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Music City's Gift to
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Elizabeth Carter as she appeared in
lLiuicia di Larnrrierrzoor.

Where ¢lse but inan opera
can someone et engaged,
married, commit munder,

her mind, sing thousands of
niotes and then die all in one

afternoon and evening?
—Jerome Reed,
The Tennosseant

By Wheat Williams
Contributing Writer

- Vienna. Salzburg. London.
Barcelona. Munich. Cologne,
Brussels. Tokyo. New York.
Los Angeles. Nashville,
Tennessee.

What do leading opera
companies in the arts capitals of
Europe, Japan, and the U.S.
have in common with our own
Circle Players and the Nashville
Opera? Elizabeth Carter,
Nashville native and budding
international opera star. It’s hard
to believe that a hometown girl
from the capital of country
music could launch a globe-
hopping opera career. But
Elizabeth Carter is hot. .

In 1990, at her first profes-
sional opera performance, doing
the extremely challenging
cameo role of the Queen of the
Night in Mozart’s The Magic
Flute, The New York Times
remarked, “Her voice is even
throughout her range, crys-
talline in timbre and remarkably
controlled, even in the strato-
spheric reaches of her fiery sec-
ond-act aria.”

Later, an Austrian newspa-
per said, “Elizabeth Carter is a
nearly perfect Queen of the
Night,” when she performed
with the Vienna State Opera in
the most famous opera hall in
the world,

In New Jersey they said,
“Agility, power, ease of produc-
tion, beauty of tone, they were
all there,” and, “Ms. Carter has
an incredible voice.”

For her starring role in the
Nashville Opera’s Lucia di
Lammermoor in April 1990,
The Tennessean said, “It is
worth the price of admission
Jjust to hear this Nashville native

~ soprano take the hundreds of

meandering vocal runs and turn

them into something beautiful
and musically interesting.”
Commenting on the dramatic
demands of her role, they
added, “Where else but in an
opera can someone get
engaged, married, commit mur-
der, lose her mind, sing thou-
sands of notes and then die all
in one afternoon and evening?”

It's just a day in the life of
Elizabeth Carter.
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Having spent only two
months in America in the last
year, and most of that at her

. house in New Jersey, Carter

recently returned to Nashville to

~ visit her family and two cats,

now in her mother’s care. Her
fiancee, acclaimed Wagnerian
bass/baritone James Stith, was
also in tow, A few local audi-
tions, one recital before a lun-
cheon at the Centennial Club,
and she was off, but not until
Nashvillian caught up with her
to get the story behind her
remarkable career.

“T was actually bom in
Lexington, Virginia, but we
moved here when I was three
months old,” says Carter, who
was known as Helen Smedley
in earlier days. “So it’s not a
great exaggeration when my
manager says I was bom and
raised in Nashville.” Her father,
Dr. Ted Smedley, is a retired
professor from the Vanderbilt
law school, having also taught
at Washington and Leg in
Virginia, and Hastings in San
Francisco. Her mother Nancy
started Elizabeth and her two
brothers Tom and Bruce out
right. “Mother will tell you that
I sang before I could speak. Of
course, she was playing piano at
the time,” says Elizabeth. When
the kids were old enough, the
whole family sang in the choir
of the Belle Meade United
Methodist Church. In fact they
still do, including Elizabeth
when she's in town. Bruce is
now a choral conductor and
professor of music in Memphis,
and Tom works in the recording
industry in Nashville, with
Studer/Revox.

While a student at Hillsboro
High School, Carter fell under
the wrelage of choir director Joe



Giles, who recognized her
native talent and promoted her
to the varsity choir her first year.
Al the age of 14, Elizabeth
began to study voice at the Blair
School of Music under Shirley
Zielinski, now a professor at
Belmont. But opera was the fur-
thest thing from Elizabeth’s
mind.

“Nooo,” she replies. “When
T was sixteen years old, I want-
ed to be Judy Collins ... I want-
ed to do musical theater. We did
alot of that in high school.”

Carter spent two summers
during her teens singing in a
bluegrass band at a now-defunct
theme park in North Carolina
called The Land of Oz. *T
leamed ‘Rocky Top’ for the first
time with them,” she jokes.

After high school, Elizabeth
tried college, “but I really didn't
find anything in school that was
worth spending the money to
send me. The first year, at
Birmingham Southem, I was a
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Above: Elizabeth points to
posters of productions in which
she has appeared; Below: She
demonstrates one of her
hobbies, weaving. (Photos by

- Cyndi Williams)

vocal major, and the second
year, at Peabody, I was a special
ed major.” When she left
school, Carter continued her
real education, singing and act-
ing in productions With
Nashville's Circle Players.

“The summer after high
school I got in a production of A
Funny Thing Happened on the
Way to the Forum,” explains
Elizabeth, “Sharon Wyatt was
in that production. Now she’s in
a soap opera, General Hospital.
She plays Tiffany. A lot of peo-
ple who I think are still working
in theater were in that show.
And they did really good quali-
ty work at Circle.” Other Circle
productions Carter remembers
include Pippin and a musical
version of Two Gentlemen of
Verona. “But Circle gave me the
scope to see that’s really not
what I was supposed to do,” she
concludes. It took years, but
Carter was beginning to realize
her unique voice was best suited
to one thing: opera.

In her church choir, Carter
met George Hogan and Mickey
Burke, who would be students
at Scarritt College as well as an
opera conservatory in
Philadelphia called the
Academy of Vocal Ants. From
their experiences, Carter at last
found her direction.
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The AVA is a small,
intensely competitive school of
25 to 35 students, all of whom
attend its four-year program on
scholarship. Already in her mid-
20s, Carter had never studied
opera; afier some intensive -
rehearsal, she traveled to
Philadeiphia to audition “literal-
ly with the first five arias T ever
leamed.” She got in.

“They threw me into an
intensive situation,” she recalls,
“Most of these students already
had bachelors degrees in music,
and some of them had masters.”
One of the most difficult tasks

- was to learn what every opera

singer must know: languages.
“We took Italian on Monday
and Friday, German on Tuesday
and Thursday, and French on
Wednesday. And for a person
who had never had any lan-
guages ..."”

Carter has a big, big voice,

with an unbelievable range, and
it really opened up at AVA. She
leamed power and control, and
how to hit those “stratospheric”
high notes as a coloratura sopra-
no. Soon she could sing without
amplification in front of a sym-
phony orchestra in halls holding
crowds as large as 3,000. That
sounds flabbergasting to most

" people, but that’s what opera

singers do. “You pray for good
acoustics,” she laughs. Soon,
she was acting and singing in
full-scale school productions.
Things snowballed.

Every year hundreds of
would-be opera stars enter an
annual nationwide talent search
held by the Metropolitan Opera
in New York. While at AVA,
Carter entered three years run-
ning, and on her last try she
made it from the regionals in
Nashville to the finals in New
York. After a week of intensive

coaching and preparation, she
and 10 other singers won the
final competition. She got
$5,000 and a concert debut at
the Met, broadcast live. As a
result of that, she secured pro-
fessional management, and
audition after audition.

It had taken only four years
of woodshedding (and working
in a mall as a shoe salesperson
to meet expenses), but Carter
managed to vault straight into
the rarefied atmosphere of the
big time. Soon she was booked,
all over the world, three years in
advance. Astonishingly, after
leaving school she never had to
work in semi-professional pro-
ductions, sing in the chorus or
take bit parts. She was cast
straight into staring roles; in
addition to opera, she headlined
concerts with major orchestras.
She's that good.

(Cont. on page 6)
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London. Tokyo. Brussels.
Barcelona. A two-month siand
in Salzburg, Mozart's birth-
place. Production after produc-
tion, with a repertoire of four
famous roles: the Queen of the
Night in The Magic Fiute and
Constanza in The Abduction
from the Seraglio, both by
Mozart and sung in German;
Musetta in La Bohéme by
Puccini; and Lucia in Lucia di
Lammermoor by Donizett,
both in Italian. Lucia is consid-
ered one of the most demanding
roles in the entire world of
opera.

“T think that the most
demanding role ought to be
whatever it is you are doing at
the moment,” she says, offering
insight into her success. “What
is constant throughout all the

performing arts is the amount of
energy and the amount of your-
self you have to put into it.
Unless you give of yourself
unstintingly, you can't be suc-
cessful. But you also have to
leamn how to pay it out so you
last until the curtain call!”

In describing her usual regi-
men, Canter says: “One should
practice every day. You have to
work on repertoire, you have to
ranslate what you are singing,
You have to sit down and beat
thythms, beat notes. You should
do research on where the opera
came from, you should under-
stand what everyone else is say-
ing to you. As far as vocally, it’s
ideal to do no less than one hour
a day. I like to work with a
coach every other day, but my
budget won't always hold up to
that. It would be nice if I could
do one voice lesson every week,

but I don’t often get the oppor-
tunity with my traveling. Opera
singers don’t mill it out the way
that Broadway performers do,
because Broadway singing is
not that demanding. If you're
gonna use a great extent of
range and a full voice, you can’t
do it. Opera singers are used to
having at least three days in
between performances.

“You have to move to New
York if you are going 1o be an
opera singer,” Carter continues.
“If you don’t andition in New
York, you are not going to get
work.” Several singing friends
from Carter’s days in Circle
Players and her Belle Meade
church choir now reside in the
Big Apple. “We have a whole
enclave of Nashvillians in New
York,” she smiles. “We get
together on Sundays and we all
gather and sing in this church

' “this is ridiculous
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Carter snuggles with one of her two cats that now reside in
her parents’ Nashville home. (Photo by Cyndi Williams)

choir in Flushing and then have
lunch afterward. It’s a family
away from home.”

Carter has numerous anec-
dotes about how hard it is to
support oneself and still be able
to sing. “T had a period of time
when I was trotting back and
forth to the ear, nose and throat
man because of vocal fatigue,
and they finally came to the
conclusion that it was from
shouting over all the mall traffic
while I was selling shoes. If
you're waiting tables, you have
to deal with people smoking,
you’re having to scream and run
back and forth and be in smoky
kitchens. It’s really hard on
singers.”

Elizabeth has leamned some
hard lessons. Even as successful
as she’s been, she is still relying
on her parents for financial sup-
port; young opera singers just
don’t make much money.
“People look at the fees and say
', she says,
but then ticks off a list of
expenses she must cover —
taxes, management fees, air
fares, food, hotels, costumes. *I
consider myself ahead of the
game if I come out of a show
having 40 percent of my fee
left. Plus, T have to pay my
monthly rent and my share of
utilities in New York whether I
am there or not; that's just part
of life. And I was only in
America for two months last
year. That's a hard way to live,

“So, no, you don’t break
even. Mother and Daddy have
poured money into me for
years, and they may never see it

again,” she laughs. Though it
might be possible to settle
down, “American singers quite
often get jobs in German
[opera] houses because it’s the
only place where they can be
paid enough to send the kids to
school and have a house. You
can’t do that in Italy or France,
and you certainly can’t do that
in the States.”

In this century, the entire
realm of classical music has
never made money; it depends
on the support of governments
and corporate sponsorship. The
average opera company only
recoups 40 percent of its
expenses through ticket sales —
even with sold-out shows. And
the present world economy is
not conducive to a secure
future.

“The [classical] music busi-
ness is becoming very scary
right now,” Carter declares.
“Houses used to plan two and
three years in advance, But halls
are now only booking a year or
less in advance. They can’t take
on experienced singers capable
of doing several roles; they’re
having to do it piecemeal. The
funding problem is worldwide.

“People don’t believe that
the arts are that important any-
more. They don’t see that this is
something that ought ot to tum
a buck. This is something that
ought to enrich us without us
seeing a return on it.” *

Whear Williams, who was a
music major at Belmont
University, writes entertainment
reviews for Nashvillian,



