
Opera Negotiation 

Confidential Instructions for Lyric's Representative 

You are the newly hired business manager of the Lyric Opera, a nonprofit institution located in a 
midsized city, on the job now for one month. The Lyric is entering its fifteenth season. The first show of 
the year is Manon, a classic opera with a strong soprano lead. It will run for six performances a week (five 
nights plus a Saturday matinee) for five weeks, starting in a month. The Lyric has put on Manon several 
times in the past, most recently four years ago. It was on track to do so again with a popular new signer, 
Celine Soprano. Celine, however, has a "condition" - it is unclear to anyone exactly what it is - which, 
you learned three days ago, will prevent her from singing. 

This leaves the Lyric in a real bind. Operas have high fixed personnel costs, so the size of the house is key 
to their financial performance, and a few more or less seats sold can make a real difference. With 375 
seats and an average ticket price of $40, the Lyric grosses $15,000 for a sold-out performance, or 
$450,000 for a five-week sold-out series. That would produce a surplus (the Lyric does not make 
"profits") of $90,000 for the rainy-day fund. Below 80% capacity for the run, Lyric will lose money. At 
sales of 80% of capacity, the corresponding figures would be $12,000 and $360,000, producing a break
even result. Each percentage point below an 80% average for the run would mean a loss of$9,000. It 
would actually be worse - your highest price purchasers are most attuned to the reviews, so a bad review 
by critics might result in losses of$12,000 for each percentage point below 80. If you ran at only 50 per 
cent capacity, for example, it would mean a loss of$250-300,000, wiping out most of your endowment! 

You're now a month away from opening and it's past time to announce the cast - media publicity is set to 
go out and rehearsals start next week. This therefore is a real crisis and you acted quickly, calling the 
agent for Sally Stella, a capable-if-aging soprano who has performed roles creditably for the Lyric in the 
past. Sally has a loyal fan base, although she no longer stirs up the kind of excitement you would have 
generated with Celine. Sally's agent said he thought Sally might be interested and agreed to talk. Today 
you are sitting down for a cup of coffee and, you hope, will wrap up a deal. As far as you know, Sally is 
not doing much at the moment and could take on the commitment without trouble (to avoid two 
performances in a day and protect her voice, the Saturday matinee could be taken by the understudy, a 
common practice). 

The Lyric is not La Scala -you have a tight budget. Last year Sally sang a secondary role in a Lyric 
production for $12,000 and the lead got $24,000, twice the secondary, which is typical for community 
opera. Four years ago Sally sang the lead in Manon and was paid $21,000. In general, salaries for leads 
have more than doubled since that time, but that this applies to singers at the top, not over-the-hill 
warhorses like Sally. You were going to pay Celine $30,000, but that's not generally known. You're in a 
bind and could pay up to $45,000 if you had to (and no one found out), but it would be embarrassing to 
pay more than the rnid-30s. 

If you can't get Sally, you'll ask the understudy to step up to the plate and hope she does the job. But 
Sally is a solid performer with a loyal, if dwindling, fan base, while the understudy, while respected, is an 
unknown quantity in a lead role. Your instructions from the Chair of the Board are to solve this problem. 




