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Ross Ramgobin

Doing it My Way

Overheard singing Frank Sinatra in his university digs, Ross Ramgobin was encouraged to make
the most of his singing talents. Today, his career as an operatic baritone goes from strength to
strength, though he still encounters prejudice in the opera world

Below: As Eugene Onegin
at the Royal Academy
of Music

hen I share a Zoom call with rising
British baritone Ross Ramgobin, it’s
during the UK’s second lockdown -
like the first, ‘a tricky time’, he says.
But he’s also looking ahead. ‘I believe that we’ll get
out of this, with a renewed appetite for culture.’
Ramgobin describes himself as a born and bred
Essex boy. Where does the music come from?
‘When I was a child I used to sing and dance along
to Michael Jackson. My dad - who’s a fine artist -
used to go out and buy those magazines witha CD
attached called The Classical Collection. The first week
was Beethoven, the second week Tchaikovsky and so
on. We used to sit and listen to these and I remember
falling in love with The Four Seasons.’
Eventually, from the age of 11, he tried learning
the violin, ‘but that’s quite late to start playing, so
[ did it for a few years and then decided to focus
on my studies. But I loved it.” After school he went
on to Brunel University to read English and Drama,
showing his interest in theatre. ‘At school I wanted

34 January/February 2021 « OperaNow

to be an actor, but my folks thought it would be
advantageous to take an academic degree first.’

Vocal studies began right at the start of his
university experience. ‘After a couple of drinks in
freshers’ week, I was singing some Frank Sinatra in my
room and someone said, “Why don’t you audition for
a music award? There’s a pot of money where if you
take part in the choirs and the musicals and the plays,
they will fund your singing lessons”. And I thought,
“Gosh, I've never had a singing lesson before. Why
not give it a go?™” His audition pieces were New York,
New York and My Way. He got the bursary.

The point when he thought ‘I could do something
with this’ came midway through his second year.

He felt that opera would be the best way of mixing
his love of singing and of acting. He entered the
Royal Academy of Music at postgraduate level in
2009, where he studied with Glenville Hargreaves,
professor of singing and a fine baritone himself.
‘Glenville has been an absolute inspiration to me’
says Ramgobin. Two years on the Academy’s opera
course really set him up for the profession: “‘While
there I was able to sing Papageno and Onegin.” After
that he went on to the National Opera Studio (NOS),
and by that point there was no looking back.

My own first encounter with Ramgobin came
at Snape Maltings in 2014 when, still studying at
the NOS, he sang the title role in Britten’s Owen
Wingrave in a Neil Bartlett production. Most of the
cast were seasoned professionals. ‘It was huge for
me to work with people like Sue Bullock and Richard
Berkeley-Steele - partly just to be able to go down
to the pub and hear what it’s actually like in the
industry.” This leading operatic couple would go on to
become close friends and mentors.

Among other positives in Ramgobin’s performance
of Britten’s pacifist hero, I recall his strong presence
and fluency on the stage. ‘My main credo is basically
to be a storyteller. I use that as an impetus to come
alive on stage. I like performances which make the
audiences think.’

T've had people say, “how can
you have an Astan Onegin?™
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Above: As Claudio in the Royal Academy s production of
Berlioz’s Beatrice et Bénédict

Several of his subsequent successes have been
in modern and contemporary repertoire — music
from Britten onwards. Has that come easily to
him? ‘It’s been a tremendous challenge. Because
of my background I didn’t have any formal music
theory training, so from the moment [ started
I was filling in the gaps all the time. Britten,
Tippett and George Benjamin forced
me to improve my

musicianship.’

In 2015
Ramgobin sang
the role of Yuri
in Graham Vick’s

extraordinary
production for

Birmingham

Opera

Company of

Tippett’s The

Ice Break — a

piece that deals

with many
issues that

have recently

come to the

fore. Ramgobin
concurs. ‘It was
quite raw and
edgy - the way
they converted that

Left: As Pallante
in Agrippina at the
Gottingen Festival
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disused warehouse to look like Heathrow. It gave me
a real buzz to be in a promenade performance. I was
running around in the middle of race riots!’” That has
been his favourite show to date.

Other highlights? ‘The recent ENO Bohéme was
really emotional - not only the special nature of this
huge festival-like stage built at Ally Pally [this was
a drive-in staging of Puccini’s opera at London’s
Alexandra Palace], but also just having to get through
so many challenges because of Covid. Schaunard is
always a joy to play anyway: there’s a real journey you
can create with him.’

Ramgobin recently recreated the title role of Owen
Wingrave in another version of the piece, this one
a film made by Grange Park Opera and directed by
Stephen Medcalf. ‘Film-acting is not something that
opera singers do regularly, but I've been wanting to
do an opera film for years: 1 think it can be a really
powerful medium. We recorded the music beforehand
in the room where the action was going to take place,
so we had the same acoustic; then afterwards we
would film it and do a Britney Spears-style sync.’

An important upcoming project is Alberich in
Birmingham Opera’s RhineGold (sic), again to be
directed by Graham Vick. ‘This is a big role to
tackle, but I trust him in the sense that I feel he will
make the staging and the orchestra appropriate to
Wagnerian singing. And the role itself is so weird
and mysterious.’

He’s grateful that Vick has given him this
opportunity. ‘Over the years I've been lucky to have
important people who have believed in me, a network
of supporters who would push me through. Graham
is one of those. Another is James Clutton, who has
given me many opportunities over the years’ - one
being a new Figaro planned for Holland Park this
coming summer, with Ramgobin in the title role.

Less positively, he feels that there is still racism
within the industry. His parents are both from
Demerara in Guyana, ‘where the sugar comes from.
The indentured labourers there came from India
centuries ago and worked on the sugar plantations.’
His background is naturally important to him ‘in
the sense that I'm British, I feel English, and it just
so happens that I have brown skin. We’re a Hindu
family, but we’re very much an English family, with a
roast on Sunday.’

Yet over the years he’s heard a few comments
which have been *very unsavoury. I've had people say,
“well, how can you have an Asian Onegin?” That’s
really frustrating, because if they would just talk to
me and I could tell them my ideas, maybe we could
see if it can work. I've also had a couple of people say
to me, “Oh, you're only here because they’re having
to up their quotas”.’

On the contrary: audiences experiencing one of
Ramgobin’s performances will quickly know that it’s
due to an exceptional talent. ON
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