Presence and power

By George Hall

From discovering opera at university, bass-baritone Ossian Huskinson has

emerged as an important talent in the UK and abroad

ne of the rising stars of UK opera

is bass-baritone Ossian Huskinson,

born in Enfield 31 years ago. How

did his interest in singing come
about? Were his family musical, or interested in
theatre? ‘Classical music hasn’t really come out
of anywhere. My mother was a big fan of more
alternative bands, like The Cure and Placebo. At
school I was a fan of performing and was in all
the school plays.’

While he was at secondary school there were
still mandatory music classes, ‘and part of that
was doing performances. One of my friends
invited me to do a scene from Les Mis with him;
50 we gave it a go and got quite a good mark.
Afterwards my music teacher said, “I think you
should consider having singing lessons.”’

He was initially only interested in musical
theatre ‘until one day my singing teacher
handed me Vaughan Williams’s The Vagabond. I
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found a recording by John Tomlinson and I was
absolutely, “Oh my god!” This was music for my
voice, so this is for me!”

He was able to access peripatetic teachers
through the school and started voice lessons
when he was around 15 or 16. ‘My voice was
pretty low. At a certain point you identify it as
bass-baritone as opposed to a bass or baritone.’

At school he studied music to A level. His
mother was insistent that he should take a
formal, three-year degree as a backup to just
concentrating on singing. ‘So I took an academic
music degree at the University of Nottingham,’
- ironically (and tragically) a university that has
recently announced that no such course will
exist in the future.

But while he was there, performance
formed part of the degree. He studied voice
with Richard Howarth. ‘When I started at
Nottingham I had almost no experience of
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opera. It was through Richard that I discovered
much of the main operatic repertoire for bass.’

But before attempting to go to one of the
conservatories he took a year out to be a choral
scholar at Lincoln Cathedral to continue his
vocal training and musicianship.

‘It was there that I auditioned for the Royal
Academy and the Royal College. The Academy
was more the place for me; it was something
to do with the feel of the building, the people I
met there, and especially my meeting with Mark
Wildman, who was on my audition panel and at
the time head of the Vocal Faculty.’

It was Wildman who looked at the music
Huskinson was intending to audition with and
advised him to start with the solo from Haydn’s
The Creation, ‘the one that has the low bottom
D at the end of the recitative to symbolise the
creation of the worm. He said, “I would start with
that, because there’s not many basses that can get
down there,” so I did. Then afterwards he came
up to me and he handed me his business card and
said, “I look after all the basses at the Academy.
I'would love to take you on.”” Wildman was
Huskinson’s teacher for the whole four years.

Huskinson joined the Academy in 2017,
beginning with a two-years master’s degree and
then another two on a diploma. He was soon
taking part in opera at the Academy.

‘I started in the second year of my master’s
degree when they put on a double bill of
Tchaikovsky’s Iolanta and Ravel’s L'enfant et
les sortiléges. They needed a bass to sing King
René, so that was my debut’ - in fact his debut
in an operatic solo role: he went on to appear as
Sarastro in The Magic Flute and the Philosophe in
Massenet’s Chérubin.

‘Superintendent Budd in Albert Herring had to
be cancelled due to Covid, but we did eventually
do A Midsummer Night’s Dream in which I sang
Bottom, though the performances were sadly not
open to the public.’

Although he still enjoys oratorios, recitals and
concerts, and has released a recital disc (The
Roadside Fire on Linn Records), he still prefers
stage work, which perhaps goes all the way back
to when he was at school.

‘I think it’s the possibility of losing yourself
completely in the story. You have the set, the
costumes, you're interacting with other people
who are also playing characters, and you're
creating this fictional world and conveying to the
audience who your character is.’

After the Academy, Huskinson went straight
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into a contract at Garsington Opera. ‘I was in

the chorus for Le Comte Ory and Eugene Onegin,
but I was also singing Zaretsky and covering
Gremin.” Although he did not go on in the latter
role, he sang in a dedicated cover show in front of
an audience.

After that he went straight into English
National Opera, where he sang a small role in a
new production of HMS Pinafore; his subsequent
ENO roles have included Harasta in The Cunning
Little Vixen, Sciarrone in Tosca and the Speaker in
The Magic Flute, while at Garsington he has added
Jupiter in Platée, Pluto in Monteverdi’s Orfeo, and
Truffaldino in Ariadne auf Naxos.

Competitions have also played a part in his rise
to prominence. ‘The Tenor Vifias Competition
in Barcelona was probably my most successful. I
got through to the final round and won fifth prize
and the Mozart prize.” He was also the recipient
of the 2022 Critics Circle Young Talent (Voice)
Award. An important step was when he became
one of the Jette Parker Artists for the Royal Ballet
and Opera in 2024; when we meet he’s in the
second year of the two-year programme, of which
he speaks with considerable enthusiasm

Foreign companies, meanwhile, have started to
beckon: he has already sung roles at the Deutsche
Oper Berlin and in Toulon.

Of roles he currently has in his sights, he says:
‘As I mature as a bass I would definitely like to
get my teeth into the Mephistopheles roles: the
Gounod, the Boito and the Berlioz, while David
Gowland - one of the heads of Jette Parker
programme - is encouraging me to look at Nick
Shadow in The Rake’s Progress.

He hopes to move into some of the Verdi roles
as well, ‘but there’s plenty of time because the
bass voice is the latest to mature: my voice type
doesn’t really hit its stride until you’re 40 to
45’. ON

Ossian Huskinson (Jeft)
as Angelotti in Tosca at
the Royal Opera
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