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A day before her final
audition for the Royal Opera House
(ROH), Rachel Kelly received a text
message from her father. Whether she
succeeded or failed, he wrote, her
family would be with her in spirit. The
mezzo-soprano stepped onto the stage
to sing Non piu mesta, an aria from
Rossini’s Cenerentola, for a panel of
operatic luminaries that included the
ROHmusical director. In her head, she
pictured her late grandmother,whowas
an opera singer, seated with her grand-
father at the back of the theatre.
“I sang for them that night. I knew

they were watching me. I’m not a
religious person, but that’s the way it
was. All I could think was, ‘I’m
going to convey my story, I’m
going to convey my musician-
ship,’” she recalls.
The following day, she

received an email accepting her
into the world of professional
opera. She was one of five
singers, from more than 360
applicants, inducted into the ROH’s
Jette Parker YoungArtists Programme.

Music was always a family affair for
this singer. John Kelly, her father, is a
former chief executive of the Irish
Chamber Orchestra; Una Hunt, her
mother, is one of Ireland’s leading
pianists. “My mum was playing piano
on stage when she was pregnant with
me. Music in our house was always
given equal place to school. There’s a
real joy aboutmusic inmy family.”
Thismonth, Kelly joins hermother for

Songs of Erin: An Irish Song-Book,
which is part of Composing the Island,
an event celebrating Irish composers at
the National Concert Hall. Featured
composers include her grandfather
Thomas C Kelly, known for work such
as The Mother, a Padraig Pearse poem
set tomusic.The 28-year-old nevermet
her grandfather, who died a couple of

years before she was born in 1987, but
she’s an admirer. “I’m a big fan of
Debussy and I see a lot of his influences
in my grandfather’s writing, as well as
Irish motifs. He took risks, certainly
with The Mother, which came out in
response to Bloody Sunday. That was
banned on Irish radio because it was
deemed too inflammatory.”
Songs of Erin is a change of tack for

the mezzo-soprano. She tends to work
in opera rather than recital, and rarely
sings the work of Irish composers.
However, since she finished the Jette
Parker programme in 2015, she has
worked in Ireland more frequently.
Earlier this year, she sang Canteloube
and Poulenc with the RTE Concert
Orchestra, and performed her first
Idamante, in Mozart’s Idomeneo, at the
KilkennyArts Festival. InOctober, Kelly
performs with the Ulster Orchestra in
Belfast; the followingmonth, shemakes
herdebut asDonnaElvira, inMozart’s
Don Giovanni, with Northern Ire-
landOpera.

Last weekend Kelly was relax-
ing in her apartment in Balham,
south London, after another day
of intensive rehearsal for a forth-
coming Haydn performance in
Austria. She has clearly inherited a

rigorous work ethic from her family.
“My mum was amazing but kind of

scary when we were growing up,” she
nods. “You had to practise. That was
not negotiable. She drilled into us the
notion that being gifted is all well and
good, but you will not realise talent if
you do not work hard. I thank her for
that. Failure is a necessary part of
getting better.”
She started off learning flute and

piano, but discovered she did not have
an aptitude for either. Then singing
took over. “I always had such joy
whenever I sang on stage. I didn’t
always have the technique. By the time
I was a teenager, mymusicality was at
a certain level and it was frustrating
that I couldn’t getmyvoice to do all the
things I wanted — pianissimo, fortis-
simo, or longer legato lines. That was
frustrating for a long time, trying to get
my voice to catch up.”
Kelly admits to being ambitious, but

not at the expense of others. “I want to
be a great singer and sing in all the
great places, but I don’t think you need
to trample on anybody. I believe if you
fulfil your potential, you will get there
anyway,without having to hurt others.
I’m starting to learn there are people
who are poisonous or negative — I just
avoid themnow.”
In darkmoments, her family sustains

her. “I couldn’t do this without them.
When I get rejections I still cry. I have
moments where I say, ‘Is there truth in
that rejection?’ Sometimes there is and
sometimes theyhave agendas. Failure is
just a tool for me to achieve success. It
sounds like such corny stuff, but that’s
the truth.”
Education allowed her the freedom

to fail. After completing amusic degree
in Ireland, she moved to London in
2009 to study at the Royal Academy of
Music and the National Opera Studio.
She worked with world-class conduc-
tors and directors in student produc-
tions such as Beatrice et Benedict (2011)
and Kommilitonen! (2011). They
expected high standards, but there was
room for error. “You learn basic stage-
craft. Of course, you still have a student
voice; not an operatic instrument.
You’re letting your talent growwithout
pushing it out there too soon. You’re
building your skill-set while still a little
tadpole in the industry.”
There was sometimes a struggle to

maintain her individuality in the face of
relentless instruction. “There’s a school
at the moment for a homogenised
sound,” she says, making worrying
whooping noises. “You can’t really
hear vowels; there’s too much vibrato.
Because I’m a mezzo and I have a high
voice, I got people trying to pullme one

way or another. There’s a fashion for
making young voices sound old. You’ve
got to become confident and trust your
instincts. Don’t become a generic
soprano with a sound like anybody
else. My singing teacher [Janice
Chapman] always encouraged my
individuality. She gave me a technique
that allowed my individual sound to
come through.”
Jette Parker, which she joined in

2013, was more than just musical col-
lege. She became a salaried member of
the ROH, performing professional roles
such as Rosina in the Barber of Seville
and Miranda in Cavalli’s L’Ormindo,
alongside her classes and coaching. She
also learnt the art of spontaneity. On
the morning of an opening night of an
ROH production of Carmen, she was
asked to replace a mezzo-soprano who
had fallen ill. The Irish singer went on
stage as Mercedes, a role she already
knew,without rehearsal.
Over the course of her training and

career, she has worked with opera
legends such as Sir Mark Elder and
DameKiri TeKanawa. In 2015, she sang
a small role with Placido Domingo in
Verdi’s I due Foscari at the ROH. Last
January, Domingo asked her to share
the stage in Dublin’s 3Arena. But Kelly
thinks she still has much to learn,
“whether it be technical, or even how
best toworkwith other people. How to
go into a rehearsal space open, but not
let yourself be abused. It’s an artistic
pursuit and sometimes, if people see
weakness, they can pick on you.
There’s no doubt that goes on.”
As her voice matures, she is keen to

explore roles that once eluded her.
“Maybe Carmen; maybe further down
the line in my forties or fifties, a Lady
Macbeth. My voice will do things it
can’t do now. My dream role is
Melisande, from Debussy’s Pelleas
etMelisande.”
While her family provides her musi-

cal lifeblood, she cites the 67-year-old
Irishmezzo-soprano AnnMurray as an
inspiration. “She has one of the most
beautiful voices I’ve ever heard. Some
opera singers have wonderful voices.
You can bask in their sound for awhile,
but they don’tmake interesting choices
because they’re not challenging them-
selves. The audience somehow feel
theirminds drifting. You never feel that
with Ann Murray. That’s what I aspire
to be.” c

Songs of Erin: An Irish Song-Book,
is on Sept 23 at the NCH, Dublin;
Composing The Island runs until
Sept 25, all tickets€10; nch.ie
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REACHING
HER HIGH

POINTS
Rachel Kelly has sungwith opera greats Kiri Te Kanawa and Placido
Domingo. Now she’s eyeing some dream roles, writes Pavel Barter
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