
Values - Being Professional

     Julie Nesrallah is a singer and actress cast regularly in principal roles by leading opera companies across North America and abroad. She is also currently the host of Tempo, CBC Radio 2’s flagship national classical music program. Julie attributes her success in establishing an artistic career to her interest in people and her work ethic: “I genuinely like people. I am genuinely interested in everyone’s story.....I have a work ethic that is quite strong. I think that when you put these two things together, you can’t go wrong.”

     While Julie describes herself as a “people person”, when she started she had a lot to learn about the interpersonal aspects of promotion and of managing your career. She knows how hard it can be to figure out how to handle yourself when you’re negotiating for fees and navigating all the business conversations related to securing roles and arranging performances. “Some people are hardwired to be good at that, but most artists are not, and most people are not. You have to learn that,” she says. “I think that’s something I learned and learned the hard way. You never learn if you don’t screw up. Those are things that evolved as I got older.”

     Now, an important principle in her approach to business relationships is to be very straightforward. For example, when negotiating fees for a performance, she knows what she is worth and she asserts that, while remaining reasonable and also being flexible when she chooses. “Even if I was dealing with a company that didn’t have a lot to spare, I would ask ‘What is the maximum that you feel you can afford to give me?’ or ‘I trust you to be able to give me your maximum fee.’ The assumption is that you are going to be all diva about it, but I don’t agree with that at all. I am very upfront about it. “ And that upfront style of communication works well for her.

     The second key factor in Julie’s success, her strong work ethic, translate into a high level of professionalism. She sees this as not only essential to an excellent performance, but an important way to further her career and attract opportunities. “I think the best promotion is being nice and being prepared and I think that goes a long way,” she says. “I come in and I’m warm and I’m friendly and I’m ready.  I’m never a problem. I try to help as much as I can.”  Julie arrives knowing her character and with her part memorized. She has found that these basics of professionalism can set her apart and leave a lasting good impression.

     Julie’s work ethic also comes through in the importance she attaches to mastering her craft. She emphasizes that “being good at something, whether somebody knows it or not, it matters. It’s a question of character, perseverance and authenticity, and being a real virtuoso. These things count.” Julie encourages others not to focus on quick fame and stardom. “This is a very rough business ....The aim is to go into it and have longevity. Work at your art, at your craft. Take care. Have pride in it.” In sum, be a professional.

Reflection Questions
1. How might you define a value of professionalism? What does it mean for you?

2. Can you identify values and behaviours that have helped you cultivate beneficial professional relationships?

3. What actions, habits or behaviours demonstrate the value you place on mastering your craft?


