
Opera Negotiation 

Confidential Instructions for Sally's Representative 

The Lyric Opera, a nonprofit institution located in a midsized city, is entering its fifteenth season. The 
first show of the year is Manon, a classic opera that features a strong soprano female lead, which is due to 
open in one month. Manon will be put on for six performances per week for five weeks (five nights a 
week, plus a Saturday matinee that is often sung by the secondary soprano). The Lyric has put on Manon 

several times in the past, most recently four years ago when the lead was sung by your client, the popular 
veteran Sally Stella. This year, although other parts were announced weeks ago, there has been no 
announcement of the female lead, and there has been speculation about some problem at the Lyric; some 
think it may involve personnel clashes, but no one really knows. 

Two days ago, you received a call from the business manager of the Lyric, asking whether Sally would be 
interested in the role. You know that she would, because Sally has had no singing roles in six months and 
has nothing tangible on the horizon. She is hoping for a position as singer-in-residence at a prestigious 
arts summer program, TangleBriar, but that would not interfere with this opportunity, and news of a new 
operatic role would make her a more attractive prospect to the summer arts crowd. At the moment she's 
giving private lessons to fill the time, but her first love is to sing (and be applauded for it). Sally has said 
that, quite frankly, she'd be willing to sing for nothing in order to get back on stage, because her first 
priority is to revitalize her career. But of course, your job is to make sure that she's treated fairly. You 
don't know the manager, who just took the job a month ago, but you quickly agreed to have coffee and 
talk. 

It does seem as if Lyric should be willing to pay Sally well. 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. Below 80% capacity for the run, Lyric will lose money, but above that level they'll make 
money. With about 370 seats at an average ticket price of$40, the Lyric can gross $15,000 for each sold
out performance, or $450,000 for the series. At 80%, the corresponding figures would be $12,000 and 
$360,000. Sally doesn't care about any of this - she just wants to sing in front of an audience - but it's 
your business to know these things. 

You don't know what the Lyric is willing to do for Sally. A week ago they had no interest, but now they 
do. They'll plead poverty, but they do pay. Last year Sally sang at the Lyric in the most important 
secondary role for $12,000, and the lead, you hear, got in the high 20s. That would be well over twice the 
secondary salary, which is typical for community opera. Four years ago Sally sang the lead in this very 
opera, Manon, and was paid $21,000. Given that, if you were her, you'd find it very hard to take Jess than 
the mid-20s now. 1n general salaries for leads have more than doubled since that time, hut Lyric will 
probably argue that this applies to singers on the rise or at the top, not "veteran" performers. Your job is 
to get the best possible deal for Sally, and to insure that she gets to do what she loves. 




