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The operatic circuit is a tough nut to crack; 
yet baritone Benedict Nelson has confirmed 
his presence through a series of evocative 
performances. Antonia Couling meets a vocal 
artist who knows no limits
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tender age of 26. If you do the maths, that would 
seem to put him at only 15 when he entered 
music college, wouldn’t it? Despite his slight 
rabbit@in@the@headlights look for this, his first big 
interview, Nelson is clearly, at core, quite a calm 
and collected soul. I think they call it ‘focus’.  
He laughs in his mild@mannered way and 
assures me that he was definitely 18 when he 
went to college; and, far from being hot@housed 
by musical parents for a career in music, he 
explains that he came to singing quite late, only 
taking lessons from the age of 16. ‘I took piano 
lessons when I was younger. My mum needed to 
find a way to get me out of the house and away 
from causing trouble. And I was obsessed with 
becoming a pianist for a long time. I fell in love 
quite young with classical music – although 
there was none in my family or in my house. It 
all came through my piano teacher. Then I joined 
the parish church choir when I was about 11, in 
Cirencester, because I heard you got paid! 

 ‘When my voice broke I stopped – at about 
14 – and I sang in rock bands, did a lot of popular 
music and then started having singing lessons 
when I was doing my GCSEs. For part of the 
course you had to do a performance aspect and 
so I was singing some musical theatre pieces 

Boots near Bond Street station is not exactly the 
most operatically glamorous of locations at which 
to meet. But what with baritone Benedict Nelson 
being immersed in rehearsals in southeast 
London and my manor being north of the city, 
we agree to meet in the middle. Determined to 
transform the experience into something more 
fitting as quickly as possible, we swivel around 
and head towards the Wigmore Hall restaurant.
 Wigmore is apt, for it was here that I first 
came across this exciting performer, at the 
Wigmore Song Competition last September. From 
what I saw of him at the semi@finals, I tipped him 
to win by many furlongs. To the consternation 
of many, he came in second, as he had done at 
the Guildhall Gold Medal competition and the 
Kathleen Ferrier Award a couple of years ago – 
though this doesn’t seem to have mattered one jot 
regarding the baritone’s career. I was not alone in 
singling him out – Rupert Christiansen listed him 
as best newcomer of 2009 in the Telegraph and 
Nelson is now dashing about for all manner of 
auditions and jobs. He sang Ping in last October’s 
English National Opera (ENO) production of 
Turandot, and, a few days before we meet, he 
made a flying visit to Amsterdam for an audition 
at De Nederlandse Opera. He toured with the 
Opera Group’s production of new work The Lion’s 
Face earlier this summer, and is set to return to 
ENO in the autumn to sing Valentin in Faust as a 
member of the company’s newly revamped Young 
Artist programme, which now allows its charges 
the freedom to work with other companies – 
something Nelson will take advantage of when he 
goes to Nantes at Christmas to sing Tarquinius 
in their production of The Rape of Lucretia. And 
before all of this came along, he already had a 
large number of stage roles under his belt.
 Considering that a lot of British singers are 
still studying up until the age of 30 with nary a 
dainty toe having trod a single board, I wonder 
how he has managed to do all of the above by the 

and I just decided it was a good idea to have 
some lessons. When I went to college to do my 
A levels, my piano playing wasn’t good enough 
for the music A level so I decided to use singing. 
The singing teacher at college was Maria Jagusz. 
She’s really responsible for what I’m doing now. 
She guided me through and convinced me that  
I should go to music college and it snowballed 
very quickly from there.’
 It was one of those crucial times in life 
when a choice had to be made. And Nelson’s 
own handling of his turning point is a lesson to 
us all, in terms of determination (and possibly 
headlong foolhardiness, if you’re a parent). 
The physics, chemistry and maths A levels that 
he had embarked upon with a view to a future 
career as a doctor were dropped at the end of 
his first (AS level) year so that he could channel 
all his energies into studying music. ‘It was a 
bold choice to make,’ Nelson reflects, ‘and not 
one that my parents particularly approved of at 
the time, either. But it was something that I felt 
I had to do – and my teacher gave me so much 
confidence that I felt I could do it. It felt right.’
We mull over whether he would make the same 
decision today, with the ‘rationality’ of maturity 
cautioning him to consider potential pitfalls. 
‘At the time, I don’t think I really saw them as 
choices or decisions, because I was a bit green 
and naïve. I was really fortunate to have Maria. 
She taught me so much and supported me. When 
I got to college I think I already had more from 
her than most people have to start with.’ And, 
of course, such decisions are more likely to be 
followed through to their conclusions – rather 
than morph into rash mistakes – if you have 
someone supporting and believing in you. ‘Having 
that validation made the decision to go to music 
college not such a daunting one. It just seemed a 
straightforward option.’
  Four years of undergraduate training at the 
Guildhall School of Music & Drama, two years 
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accepting of the fact that although hours aren’t 
regular in our professions, it’s always the same 
people that are with her.’
 Apart from this ‘little’ reason to make 
London his home, the capital city is also a great 
place to be based because you can, in theory, 
travel anywhere quite easily from here. Unless a 
volcano erupts, of course. ‘I thought I would pick 
some work up from that,’ he laughs, ‘from people 
not being able to travel. But it seems people did 
anything they could – like kayak back to England 
to do their gigs!’

 The acting element of performance is vitally 
important to Nelson, though it was something 
that took a particular effort for him. ‘I was terrible 
at acting until about my third or fourth year.  
I just used to stand and sing with a completely 
blank expression on my face! It really was just 
about sound and musicality and that was all  
I thought about – which I hate now when I see it 
in other people. But I had no confidence in my 
theatrical ability at all.’ And what changed? ‘It 
was an almost overnight thing. I decided I was 
never going to get any better at it if I didn’t do 
something. I knew I was very advanced in terms 
of vocal technique and that I had a precocious 
instrument, but I knew it was going to amount to 
nothing if I didn’t develop the other side of it. So  
I just dropped that barrier and went for it. And, as 
it turned out, I was quite good at it and it worked 
out very well. I worked at it a lot with the people 
at Guildhall. It’s so important now to have more 
than one string to your bow. You can’t just stand 
and sing – park and bark – anymore.’ 
 And how about now – would he be tempted 
to sit back and coast on the acting side, if a 
director didn’t push him? ‘I have itchy feet when 
I’m working. I wouldn’t be able to just stand and 
sing. Even in concert performances it doesn’t 
mean anything to me anymore just to stand 
and deliver it. I mean, that’s why we do it – it’s 
communication. You’ve got to make something 
of it, something interesting, something that will 
make people engage with you and not just sit 
back and fall asleep.’
 It’s likely to be more a case of ‘sit up and 
listen’ with this singer. Keep an ear, and an eye, 
out for Ben Nelson. You heard it here first. 

postNgrad and one year at the National Opera 
Studio later, and Nelson is here, only 10 months 
into a professional career and yet with more 
experience than most. Time for a little more 
maths. Twenty students from each final year, 
from each college, are being added to the work 
pool annually, with few jobs to go to. Chances are 
they’re going to have to supplement their living, 
or even make their living, doing something other 
than performing. No wonder so many singing 
students in the UK are still studying at 30. But 
does putting off the inevitable really help? 
 Nelson’s drive and passion are deeply 
impressive. He reveals that he did have a moment 
of panic at 21 that things might not turn out 
right – but he reckons it may have only lasted for 
a month or so. His ‘burning desire to move on 
quickly’ overrode his panic and he ploughed on, 
thanks to ‘an inbred impetuousness and tenacity 
for getting out and doing stuff. I never really felt 
that I would be someone who fell by the wayside’. 
Such singleNmindedness is surely a prerequisite 
for any performer, rather than the oftNwitnessed 
attitude of complacency among singing students 
that they have a right to a successful career 
simply by dint of walking through those hallowed 
music college portals. In the book of all great 
performers, though, you have to earn your right 
to a career. And that means a lot of hard work.
 So let’s talk about these roles. How on earth 
did one so young build up such an impressive 
repertoire? ‘My teacher Robert Dean at Guildhall 
told me to get as much performing experience 
as you can. When you’re young it’s rarely going 
to be harmful, unless it’s a really inappropriate 
role for you to be singing. It’s always going to be 
beneficial to have stage time and be performing 
to people. And so when I was younger I went in 
for things like British Youth Opera and small 
companies like Hampstead Garden Opera, 
because although they are timeNconsuming and 
you have no money to do something unpaid, it 
pays dividends when you do come to make your 
big debut somewhere and you’ve possibly already 
done the role before.’ 
 A quick tally, then: Aeneas, Count Almaviva, 
Figaro, Masetto, Don Giovanni, Sprecher (The 
Magic Flute), Marcello (La bohème), Demetrius 
(A Midsummer Night’s Dream), Sid (Albert 
Herring), Don Parmenione (L’occasione fa il 
ladro), Baron Gondremarck (La Vie Parisienne), 
Christian (Un ballo in maschera), Zurga (The 
Pearl Fishers), Morales (Carmen) and Tarquinius 
and Junius (The Rape of Lucretia). I make that 
16. How did he fit it all in? Does he have a time 
machine or something? ‘You make it work. You 
just do.’ See? It’s simple.
 Nonetheless, from this point on he may  
need to apply a certain framework to the 
management of his career, roleNwise. Perhaps 
he has a vision of how he would like his career 
to progress? Or is he happy to go with the flow? 
The latter has served him well so far. ‘I like the 
excitement of the unknown. I very much have the 
idea that I want to carry on singing as long as 
I naturally can. I have a great relationship with 
my management. They will give me advice that 
is pertinent – they won’t tell me what they think 
I should be singing. We sometimes have minor 
disputes, though. We had one recently about 

Onegin, which I was keen on singing in a couple of 
years’ time; they felt it was a bit too soon.’
 Nelson is also keen to raise his international 
profile – and I, for one, think that’s the way for 
him to go. But there is a rather important factor 
in this young man’s life that means he has a tie to 
London – he has a threeNyearNold daughter. Her 
mother is also a singer, and although she and 
Nelson are no longer together, it is obvious that 
Nelson is very dedicated to his little girl, taking 
care of her a couple of days a week – which is not 
always easy. He is based in southeast London 
and she lives in Highgate, so it’s a reasonable 
distance, never mind operatic travel on top. But 
then, Skype is a wonderful thing. ‘The first time 
we did it I think she was a bit confused, because 
you’re there and then you’re gone and then you’re 
there again! But now she’s become quite used 
to the fact that sometimes I’m on the computer. 
They screened the Wigmore Song Competition 
live, and she watched it on the laptop. When I’m 
in rehearsals, time constraints obviously make it 
quite difficult, but once a show is up and running 
I have most of my daytimes free. She’s very 
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