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 Alumni Profile

A Professional Debut

In September, I was fortunate enough to 
perform with Inland Northwest Opera’s 
production of La Traviata. The story is an 
operatic classic: love, betrayal, drama, and 
tragedy. I sang the role of Annina, the dutiful 
maid (another classic in opera). 

I am currently completing the last year 
of my master’s degree in opera performance 
at Indiana University. At IU, I study with 
the legendary Carol Vaness, who sang at the 
world’s greatest opera houses in stunning per-
formances that made her one of the greatest 
singers of her generation and of all time. 

The educational aspect of opera sing-
ing is crucial. The art form has existed for 
hundreds of years and the technique is highly 
specialized. For an opera singer to be heard, 
unamplified, in a large space while maintain-
ing a beautiful tone and dramatic integrity, 
often in a foreign language, requires hours of 
training. When you see a world-class opera 
singer live, it is like getting front-row seats to 
the Olympics. 

For me, performing with Inland North-
west Opera was a spectacular launching point 
for a career. After completing their college 
degrees, most opera singers start by ap-
prenticing. Apprenticing with a professional 
company gives opera singers a chance to put 
their studies into practice in a way that the 
university environment cannot provide.  

For example, while I was singing the role 
of Annina, I got to regularly interact with the 
soprano singing the leading role of Violetta. 
This singer, Raquel Gonzalez, is farther along 
“the path” than I am. She has completed her 
apprenticeships and is now singing full-time 
in fantastic spaces, including an upcoming 
gig at the Metropolitan Opera. 

Raquel is a stunning performer with 
poise and elegance. I learned so much from 
watching her. I was able to observe firsthand 
what truly embodying a role looks like. 
Raquel showed me how to know when to 
rest and when to give it your all, as opera is 
physically incredibly demanding. She was also 
a friendly encouraging colleague, who helped 
me find greater confidence in my abilities. 
Those lessons are difficult to learn until you 
see someone put them to work. 

All of the principals were able to create 
an incredible work of art under the direction 
of Dan Miller. Dan set the production in 
Hollywood in the 1920s, which was a great 
twist on the story and allowed for unique 
artistic expression. Working with Dan 
showed me what true collaboration between 
a director and a singer can look like. He 
would bring his ideas to a scene, but if one 
of the performers felt an impulse to change 
something, he was willing to see how it fit. 
As a result, the stage movements felt more 
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Natalie Johnson on the cover 
of her first single

Natalie Johnson ‘15 released 
her first single, “Small Talk,” 
on Spotify and other streaming 
platforms in July 2022.  “I always 
loved writing, especially creative 
writing,” she said in a S-R article 
by Stephanie Hammett ‘16.  
“Then my dad got me a guitar 
when I was in third grade and 
… I started messing around with 
songwriting.”

“During her middle and 
high school years at Saint 
George’s, she continued pursuing 

Singing “Small Talk”

music through musical theater productions, choirs and various jazz 
and classical voice competitions.”  

Johnson graduated from Nashville’s Belmont University in 
2019.  When Covid put her dreams of a music career on hold, she 
returned to songwriting and committed herself to recording, includ-
ing two more singles set for release in early 2023.  

“Johnson favors a blend of pop, rock and soul music, the kind 
of sound characteristic of artists like Allen Stone, Lake Street Dive 
and Maggie Rose. Johnson also takes inspiration from Maren Mor-
ris, Kacey Musgraves, Jason Mraz.” 

Read the full article 
by scanning this 
QR code above,  and 
listen to her single 
“Small Talk” at the 
QR code below. 

natural and motivated by honest instincts, 
which truly polished the final performance. 
I am excited to bring that energy and artistic 
autonomy to my upcoming performances. 

I was delighted to have the opportu-
nity to make my professional debut in my 
hometown. It was so special to share this mo-
ment with so many people who have helped 
me reach this point. My high school voice 
teacher was able to come to the performance, 
and it felt like everything came full circle as I 
got back in touch with my Spokane roots and 
sampled what a post-academia world can look 
like for my operatic career. 

— Malinda Wagstaff Metro ‘16 

Malinda earned her bachelor of music degree 
from the Eastman School of Music in Roch-
ester, NY in 2020.  She is currently finishing 
a master’s degree in vocal performance at 
Indiana University.
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