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Individual Soundscape: A Portrait of Professor Millicent ScarlettSmith 

Millicent Scarlett-Smith has been a member of the voice faculty at the George Washington 

University since 1998. She is both an active solo performer and a prominent fixture of the GW 

Music Department's educational scene. With these two careers, Millie is a multifunctional music- 

maker: she performs it personally and imparts her knowledge and influence to others who desire 

to be music-makers in their own right. Her perspective is uniquely valuable to her students, and 

yet the nature of her experiences represent those had by many who pursue a career in classical 

voice.' Studying the soundscape of Millicent Scarlett is thus illuminating in a variety of ways: it 

facilitates a personal understanding of a teacher, a local music-maker, and reveals the steps that one 

singer has had to take in order to pursue and maintain a career in classical music. 

Background 

The youngest of seven siblings, Millicent Scarlett was born on April 25, 1971, in the 

Canadian city of Winnipeg, Manitoba. She grew up listening to R&B and Reggae, and later 

expanded her tastes to Classical and Jazz music. Her musical career began, essentially, when she 

was in the second grade; Millie's teacher, convinced of her talent and insistent that she pursue 

further study, asked her mother if she would allow her daughter to take voice lessons. "That's how 

it all started."' After that, Millie pursued a formal music education, from elementary school to 

college, both in school and privately. She received a Bachelor of Music in Voice Performance from 

Canada's Brandon University in 1993, and graduated with a Master of Music in Opera from the 

University of Maryland at College Park in 1997. 

Music 174 class lecture by Dr. Robert Baker, 2005: "Every singer becomes a teacher." 

Interview with Millicent Scarlettsmith, 3-7-07 
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With this formal education, which augmented her love for music with a set of technical 

tools, a better understanding of the industry, and a foreseeable path by which to realize her goals, 

Millie embarked on a lifelong pursuit of a musical career. 

As a Performer 

Millie identifies "winning a number of trophies at the Winnipeg Music Festival" as being the 

event that made her decide what her career path would be.3 Since then, as a performer, she has 

had extensive experience on stage, in concert, as well as success in competition. She won the 

Luciano Pavarotti International Competition (1996), the Mid-Atlantic Metropolitan Opera 

Competition (1999), and earned the titles of National Semi-finalist of the Metropolitan Opera 

Competition (1999), Mid-Atlantic Region Finalist (1995-2002), and 2nd Place Mid-Atlantic Region 

Winner (2000). O n  stage, Millie made her professional debut in 2000 as Clara in Gershwin's Porgy 

and Bess, with Opera Illinois. With other companies, she has performed the roles of Dido in Dido 

and Aeneas (1995), Mrs. X in the one-woman opera, Tne Italian Lesson (1996), Godelieva in La 

Fiamminga (1997), Melide in L ' h i d o  (2002), Sister Mathilde in Dialogues of the Carmelites with 

(2004), as well as The Countess, Violetta, Desdemona, Poppea, and Manon Lescaut in an opera 

called Fatal Song, which was created for the University of Maryland Opera Studio (2003). She also 

sang the role of Alice Ford in Verdi's Falstaff, alongside Luciano Pavarotti, as a winner of his 

competition. In concert, Millie has performed with the National Symphony, the Orchestra 

Internazionale d'ltalia Philharmonic Choir in Kitchener-Waterloo, Fairfax Choral Society, The 

Washington Chorus, York Symphony, the University of Maryland Wind Ensemble, the University 

of Maryland Symphony Orchestra, and Winnipeg Youth Orchestra. She has performed as the 

soprano soloist in Mozart's Requiem, Faure's Requiem, Verdi's Requiem, Haydn's Creation, Handel's 

Ibid. 3-7-07 
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Israel in Egypt, and Lord Nelson's Mass. Millie has also given numerous recitals, performed 

extensively at churches, and was a featured soloist in ESPN's broadcast of the 2000 Outback Bowl.4 

Currently, Millie pursues her singing career performing "here and there, wherever I have a 

gig."5 Although her performing life mainly focuses on classical music, she incorporates a variety of 

musical genres into her performing repertoire; her favorite music to sing are arias, spirituals, and 

jazz songs. Millie finds no real difficulty in managing a career in which she performs a variety of 

material, at least at this time. She cites her debut in Italy at the International Institute of Vocal 

Arts in 1992, winning the Pavarotti Competition in 1996, and her first Porgy and Bess in 2000 as 

some of her performing highlights thus far. 

As a Teacher 

Millie's teaching career began in 1992, and she joined the faculty at GW in 1998. As 

Adjunct Voice Professor and Voice Coordinator, she describes the role of the music faculty as 

"helping those students who wish to continue studying in their college careers.'j6 For a studio 

performance teacher, "helping" can have a variety of meanings, from teaching technique to 

providing moral support. She cites her favorite aspect of teaching as being when she sees a student 

"improve and go beyond their musical expectations and succeed" and, conversely, describes her 

least favorite facet of teaching to be "when students give less than what they are capable of doing."7 

She teaches both music majors and non-majors alike, and enjoys working with them on all types of 

music. 

Biography of Millicent Scarlett, found at www.millicentscarlett.com [219-07] 
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With this, she has had a direct view of, as well as an influence on, the development of the 

music department over the last 9 years; when asked how strong the vocal music scene is at GW, 

and how that has changed over time, Millie's response was focused and distinct: 

It has changed immensely! When I started working at GW there were maybe 5 
music majors, and now there are about 45. That is a big difference. The vocal 
department has seen a huge improvement in the enrollment in the voice area. The 
singers are better, and the level of singing has skyrocketed within the last 4-5 years. 
It's exciting! I think the vocal scene is very strong at GW.8 

The nature of Millie's job at GW has garnered for her a strong presence in the GW music 

department, as she not only prepares students to perform, but often performs herself, as a soloist 

with the University Singers, in a student recital, or in a faculty presentation. Even at GW 

specifically, Millie is at once performer and teacher, one to appreciate and admire. 

Combining the Careers 

For Millie, the balance between performing and teaching is at once tricky and gratifytng. 

Although the requirements of her teaching job occasionally demand more time than she has 

expected to give, Millie cites it as being "okay if there is not that much performing going She 

believes that the two careers of performing and teaching have a palpable affect on each other: 

"Teaching helps teachers become better performers, in my mind, because we have to do the same 

things that we are harping on the students to do. Or  else, why are we saying it to them?"1° 

A Student's Perspective 

Millie's teaching style is quite reminiscent of the ideas presented in the section "A Place for 

AH Musics? Confrontation and Meditation," in Bruno Nettl's book, Hearthnd Excursions. Here, 

Nett1 poses the question of whether "Heartland U." (a fictional but representative music school) is 

* Interview with Millicent Scarlett-Smith, 3-11-07 
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a melting pot, in which the different musics mix until they emerge under an encompassing point 

of view, performance style, or sound, or a mosaic, in which they all exist in the school's mind, 

retaining their own identities, but perhaps manifest to different degrees within the curriculum 

itself. As Nett1 settles on the "mosaic" approach as being the most used in music schools, Millie 

too encourages this same idea. In her studio, she teaches a variety of repertoire to her students, 

both promoting the value of versatility and deconstructing the barriers between differing styles and 

genres of music. By doing this, she helps her students to develop their musical abilities, tastes, and 

experiences even further than she would just by teaching them to sing one type of music. 

This aspect of Millie's teaching, among others, has made studying with her one of, if not the 

most, rewarding aspect of my being a music major at GW. Her temperament, perspective, voice, 

and experience, have all served as major learning tools and inspirations in my musical 

development. As a teacher who has had significant experience in her field, she is a tough critic 

and a demanding instructor. With this, Millie has been able to communicate with me very 

effectively, and has nurtured both my voice and my confidence toward great improvement over the 

last two years. 

Conclusion 

Millicent Scarlett-Smith is a highly prominent and important music-maker on the GW 

campus. To her students, she represents a variety of roles: teacher and mentor, and, in a way, 

highly advanced peer, in the sense that she can relate directly to the experiences of undergraduate 

music performance majors and can impart valuable insight as to what the future may hold for 

students who choose to follow the same career path. For Millie, although she puts forth significant 

effort toward pursuing each career, the roles of performer and teacher do not conflict; rather, they 

enhance each other. 
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