer to communicate, set up rehearsal times, provide payment, furnish clean 
copies of the music, and provide anything else your pianist requests, such as 
arranging to work in a room with a grand piano or providing translations. 
Without our pianists, we are in an a cappella one man Pitch Perfect situation—so 
be nice and thank them every time you rehearse. 
 

Juries are a performance, but there is no need for you to bow. When entering the 
room, you walk in first and hand the paperwork to a monitor or the nearest 
professor. Your pianist walks straight to the piano to get situated, and you take 
your spot in the crook of the piano once the paperwork is passed out.  
 
When each song is over, you graciously take a brief moment to look at your 
pianist and nod to indicate a public “thank you.” Your professors will indicate 
that the jury is over. This is the time to say “thank you” out loud and exit the 
room without further ado. 
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2.  Thou shalt bring an extra copy of thy music in case of natural 
disaster. 
 
Your pianist has a copy of your music because, of course, you have rehearsed. You 
have a published edition of your music that you own because you are following 
copyright laws, right? But, let’s just imagine that the pianist’s dog chewed up half 
of the binder, or a torrential downpour got that binder soaking wet and the pages 
are sticking together, or the unthinkable: someone forgets the music. Never fear, 
because you have an extra copy that is hole-punched and ready to go in a binder. 
 
When five or more professors are gathered to listen to you sing, the last thing you 
want to do is waste their collective time by walking in without music. This is the 
simplest part of your preparation that can be done early and double-checked the 
night before your jury. Pardon me for stating the obvious, but juries are practice 
for your future auditions. In school, you sing a jury for a grade—but in life, you 
sing an audition for a job. Practice now for a top grade and later your skills will 
get you jobs and build your career. 
 

3. Thou shalt memorize thy music. 
 
Juries are to be sung memorized, unless your teacher specifically instructs you to 
use music for an oratorio aria or chamber music. This is standard practice, and 
there are few exceptions. Prepare early, work out your translations, and know 
what your texts mean—including English. Some of the old English art songs make 
zero sense in today’s vernacular, so take the time to understand the context of 
these words.  
 
Write your texts down on notecards or in a small book that fits in your purse or 
murse (man bag). Glance at these cards instead of checking Instagram every 
hour. If a lack of memory plagues you, ask your teacher for memorization 
techniques. We all have different methods that work for our own memory—but 
no matter the process, it takes some time.  
 
All singers, students and professionals alike, need time to commit words and 
music to memory. I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again, memorizing at the last 
minute is a stressful gamble. Give yourself enough time in the practice room to 
sing your songs from memory over and over and over! 
 

4. Thou shalt sign up and show up early. 
 
You are a music major and so you know you have a jury at the end of the 
semester. This jury is your final, so if someone doesn’t hold your hand and show 
you where the sign-up sheet is located, then ask and go sign up. Most universities 
assign a 7- or 10-minute slot over several days, which means we are listening to 
more singers than an open call for American Idol. Your professors want you to 
give a great jury performance for your grade and because it makes our time much 
more enjoyable.  
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If 17 students in a row show up a few minutes late or ask to be worked in, then the 
schedule is off and it is more difficult for you to concentrate and stay on your 
game. If you arrive early, you have time to get control of your nerves, make a 
quick run to the restroom, etc. On behalf of professors everywhere, we thank you 
for being prepared to go early if someone else is MIA. 
 

5. Thou shalt smile at thy professors. 
 
Terrified? Stressed? Annoyed? Over it? Your jury is not the place for anything 
other than a pleasant smile and your best performance. Your professional 
demeanor will set you at ease and garner more positive feedback from your 
professors. Science has proven that smiling helps us physically and mentally.  
 
The study “Grin and Bear It” reported in the Atlantic asked participants to either 
smile, hold a neutral facial expression, or use chopsticks to manipulate their faces 
into a smile. The participants were then assigned tasks with a variety of stress 
levels. The study concludes, “When a situation has you feeling stressed or 
flustered, even the most forced of smiles can genuinely decrease your stress and 
make you happier.”1 When it is time for your jury, just smile and sing. Thank 
you! Next . . .  
 

6. Thou shalt make no apologies or excuses. 
 
Maybe you are slightly sick, you have cramps, or your voice is slightly 
compromised from overuse. You can e-mail your teacher to let them know you 
are not feeling 100 percent, but do not go on about your ailments during your 
jury time. If you are too sick to phonate, then ask your teacher if you should 
cancel and take an incomplete. Otherwise, do not apologize or make any excuses.  
 
If you are not memorized on a particular song, let your teacher know you are 
taking it off the list. The repercussions will be less than if you are asked to sing it 
and do not know it. Nervous memory slips are not the end of the world, but do 
not stop and start over. Just keep singing and get back on track. Refer to previous 
commandments about rehearsing with your pianist and smiling to reduce stress! 
These tips will all work together to help you sing your best when it counts. 
 

7. Thou shalt not compare thyself to other singers. 
 
It can be intimidating to listen to upper classmen sing behind closed doors—
especially if they are singing your song. Don’t psych yourself out! Remember that 
your jury is for you. This is your final—your chance to demonstrate the progress 
you have achieved this semester. Your professors have heard your past auditions 
and performances. They will give you feedback on your development and 
performance. This is not a competition amongst your peers—it is just for you.  
 

8. Thou shalt dress for success. 
 
If you show up to your jury in sweats with ear buds in your ears, it will not appear 
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that you put much effort into your final performance of the semester. Plenty of 
articles have been written about audition attire, and I’ll sum them up for you in 
two words: look nice. When you sing, you want your audience (your jury 
professors) to pay attention to your music and not a bra strap or your rumpled 
plaid shirt. Pick clothes that will not be distracting from your face, that place 
where the singing comes out. We want to see your lovely smile as you sing about 
true love and your eyes as you sing about gazing at stars, etc. 
 
Ladies: a solid-color dress or a black skirt and nice top will always be a winning 
look. If you wear heels, make sure you can walk in them. Simple flats are fine—we 
aren’t the fashion police, we just don’t want to worry about a student falling 
offstage. I preach lipstick to my female students, but I’m super-girly that way.  
 
Gentlemen: dress pants, a belt, an ironed button-up shirt, dress shoes, and no 
caps—even if you have committed to wearing that cap until it disintegrates.  
 

9. Thou shalt turn thy phone off. 
 
Respect your professors and turn off your phone. Leave it with your purse or 
backpack at the door. Can I get an amen? 
 

10.  Thou shalt not put thy water bottle on the piano. 
 
Do not put your water bottle on any part of the piano—it is not a table. There are 
times a singer needs a sip of water. If you are extremely dry from taking your 
Claritin-D and chasing it with DayQuil to battle your cold, be a respectful singer 
and place your water bottle on the floor! In most cases, just leave it at the door 
with your stuff. I believe in your mucosal abilities to keep your throat feeling 
hydrated for a few minutes, and so should you. 
 

Thus Sayeth the Professor 
 
These commandments are not just one professor’s diatribe. The holy rollers up above 
(Mozart, Schubert, Copland, etc.) and those still with us (Libby, Ricky, Jake, etc.) want 
you to present their music to the best of your abilities and talents. Your talent is still 
developing, but your presentation can be perfect right now. Prepare, arrive early, and be 
ready for anything. Your confidence will soar when you walk into the room 
professionally prepared. After all, that is what you are training to be: a professional. Toi, 
toi, toi! 
 
 
Soprano Christi Amonson earned her DMA in voice and theatre under the tutelage of Grayson Hirst at the 
University of Arizona, where she has been an instructor. She earned her MM in Voice at the Manhattan School of 
Music and her BM in Music Education at the University of Idaho. In New York City, she sang with several opera 
companies and directed choirs for the Metropolitan Opera Guild’s Urban Voices Program. Christi can be reached 
at christiamonson@yahoo.com. 
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Crossover Auditions 

Advice from the Experts 
 

By Kathleen Farrar Buccleugh 
    

Classically trained singers are 
not new to the concept of 
preparation—of music, text, 
style, professional materials, 
character, etc. But some 
classical singers—who may be 
quite the experts in opera, art 
song, or oratorio—do not 
always know how to prepare 
for singing crossover music 
like light opera or musical 
theatre productions. When 
they walk into that first 
musical theatre audition, 
some might as well be 
wearing a nametag that says, 

“Hello, I’m an opera singer, and this is my first musical theatre audition.” 
 
That is not to say classically trained singers cannot do crossover well or that they do 
not want to be better prepared for these auditions—but to be truly successful, whether 
they book a gig or not, singers must do some research. 
 
To help singers get that information, I spoke with three industry experts to give their 
advice for crossover auditions. What follows is only a brief preview into the wealth of 
knowledge they will share with convention attendees. 
 
Christoph Ptack is associate artistic administrator at the Lyric Opera of Chicago, which 
produced Carousel starring Steven Pasquale and Laura Osnes this month.  
 
Rudy Hogenmiller is artistic director of Evanston, Illinois-based music theater company 
Light Opera Works. 
 
Soprano Alicia Berneche performs often with Light Opera Works, has been seen on the 
Lyric Opera of Chicago stage as Daisy Buchanan in The Great Gatsby, and was in the 
world premiere of Philip Glass and Mary Zimmerman’s Galileo Galilei at Chicago’s 
Goodman Theatre. 
 
Audition Format and Repertoire 
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The format of the audition will vary a bit at each company, so singers should research 
what to expect beforehand. Ptack says auditions at Lyric are on an invitation-only basis 
and that singers are often heard for a particular role rather than attending general 
mainstage auditions. 
 
“For [musical theatre] productions, I usually like to hear specific selections from the 
score, plus have the artist bring their ‘book’ in the event I’d like to hear additional 
repertoire to show range, etc.,” Ptack says. 
 
Berneche has done her fair share of auditioning and she has found that having music 
learned and memorized well in advance helps on many fronts. “It’s so important that 
whatever you bring in, you know it well,” she advises. “Don’t prepare [a piece] the week 
before.” 
 
Hogenmiller, on the other hand, says he appreciates it when a singer has clearly learned 
a new piece to audition for the Light Opera Works season, but that being fully 
memorized means you will be more likely to have time to also work on character, style, 
and presenting the piece “truthfully”—things Berneche and Hogenmiller say are highly 
valued in musical theatre. 
 
If an actor sings the same songs several years in a row for the same company and isn’t 
getting cast, however, the company might think, “Get a new song,” Hogenmiller says. 
 
“Don’t they know anything else? Can they memorize other pieces?” Berneche adds. 
 
Though a newer art form than opera, musical theatre still spans decades upon decades 
of styles and performance practices, and a singer should not expect to do the same 
things vocally with a Bernstein piece as he might do with one by Jason Robert Brown. 
 
“All of these musical theatre works have a specific style,” Berneche says. “You need to 
immerse yourself in that style—really learn about it.” 
 
In addition, studying movement helps with that truthful presentation. “Women move 
differently now than in a 1960s’ musical,” she adds. “We can’t bring 2015 mannerisms to 
things that were written back then.” 
 
For Ptack, understanding the character you’re portraying and knowing what you are 
singing about can make a singer stand out. “Before you start your audition, always be at 
a place in your head where you understand dramatically what has gotten the character 
to this moment,” he says. “Without this, your performance will inevitably be uninformed 
and one dimensional.” 
 
When auditioning at Light Opera Works, Hogenmiller asks singers to prepare 32 bars 
from or in the style of something in the upcoming season. “We tell them to be prepared 
for a second selection and to bring their book [with all their usual audition pieces],” he 
adds. 
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“When people come into our audition and they are singing something completely 
inappropriate for the season,” Hogenmiller says, “it makes me think, ‘OK, you don’t 
have a clue what we are as a company.’”  
 

With so much information online these days, he says, an auditionee should be able to 
figure out what a company might want to hear. For Light Opera Works, which does a lot 
of classic musical theatre, a rock or pop song does not make sense. 
 
“Some people only know the most contemporary music,” Hogenmiller says. “They don’t 
know anything like a Rodgers and Hammerstein song. These are kids who have their 
musical theatre certificates from a university and they don’t have a ‘legit’ song.” 
 
Callbacks are common with musical theatre auditions, and some companies may ask for 
the auditionee to prepare music and lines from the upcoming season’s shows. While 
these selections do not often need to be memorized, Hogenmiller suggests being as 
familiar as possible with the materials so that you can have a chance to show character 
and interpretation in addition to good singing. 
 
Monologues 
 
Hogenmiller says monologues of any style or length might be useful “when you’re 
auditioning for acting companies or if you’re going to one of those mega auditions where 
you’re auditioning for multiple theater companies.” But he does not require them at 
initial auditions because he generally finds they are not a good indication of how an 
actor would be in a particular role of a particular show. If any actor is given a callback, 
he or she may be required to read from the show or shows in the upcoming season, 
Hogenmiller says. 
 
Berneche agrees, saying she used to always have her “two monologues, one in classical 
style” ready, but she is rarely asked to present them these days. Instead, she reads lines 
from shows she’s being considered for. “You’re more likely to be reading with someone 
cold.” 
 

But she is also quick to add that if you have time to work up a monologue, do it. “It can 
never hurt.” 
 
Since Ptack often hears auditions for specific roles in a musical theatre production, he 
doesn’t usually hear monologues “but will use sides from the script depending on the 
situation.” 
 
Attire 
 
What should singers wear to a musical theatre audition? “Well, as the ol’ saying goes, 
‘You never get a second chance to make a first impression.’” Ptack says. “That said, 
nobody is ever going to fault you for looking nice.” 
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Hogenmiller says he likes to see auditionees in attire that allows them to present their 
best selves, while taking into account that musical theatre is less formal than opera, 
recitals, and oratorio engagements. 
 
“For my seasons, I’m doing shows like My Fair Lady . . . and I do get the occasional 
opera singer in a full-length gown. They’ll bring their accompanist with them and it’s 
like they’re doing part of their recital,” which just doesn’t fit the situation, Hogenmiller 
says. 
 
He also says he will notice shoes right off the bat—and not for their stylishness. “I can’t 
tell you how many times a young woman walks in with very high heels [and it’s clear] 
they never wear these on a regular basis because they can’t walk in them.” 
 
Berneche stresses the importance of tailoring. “You can be a larger person, a smaller 
person—but if your clothes don’t fit you well, then that can sink you right there,” she 
says. 
 
Ptack agrees that one should dress in nice clothing that is comfortable. “When it comes 
to auditions of any type, I’m all for creating an atmosphere where auditionees feel 
comfortable and like they can be themselves,” he says. 
 
“For me,” Ptack continues, “a smart or casual look for musical theatre auditions is just 
fine: men in nice jeans and an oxford shirt (blazer optional), and women in a casual 
dress or appropriate length skirt.” 
 
Other General Tips 
 
As singers hone the multitude of skills they already work on every day, Hogenmiller and 
Berneche suggest taking a dance class. 
 
“I can’t tell you how many times—inevitably everyone does a waltz—and all these young 
people coming out of musical theatre certificate programs don’t know how to waltz. I 
run into that all the time,” Hogenmiller says. 
 
Berneche agrees, saying these musical theatre programs are packed full of other classes, 
so students have to do a lot of research and work on their own. “They have to go to the 
library after hours, watch old movies . . . they [have to] go the extra mile.” 
 
And knowing what is expected of musical theatre actors can lead to a better method of 
preparation. “People that want to do musical theatre, they have to sing, dance, act,” 
Hogenmiller says. “For many years, a lot of singers just sang, a lot of dancers just 
danced. Now you have to do it all, and I am not finding a lot of people working on the 
acting of a piece.” 
 
Being a good colleague can shine through in an audition. Ptack says having a “negative 
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or disrespectful attitude” can immediately take someone out of the running. “No matter 
how great the talent, negative energy in a production is a liability that presenters can’t 
afford to invest in,” he says. 
 
Final Thoughts 
 
Each of the panel members had some parting words for classically trained singers 
looking for more information about musical theatre auditions. 
 
“Preparation, preparation, preparation,” Hogenmiller says. “Be prepared, know who 
you’re auditioning for, know the show you’re auditioning for, know whether you belong 
in it or not. That preparation goes a long way.” 
 
Berneche says to be aware of casting differences in musical theatre. “In opera we can 
have the same voice type [almost our entire lives]” she explains. “In musical theatre, 
that doesn’t work. It’s a little more about the acting and the honesty. You see it 
sometimes, when there’s some stretching of the boundaries, but it’s more where you are 
in your life and how you can play where that is.” 
 
“Casting a musical theatre production is an intricate equation,” Ptack says. “There are so 
many factors that enter into decisions that are made, many of which artists have 
absolutely no control over. It could be a look, height, timbre/type of voice in relation to 
others who have already been cast. For these reasons, all I want is for you to come in 
and give me your ‘best and final’—beyond that, the chips will fall where they fall.  
 
“If you come out of an audition feeling like you’ve shown commitment to the character, 
understand where the character has been and where the character wants to go, and 
produce a performance that you’re proud of,” he continues, “then you’re a success 
regardless of whether you’re offered the contract.”  
 
 
Soprano Kathleen Farrar Buccleugh is an accomplished artist with a performance history in Opera, Operetta, 
Musical Theatre, and Recital Repertoire. She is also a journalist. She lives in Tuscaloosa, AL and can be reached at 
kathleenfarrarbuccleugh.com. 
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What University Professors Think  
About Your Repertoire 

 
By Michelle Latour 

 
Did you know that by choosing the wrong audition 
repertoire you can actually hinder your chances of 
being admitted into the school of your dreams? Do 
you choose repertoire that shows your strengths or 
do you pick songs in hopes of “impressing” the 
voice faculty? What do university professors really 
think about students’ song selections during 
college auditions? 
 

As a university-level voice professor, frequent 
adjudicator, and active performer, this has been a 

subject that struck a nerve each time I judged a competition or listened to aspiring 
voice majors during entrance auditions. And my strong reaction to poorly chosen or ill-
prepared repertoire was not in isolation. Fellow colleagues would roll their eyes or 
audibly mumble under their breath when a young baritone attempted the dramatic 
bravado of Vaughan Williams’ “The Vagabond,” when a perky soprano would struggle 
with the octave leaps in Puccini’s “O mio babbino caro,” or when a lovely high soprano 
would unsuccessfully try to sustain passages in “Willow Song” from The Ballad of Baby 
Doe. 
 

Since I was obviously not alone in my dismay at some chosen repertoire, I decided to 
investigate this topic further through surveying voice professors from across the 
country. What follows is a summary of opinions and advice on appropriate audition 
repertoire from the experts. 
 
The Results: Inappropriate Repertoire 
 
My first survey question, “Do you think singers often present inappropriate repertoire 
for college auditions?” received a resounding 88 percent “yes” from survey 
respondents. The second part of this question, “Why?” generated a wide variety of 
views. “Either they are given poor guidance or they may have a misperception of their 
ability level,” suggests Linda Lister, assistant professor of music at the University of 
Nevada–Las Vegas. Many students perform non-classical repertoire, which shows that 
“a potential voice major simply does not understand what a classical voice program is 
about, so they do not know what to prepare,” says Melissa Malde, University of 
Northern Colorado professor of voice and author of the book What Every Singer Needs 
to Know about the Body. 
 
Lawrence Johnson, assistant professor of voice at Southern Utah University, 
passionately adds, “Absolutely! Singers often sing pieces way out of their range, sing 
the wrong gender aria, sing pieces they have no clue what it means, or sing repertoire 
that does not fit them in general—for example, an introverted personality singing a 
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passionate and engaging song with no passion or engagement.” 
 

The problem of presenting inappropriate repertoire is not only limited to high school 
singers. “I do hear singers doing repertoire that is beyond their vocal capabilities,” Ann 
Baltz, artistic director of OperaWorks reveals. “Several artist managers have told me 
they prefer to hear a singer audition with repertoire that is a Fach lighter than they 
might do because it stimulates the manager’s imagination.” This advice can help young 
singers as well, because voice faculties are trying to find singers with potential, not 
perfection. Joan Dornemann validates this further in her book, Complete Preparation. 
She suggests that singers learn repertoire in the order it was composed: Baroque, 
Classical, Romantic, etc. 
 
To discover the reasons behind this phenomenon, I also posed the question, “If you do 
find that singers often present inappropriate repertoire, do you blame the student or 
the teacher?” This received mixed results, with 50 percent blaming the teacher, 4 
percent pointing the finger at the student, 29 percent directing responsibility to both 
student and teacher, and 17 percent admitting it depended upon the situation. Lisa 
Stidham, lecturer in music at Scripps College, aptly summed it up by stating, “Both, but 
it is the teacher’s responsibility to make good choices. The students often want to sound 
older than they are or prove they can sing difficult repertoire. The teachers sometimes 
want to have a student who is attempting a difficult piece, even if it strains them 
beyond their capabilities.”  
 

“Many students these days have a drive and determination that is often years beyond 
their ability,” speculates Jay White, assistant professor of music in voice at Kent State 
University. “They are strong minded and can be very convincing. Unfortunately, 
sometimes their confidence and passion for the art may not match the talent necessary 
to be a successful artist.” 
 

“‘Blame’ may not be the operative word here,” explains Helene Joseph-Weil, professor 
emerita of voice at California State University–Fresno. “Sometimes it is just pure 
ignorance on the part of the teacher or the student; sometimes the student presents 
repertoire the teacher would not have sanctioned; sometimes the student has had no 
formal vocal training and only has the support of a high school choral director; or, 
finally, the audition has been hastily prepared with no prior knowledge of the audition 
requirements.” 
 

“Most of the students I’ve heard with inappropriate literature don’t have a private 
instructor,” shares Jim Tompkins-MacLaine, a San Diego-based voice teacher and 
coach. “They rely on their high school or church choir director. Sometimes those people 
have no training in voice and they don’t know what kind of song to choose. I was 
judging a vocal competition, and a young baritone sang a selection from 
Schumann’s Frauenliebe und -leben. After his performance, I asked him who chose the 
piece for him. He told me his high school choir director. I explained to him that the 
song was from a cycle that a woman would sing and that the song extolled the 
manliness of the singer’s intended. He turned bright red and told me that he was going 
to use that song for his college auditions.” 
 

Next, I raised the $64,000 question: “Has poorly chosen repertoire impacted your final 
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decision about admitting a singer into your program or awarding a scholarship?” Of 
those surveyed, 64 percent responded that yes, this factor could impact the outcome. 
Some teachers had a difficult time discerning what a young singer was capable of if they 
presented poorly chosen literature, whereas others found that if another singer was just 
as good and had a better “overall” package, the voice faculty would sway toward the 
latter singer. Of course, if a student was also pushing or singing incorrect notes, the 
student might not be admitted. Occasionally a singer would present inappropriate 
repertoire with correct notes, good intonation, and a healthily produced tone. And very 
rarely, a student would be able to adequately present more difficult material, but this is 
definitely in the minority of cases.  
 
The Remedy: Sage Advice  
 
How, then, do you go about finding repertoire that is appropriate for you? In surveying 
a large number of university-level voice professors, I was overwhelmed with the 
amount of detailed advice many educators provided. Teachers are in the business of 
helping others and truly want high school auditionees to succeed. 
 
I inquired, “What do you wish you heard more often in auditions?” The most common 
answer was undeniably art songs, especially those in English. Many teachers also 
emphasized the desire to hear age-appropriate selections and proposed that instead of 
Mozart arias, students should sing Mozart art songs. In regard to specific composers, 
popular recommendations included composers such as Henry Purcell, Roger Quilter, 
John Jacob Niles, Aaron Copland (folk songs), and Ricky Ian Gordon.  
 
The question “Which songs should singers avoid?” prompted a wealth of concerns. The 
overriding theme was distress over presenting material that was too heavy or too 
difficult for a high school student. Others commented that many students sang 
repertoire that was “relatively unimaginative and very safe.” In terms of music, teachers 
warned of singing songs that were too long or repetitive. Additionally, heavy arias such 
as Puccini, Verdi, or Wagner only showed what a young student was incapable of doing. 
In terms of foreign language songs, the general consensus was to please not attempt 
any songs in French. 
 
In terms of poetic context, several respondents expressed alarm over young singers 
presenting songs with suggestive lyrics. As one teacher remarked, “‘Quella fiamma’ and 
‘O del mio dolce ardor’ are really sexy, passionate songs, and most high school students 
do not get that at all.” This also pertains to songs in which the characters are very 
mature, for example Carmen’s arias and Schubert’s ‘Gretchen am Spinnrade.’  
 

A few teachers also expressed confusion over singers presenting selections in different 
voice categories. I recently heard a high school sophomore offer Mozart’s Le nozze di 
Figaro soprano aria “Deh vieni” and “When I am laid in earth,” an aria from Purcell’s 
Dido and Aeneas for mezzo-soprano.  
 
I was most curious to read responses to the question “What are your thoughts on high 
school students presenting arias?” Surprisingly, many professors felt that some arias 
could be acceptable, as long as the student erred on the side of caution. “It should be 
the exception, not the norm,” articulated Southern Utah University Adjunct Voice 
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Instructor Sara Guttenberg. “There are lots of great art songs with plenty of drama that 
are vocally more appropriate for the vast majority of high school students.” This theory 
resonated with most teachers, including Patty Thom, chair of voice and opera at the 
Boston Conservatory. “There are a lot of great Donaudy songs that are emotionally and 
musically packed and as fun to sing as a Puccini aria, for example.” 
 

My final inquiry, “What is your number one piece of advice to high school students 
preparing for college auditions?” rendered a treasure trove of invaluable suggestions. 
Although voice teachers are looking for singers with a total package—vocal talent, 
musicality, stage presence, and good diction—educators are also looking for voice 
majors with potential, not perfection. Singing appropriate repertoire can aid a singer in 
showcasing their strengths, not telegraphing their weaknesses. 
 

“Singing a simple song with beautiful vocalism, elegant phrasing, correct diction, and 
emotional involvement is a much stronger statement of your talent and good sense 
than singing a difficult aria or song that exposes what you cannot do well,” asserts Jean 
del Santo, associate professor of voice at the University of Minnesota School of Music. 
 

“Harder repertoire is not better repertoire,” agrees Guttenberg. “I would rather hear 
you sing simpler repertoire that you sing really well than difficult repertoire on which 
you will struggle. A well sung ‘Caro mio ben’ will make my day; a messy ‘Un moto di 
gioia’ will not.” 
 

Many teachers also stressed the importance of being fully prepared for an audition, and 
that students should sing what they feel comfortable and confident performing. 
“Always open with your best piece, regardless of what you think the committee wants to 
hear,” advocates Juliana Gondek, distinguished professor of voice at UCLA. 
 

“Come prepared,” adds Joseph-Weil. “Know the audition requirements. Sing repertoire 
that is age appropriate. You will not impress the audition panel by oversinging; 
struggling with loud, high notes out of your range; poor and inaccurate diction; and 
musical inaccuracies. Do exactly what the composer has given you. Sing so you will 
touch the hearts of your listeners, demonstrating with your singing why you want to be 
a singer and study this 500-year-old art at the college level.” 
 

Hopefully, some of the insights shared can aid you in selecting appropriate repertoire 
that will showcase your strengths. Less is indeed more when choosing repertoire for 
college auditions. The goal is to show what you can do now, not what you hope to do in 
10 years. 
 
 
Dr. Michelle Latour is active as a teacher, singer, writer, and adjudicator and lives in Las Vegas.   She has been on 
the full-time faculties at several universities. She is currently a voice faculty member for the Italian-based summer 
program, The International Opera Performing Experience and owns a private studio, the LATOUR Voice 
Studios.  You can visit her at www.thelatourvoicestudios.com, Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram.   
 


