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ABSTRACT 

Despite limited infrastructure compared to Europe and North America, South Africa has developed an 

extraordinary reputation for producing world-class opera singers. The interaction of robust university-

level training, international competitions, and mentorship opportunities partly explains this paradox. 

However, no integrative review has systematically analysed how these elements converge to shape 

career trajectories. This review addresses this gap by critically evaluating the role of music schools, 

competitions, and mentorship in building pathways to international success. The review employed a 

systematic approach guided by the PRISMA framework. Sources from 2010 to 2025 were retrieved from 

academic databases, institutional reports, and reputable media outlets; The inclusion criteria required 

explicit references to South African vocal training, competitions, or mentorship. The credibility of the 

studies was evaluated, and the findings were thematically synthesised under the headings of education 

pathways, competitions, and mentorship. Findings demonstrate that degree-granting institutions such as 

Opera UCT and Tshwane University of Technology provide the technical foundation and stage exposure 

necessary for professionalisation. Competitions, including the UNISA Voice Competition, ATKV 

Muziqanto, and SAMRO Overseas Scholarships, function as accelerators, offering visibility, funding, 

and international mobility. Mentorship programmes in Cape Town Opera’s Judith Neilson Young Artists 

translate formal education into employable artistry by providing production experience and professional 

networks. The review concludes that South Africa’s operatic success is derived from an ecosystem in 

which education, competitions, and mentorship intersect. Future policy and research should focus on 

stabilising institutional funding, broadening access pipelines, and integrating African heritage into vocal 

pedagogy to ensure sustainable and inclusive growth. 

 

Keywords: Opera Education, Competitions, Mentorship, Conservatoires, International Career 

Pathways 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Opera in South Africa presents a paradox. On one hand, the country has limited infrastructure, relatively 

few fully funded opera companies, and restricted access to music education for many young people from 

disadvantaged backgrounds. On the other hand, South Africa has consistently produced world-renowned 

singers such as Pretty Yende, who now appear regularly on stages in Europe and North.1 This apparent 

 
1  C. A. Cupido and S. van Zyl, “Advocating for the Inclusion of Operatic Collaborative Piano Curricula in Higher Education: Informing 

Curricula through Lived Experience,” South African Journal of Higher Education 35, no. 4 (September 2021), 

https://doi.org/10.20853/35-4-4315. 
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contradiction has prompted scholars and practitioners to question how such international success 

emerges from a context marked by scarcity and inequality. 

          The research problem addressed in this review is the lack of a systematic synthesis explaining 

how institutional pathways, competition, and mentorship collectively shape these outcomes. Although 

there are descriptive accounts of individual singers’ journeys and some institutional reports on training 

programmes, no comprehensive review has brought these strands together. This is significant because 

without such synthesis, the mechanisms that underpin South Africa’s operatic achievements remain 

poorly understood.2 Understanding these mechanisms matters to educators, policymakers, and cultural 

organisations looking to sustain and expand talent pipelines in the performing arts. 

The importance of examining this question lies not only in documenting success but also in 

identifying structural inequalities. Opera education and training in South Africa are often geographically 

concentrated in metropolitan hubs such as Cape Town and Pretoria, leaving students in rural areas with 

fewer opportunities.3 Competitions and scholarships offer critical mobility and exposure, yet access to 

these platforms is uneven, often favouring singers who have already benefited from stronger secondary 

schooling or private tuition.4 The review highlights the enablers and barriers within the ecosystem by 

critically evaluating these issues. 

This study also situates South Africa’s operatic story within broader theoretical debates. Human 

Capital Theory (HCT) provides one lens, emphasising how education and training translate into 

employable skills. 5  Self-Determination Theory (SDT) offers another approach, underscoring how 

mentorship and support structures enhance motivation, resilience, and persistence in demanding fields.6 

These frameworks allow the review to move beyond description, critically analysing why specific 

pathways succeed in turning raw talent into sustainable international careers.                                                                    

The potential impact of this review is threefold. First, it contributes to scholarship on cultural 

production in the Global South by analysing how institutions and individuals interact to create pathways 

to global success. Second, it provides practical insights for South African universities, opera companies, 

and funders grappling with how best to support young singers. Third, it points towards future research 

directions, particularly in evaluating long-term career trajectories of singers and exploring ways to 

integrate African musical heritage into opera pedagogy. Ultimately, this review argues that South 

Africa’s operatic achievements are neither accidental nor solely the product of exceptional individuals. 

They emerge from a dynamic ecosystem in which education, competitions, and mentorship intersect but 

which remains fragile and uneven. By synthesising and critically evaluating the available literature, this 

paper aims to illuminate the strengths and vulnerabilities of that ecosystem and propose directions to 

sustain and broaden South Africa’s global operatic impact. 

This review thus aims to critically synthesise and evaluate the existing literature on educational 

pathways, institutional mechanisms, and support structures that underpin the international success of 

South African opera singers. Specifically, it seeks to interrogate how universities, competitions, and 

mentorship contribute to talent development while exposing systemic inequalities and fragilities that 

shape access, sustainability, and inclusivity. Applying HCT and SDT, the review goes beyond descriptive 

accounts to provide a theoretically grounded interpretation of South Africa’s operatic ecosystem.To 

achieve this aim, the review is guided by the following research questions: 

1. How have educational pathways, particularly universities and conservatoires, shaped the 

development of South African opera singers for international careers? 

 
2  Sakhiseni Joseph Yende, “Funding Opera in the Changing Landscape: Should Opera Be Funded or Accepted as a Fading Culture in 

South Africa?,” Research in Social Sciences and Technology 9, no. 2 (May 18, 2024): 156–75, 

https://doi.org/10.46303/ressat.2024.30. 
3  Ross Johnson, “Arts and Culture Focus Schools in the Western Cape: Insights into a Music Program in Low-Income Secondary 

Schools,” 2024. 
4  Lauren Pitt and Elizabet Christina, “The Price of Performing Arts Education in England: Power, Privilege and Social Justice in Drama 

School Training” (Durham University, 2023). 
5  Ntombifuthi Winnie Gamede, Human Capital Development in South Africa: Perspectives on Education in the Post-Apartheid Era 

(University of South Africa (South Africa), 2017). 
6  Jamie Philip Alberto, Succeeding and Persevering at Teaching: How Self-Determination Theory Can Shape Our Understanding of 

Motivation for First-Year Teachers (Kansas State University, 2024). 
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2. How do competitions function as gateways to international recognition, and how do they 

simultaneously act as gatekeepers, reinforcing exclusionary practices? 

3. What role does mentorship play in fostering resilience, motivation, and career progression 

among emerging South African singers? 

4. How do Human Capital Theory and Self-Determination Theory help explain the opportunities 

and challenges within South Africa’s operatic ecosystem? 

5. What structural gaps, inequalities, and unresolved issues emerge from the existing literature, and 

how might these be addressed through institutional reform and future research? 

 

This review holds significance on several levels. Academically, it contributes to scholarship on 

cultural production in the Global South by systematically synthesising fragmented accounts of South 

Africa’s operatic ecosystem. Although the existing literature has highlighted individual success stories 

and institutional achievements, few studies have critically examined how education, competitions, and 

mentorship intersect to produce international talent. Using HCT and SDT as interpretive lenses, the 

study advances theoretical debates on how structural supports, skill formation, and psychological 

resilience interact in creative fields marked by precarity. In practical terms, the review provides valuable 

insights for South African universities, opera companies, and arts organisations tasked with sustaining 

talent pipelines. By identifying both enablers and barriers, it highlights areas where interventions are 

most urgently needed. For instance, the findings suggest the need for deeper partnerships between 

universities and opera companies, more inclusive competition structures, and expanded mentorship 

opportunities beyond elite programmes. These insights can guide educators, funders, and policymakers 

in designing interventions that are not only effective but also equitable. 

At a broader cultural level, the study contributes to ongoing debates about decolonising curricula 

and integrating African heritage into global art forms. South Africa’s operatic success has thus far been 

achieved primarily through alignment with Eurocentric repertoires and training models. While this has 

facilitated global recognition, it has also perpetuated cultural exclusions and missed opportunities to 

assert a distinctive operatic identity. By foregrounding this issue, the review invites institutions to rethink 

the content and purpose of operatic education in ways that are globally competitive and locally relevant. 

Ultimately, the significance of this study lies in its ability to bridge description and critique, combining 

theoretical analysis with practical recommendations. It explains why South Africa continues to produce 

opera singers of international renown and also asks what changes are required to ensure that such success 

is sustainable, inclusive, and reflective of the country’s diverse cultural heritage. 

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS 

Studying opera education and career trajectories in South Africa benefits from engaging with HCT and 

SDT. HCT positions education and training as investments that yield returns in productivity, 

employability, and income.7  In operatic contexts, this investment entails developing technical vocal 

skills, linguistic proficiency, stagecraft, and cultural literacy. In principle, the model offers a persuasive 

explanation for how university-based training equips singers to secure international careers. However, 

critiques of HCT have long emphasised that it assumes equitable access to investment opportunities and 

overlooks structural inequalities. 8  In South Africa, access to conservatories and opera schools is 

conditioned by geography, socioeconomic status, and the quality of secondary education. Therefore, 

while HCT explains the success of singers who gain access to training, it struggles to account for those 

who are systematically excluded despite talent. 

SDT offers a complementary perspective, focusing on the psychological and relational 

dimensions of education and career development.Johnmarshall argues that motivation flourishes when 

 
7  Donna C. Tonini, “Human Capital Theory in Comparative and International Education,” in The Bloomsbury Handbook of Theory in 

Comparative and International Education (Bloomsbury Publishing Plc, 2021), 69–86, https://doi.org/10.5040/9781350078789.ch-004. 
8  Paul Auerbach and Francis Green, “Reformulating the Critique of Human Capital Theory,” Journal of Economic Surveys 39, no. 5 

(December 10, 2025): 1839–51, https://doi.org/10.1111/joes.12675. 
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individuals’ needs for competence, autonomy, and relatedness are met.9 Opera singers face a profession 

characterised by prolonged training, unstable employment, and repeated rejection that places 

extraordinary psychological demands on them. Within this context, mentorship and institutional support 

provide the scaffolding necessary to sustain intrinsic motivation. Studies in music education have shown 

that mentorship relationships can foster resilience, persistence, and identity formation in ways that 

technical training alone cannot.10 Together, HCT and SDT highlight that South Africa’s operatic success 

is not explained by education alone but by the interaction of skill formation, institutional support, and 

psychosocial resilience. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Education Pathways and Conservatoires 

Universities and conservatoires remain the principal sites of operatic training in South Africa. Opera 

UCT, widely recognised as the flagship institution, has consistently produced singers who have gone on 

to international careers. Its curriculum integrates voice training, opera production, language coaching, 

and academic study, providing holistic preparation for global stages. 11  Tshwane University of 

Technology (TUT) and North-West University (NWU) have also been instrumental in developing 

singers, offering intensive training in ensemble performance, repertoire, and stagecraft. The track record 

of these institutions validates the argument, grounded in HCT, that formal education produces 

measurable employability outcomes. 

However, the literature also exposes structural barriers. Prior educational opportunities heavily 

condition access to opera training. Coulangeon  highlight that many students from rural schools arrive 

at university without foundational knowledge in music theory, piano, or vocal technique, placing them 

at a disadvantage compared to peers from metropolitan schools with established music programmes.12 

Financial constraints exacerbate these inequalities, as tuition, living costs, and the need to relocate to 

urban centres create further obstacles. Initiatives such as Cape Town Opera’s Foundation Studio, which 

provides free training, meals, and transport to learners from disadvantaged backgrounds, represent 

attempts to address these inequities.13 However, such programmes are geographically concentrated and 

benefit only those within reach of Cape Town. Therefore, the literature points to education as a pathway 

to international success and as a filter that reproduces structural inequality. 

 

Competitions as Accelerators of Mobility 

Competitions play an enormous role in shaping South African opera careers. The UNISA International 

Voice Competition, ATKV Muziqanto, and SAMRO Overseas Scholarships have long been used as 

launchpads for international visibility. Harrington notes that these competitions offer not only prize 

money but also scholarships, audition opportunities, and connections with international agents.14 For 

singers such as Masabane Cecilia Rangwanasha, winning competitions opened the door to international 

residencies and eventually to her triumph at the Cardiff Singer of the World in 2021. Competitions thus 

validate the argument that recognition and financial support at the right moment can accelerate mobility, 

converting national talent into international careers. 

However, scholars remain critical of the exclusivity of the competition. McCormick argues that 

international competitions reward a narrow range of skills, privileging mastery of European repertoire, 

 
9 Johnmarshall Reeve, Understanding Motivation and Emotion (John Wiley & Sons, 2024). 
10 Juliet Hess, “Moving beyond Resilience Education: Musical Counterstorytelling,” Music Education Research 21, no. 5 (October 20, 

2019): 488–502, https://doi.org/10.1080/14613808.2019.1647153. 
11 Jessica De Koker, “Collaborative Pianists in South Africa: Comparative & Practice-Based Perspectives with Reference to Musical 

Theatre” (Stellenbosch: Stellenbosch University, 2019). 
12 Philippe Coulangeon and Denis Fougère, “Bringing Underprivileged Middle-School Students to the Opera: Cultural Mobility or 

Cultural Compliance?,” British Journal of Sociology of Education 43, no. 7 (October 3, 2022): 1052–75, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01425692.2022.2109593. 
13 Irma Booyens, “Creative Industries, Inequality and Social Development: Developments, Impacts and Challenges in Cape Town,” 

Urban Forum 23, no. 1 (March 18, 2012): 43–60, https://doi.org/10.1007/s12132-012-9140-6. 
14 James Harrington, Building a Career in Opera from School to Stage (New York: Routledge, 2020), 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9780367822224. 
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diction, and stylistic conventions. 15  In the South African context, this marginalises singers with 

backgrounds rooted in indigenous or choral traditions, despite their technical ability and artistry. 

Competitions, therefore, serve a double function: They create visibility for some while reproducing 

hierarchies that exclude others. Unlike in Europe, where competitions are numerous and regionally 

dispersed, South African singers rely on a small number of high-stakes events, intensifying their catalytic 

and exclusionary functions. This tension is well captured in the literature: competitions are celebrated 

for producing international stars, but they also raise uncomfortable questions about access, fairness, and 

cultural representation. 

 

Mentorship and Transitional Pathways 

Mentorship is consistently identified as a decisive factor in the careers of South African singers, bridging 

the gap between training and professional life. Cape Town Opera’s Judith Neilson Young Artists 

Programme provides structured mentorship, combining salaried positions with professional stage 

experience.16 Such programmes align closely with SDT, providing singers with competence through 

skill development, autonomy through professional exposure, and relatedness through supportive 

relationships with established artists. These elements help to sustain intrinsic motivation in the face of 

the profession’s inherent uncertainties. 

The literature also points to the fragility and uneven distribution of mentorship opportunities. 

Ndzuta notes that the closure of Gauteng Opera removed a crucial mentorship hub in Johannesburg, 

leaving aspiring singers in that region without access to structured transitional opportunities. 17 

Furthermore, mentorship programmes often select only the most promising singers, reinforcing 

exclusivity rather than democratising opportunity. Although case studies of internationally successful 

singers frequently credit mentorship as a decisive factor, less attention is paid to those who lacked such 

support and fell off professional pathways. This bias in the literature highlights the need for more 

systematic evaluation of mentorship’s role and accessibility. While central to sustaining operatic careers, 

mentorship remains vulnerable to funding instability and elitism, a reality that complicates celebratory 

narratives of its impact. 

 

Gaps, Controversies, and Unresolved Issues 

The existing literature reveals important achievements but also exposes critical gaps. First, little 

longitudinal research tracks singers’ careers beyond their initial successes in competitions or residencies. 

The long-term sustainability of these pathways remains underexplored. Second, the operatic curricula 

in South Africa remain heavily Eurocentric, with minimal integration of African musical traditions. 

Bruinders argue that this perpetuates colonial legacies, risks alienating singers from their cultural 

identities, and constrains their innovation potential. 18  Third, opportunities are geographically 

concentrated, with most initiatives in Cape Town or Pretoria. This limits access for singers from other 

regions and reproduces regional inequalities. These unresolved issues underscore the need for future 

research that moves beyond celebratory accounts of success to critically interrogate inclusivity, 

sustainability, and cultural identity within South Africa’s operatic ecosystem. 

 

 

 

 

 
15 Lisa McCormick, “Higher, Faster, Louder: Representations of the International Music Competition,” Cultural Sociology 3, no. 1 

(March 1, 2009): 5–30, https://doi.org/10.1177/1749975508100669. 
16 Odile Marissa Lesch, “The Cape Town Philharmonic Orchestra’s Youth Development & Education Programme and Its Contribution 

to Transformation and Diversity within the CPO” (Stellenbosch: Stellenbosch University, 2017). 
17 Akhona Ndzuta, “The Expanding Economic Borders of South African Musicians: A Policy Effect,” in Accessibility, Diversity, Equity 

and Inclusion in the Cultural Sector (Emerald Publishing Limited, 2024), 97–116, https://doi.org/10.1108/978-1-83753-034-

220241016. 
18 Sylvia Bruinders, “Transforming African Musics at a South African University,” British Journal of Music Education 41, no. 2 (July 

14, 2024): 168–81, https://doi.org/10.1017/S026505172300044X. 
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METHODOLOGY 

Research Design 

This review adopted a systematic literature review (SLR) design, guided by the PRISMA 2020 

framework, to ensure transparency, replicability, and minimisation of bias.19 The fragmented nature of 

existing scholarship on South African opera—spanning descriptive accounts of individual singers, 

institutional reports, and scattered academic studies- necessitated a systematic approach. The review 

reduces subjectivity and provides a balanced, evaluative picture by following explicit procedures for 

identifying, screening, and synthesising sources.20 

 

Search Strategy 

The search process unfolded in four stages: identification, screening, eligibility, and inclusion, consistent 

with PRISMA protocols. Academic databases explored included Scopus, JSTOR, RILM Abstracts of 

Music Literature, ProQuest, Web of Science, and Google Scholar. Special journals such as Opera 

Quarterly, Muziki, South African Music Studies, and the Journal of Southern African Studies were 

targeted to ensure disciplinary relevance. Grey literature was retrieved from institutional repositories 

and organisational websites, including Opera UCT, Cape Town Opera, Tshwane University of 

Technology, North-West University, UNISA Music Foundation, ATKV, and SAMRO. Reputable media 

outlets such as the BBC, Mail & Guardian, OperaWire, and The Guardian were also included to 

corroborate institutional claims and capture global coverage of South African achievements. 

Search terms were constructed using Boolean operators to combine “opera” AND “South Africa” 

with “education,” “competitions,” “mentorship,” and “career pathways.” The timeframe was restricted 

to 2010–2025, reflecting the period of unprecedented international recognition for South African singers, 

beginning with Pretty Yende’s Operalia win in 2011 and continuing through Masabane Cecilia 

Rangwanasha’s Cardiff Singer of the World triumph in 2021. Following PRISMA guidelines, the 

identification, screening, eligibility, and inclusion process is summarised in Figure 1. 

 
19 Philipp C. Sauer and Stefan Seuring, “How to Conduct Systematic Literature Reviews in Management Research: A Guide in 6 Steps 

and 14 Decisions,” Review of Managerial Science 17, no. 5 (July 12, 2023): 1899–1933, https://doi.org/10.1007/s11846-023-00668-3. 
20 Liz Spencer et al., “Quality in Qualitative Evaluation: A Framework For Assessing Research Evidence,” Government Chief Social 

Researcher’s Office Occasional Papers Series No.2, January 1, 2003. 
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Figure 1: PRISMA Flow Diagram for the Review Process 

 

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

Inclusion criteria required sources to (1) explicitly examine South African opera education, competitions, 

or mentorship structures, and (2) provide verifiable evidence of programme design, institutional practice, 

or career outcomes. Both peer-reviewed articles and credible grey literature were included, recognising 

that much of the evidence on South African opera resides outside formal academic publishing. Materials 

were excluded if they had no direct South African focus, were purely historical accounts predating 2010, 

or consisted solely of anecdotal or unverified commentary. 

 

Data Extraction and Review Strategy 

All included sources were read in full, and data were extracted into thematic categories of education 

pathways, competitions, mentorship, and global comparisons. A thematic synthesis approach was 

applied to integrate diverse sources into an interpretive framework.21 This process emphasised critical 

evaluation rather than description, identifying convergences, divergences, and unresolved debates in the 

literature. For example, competitions were assessed as platforms for visibility and mechanisms that 

 
21 Heather L. Bullock et al., “Understanding the Implementation of Evidence-Informed Policies and Practices from a Policy Perspective: 

A Critical Interpretive Synthesis,” Implementation Science 16, no. 1 (December 15, 2021): 18, https://doi.org/10.1186/s13012-021-

01082-7. 
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reinforce exclusivity.22 Mentorship was analysed through Self-Determination Theory, while education 

pathways were evaluated using Human Capital Theory.23 

 

Quality Appraisal    

All included studies were assessed for credibility, methodological transparency, and relevance. Peer-

reviewed articles were prioritised as the most rigorous sources, while institutional reports and grey 

literature were cross-checked against independent media coverage to minimise bias.24  Institutional 

claims that could not be corroborated were treated with caution and situated within the broader body of 

evidence. This process ensured that the synthesis balanced the rigour of academic scholarship with the 

practical insights of non-academic sources, producing a critical and reliable account of South Africa’s 

operatic ecosystem. 

 

Limitations 

This review acknowledges several limitations. The reliance on grey literature, including institutional 

websites and press releases, carries the risk of bias. Although triangulated with independent reporting, 

these accounts may still be overly promotional. There is also a lack of longitudinal studies tracking the 

careers of South African singers, making it difficult to assess the sustained impact of competitions and 

mentorship schemes. The concentration of literature and opportunities in Cape Town and Pretoria creates 

a geographic bias, leaving regions such as the Eastern Cape underrepresented. Finally, the dominance 

of English-language sources may have excluded African-language scholarship. Despite these limitations, 

the methodology provides a robust foundation for synthesising existing knowledge and identifying areas 

for future research. 

 

DISCUSSION 

Re-stating the Central Problem 

South Africa’s international prominence in opera presents a striking paradox: the country lacks the dense 

network of conservatoires, resident opera houses, and state-funded programmes that characterise 

traditional operatic strongholds in Europe and North America, yet it continues to produce singers of 

global distinction.25 This review has shown that the explanation for this apparent contradiction lies not 

in isolated individual brilliance but in the convergence of education, competitions, and mentorship 

within a fragile ecosystem that sustains international mobility.26 

The paradox is sharpened by the fact that opportunities are unevenly distributed, with heavy 

concentration in Cape Town and Pretoria, while aspiring singers from provinces such as the Eastern 

Cape often remain excluded.27 Moreover, the dependence on competitions and philanthropic funding 

means that the system is precarious and vulnerable to shifts in donor priorities or institutional closures.28 

The critical challenge is understanding how this ecosystem has produced extraordinary successes while 

remaining structurally fragile, and how theoretical frameworks such as Human Capital Theory and Self-

Determination Theory can help explain its strengths and limitations. 

 
22 Inka-Maria Nyman, “Between Exclusivity and Accessibility: An Analysis of Instagram Branding at Two Nordic Opera Companies,” 

The Opera Quarterly 39, no. 1–2 (May 1, 2023): 91–112, https://doi.org/10.1093/oq/kbae015. 
23 Marisa H. Fisher et al., “Applying the Self‐determination Theory to Develop a School‐to‐work Peer Mentoring Programme to Promote 

Social Inclusion,” Journal of Applied Research in Intellectual Disabilities 33, no. 2 (March 15, 2020): 296–309, 

https://doi.org/10.1111/jar.12673; Nick Fredman, “Pathways, Student Motivations and Human Capital Theory,” in 21st National 

Vocational Education and Training Research Conference, 2013. 
24 Affan Yasin and Muhammad Ijlal Hasnain, “On the Quality of Grey Literature and Its Use in Information Synthesis during Systematic 

Literature Reviews,” 2012. 
25 Melissa Gerber, “(De) Coding Contemporary South African Opera: Multimodality and the Creation of Meaning, 2010–2018” 

(University of the Free State, 2021). 
26 Rena F. Subotnik, Paula Olszewski-Kubilius, and Frank C. Worrell, “Rethinking Giftedness and Gifted Education,” Psychological 

Science in the Public Interest 12, no. 1 (January 15, 2011): 3–54, https://doi.org/10.1177/1529100611418056. 
27 Juliana Maryna Pistorius, “The Eoan Group and the Politics of Coloured Opera in Apartheid South Africa” (University of Oxford, 

2017). 
28 Luis Ballesteros and Catherine Magelssen, “Institutional Disruptions and the Philanthropy of Multinational Firms,” Organization 

Science 33, no. 4 (July 2022): 1501–22, https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.2021.1491. 
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Education as Human Capital Formation 

Formal education is the cornerstone of operatic development in South Africa, with Opera UCT, Tshwane 

University of Technology, and North-West University consistently producing singers capable of 

competing internationally.29 HCT helps to explain this phenomenon: through investment in training, 

singers acquire the technical, linguistic, and interpretive skills necessary to secure employment on the 

global stage.30  Pretty Yende's trajectory exemplifies this pathway. Trained at Opera UCT under the 

mentorship of Angelo Gobbato and Virginia Davids, she developed vocal technique, linguistic fluency, 

and stage presence, allowing her to win the Operalia competition in 2011 and secure roles at the 

Metropolitan Opera.31 Similarly, Opera singers trained at Stellenbosch University and later at Opera 

UCT, were able to leverage their education to secure contracts with the Bayerische Staatsoper and the 

Glyndebourne Festival.32 

These examples validate the HCT principle that investments in education yield tangible returns. 

However, they also expose the limitations of the theory in South Africa. Yende and Schultz had access 

to structured, urban-based training environments that many rural aspirants lack.33 Access to university 

training remains elusive for singers without early exposure to piano, theory, or choir work, regardless of 

their innate talent. Education thus functions simultaneously as a generator of human capital and as a 

filter that excludes those unable to overcome systemic inequities.34  This duality complicates HCT, 

highlighting the need to situate the framework within a context of structural inequality rather than 

assuming equal access to investment opportunities. 

 

Competitions as Gateways and Gatekeepers 

Competitions emerged as critical accelerators of South African singers’ careers. Victories at the UNISA 

International Voice Competition, ATKV Muziqanto, or SAMRO Overseas Scholarships provided 

financial resources and exposure to international agents and directors.35 The career of Masabane Cecilia 

Rangwanasha vividly illustrates this catalytic role. After winning ATKV Muziqanto and the SAMRO 

scholarship, she went on to the Royal Opera House’s Jette Parker Young Artists Programme. 

Subsequently, she triumphed at the BBC Cardiff Singer of the World Song Prize in 2021.36  These 

successes demonstrate how competitions can open doors to international stages, functioning as ladders 

of mobility. However, competitions are also deeply exclusionary. They reward mastery of European 

languages and stylistic conventions, privileging singers with prior access to elite training. 37 

          In this sense, competitions act as cultural gatekeepers, determining which voices are “operatically 

valid” and marginalised. For example, many talented singers from choral traditions are excluded because 

their training does not align with Eurocentric expectations.38 Unlike Europe, where competitions are 

numerous and regionally dispersed, South Africa’s reliance on a handful of high-stakes competitions 

magnifies their exclusivity. Thus, while competitions can transform careers, they reproduce hierarchies 

 
29 Yvette Hutchison, “Wolfgang Schneider and Lebogang Nawa, Ed. Theatre in Transformation: Artistic Processes and Cultural Policy 

in South Africa . Bielefeld: Transcript, 2019, 257 Pp., £29.99 (Paperback).,” Journal of Contemporary Drama in English 9, no. 1 (May 

6, 2021): 167–71, https://doi.org/10.1515/jcde-2021-0013. 
30 Kathleen R Connell, “Investigating Performance Career Making and Career Transition through the Lens of Australia’s Elite Classical 

Singers,” 2020. 
31 Linda Lister, So You Want to Sing Light Opera: A Guide for Performers (Bloomsbury Publishing USA, 2018). 
32 Sjoerd Alkema, “Conductors of the Cape Town Municipal Orchestra, 1914-1965 a Historical Perspective,” 2012. 
33 Nonhlanhla P. Khumalo and Nyamadzawo Sibanda, “(Non)Fungibility of Socio-Cultural Capital for Rural-Based Students in South 

African Universities,” The Journal for Transdisciplinary Research in Southern Africa 19, no. 1 (August 31, 2023), 

https://doi.org/10.4102/td.v19i1.1321. 
34 Caroline Vandekinderen et al., “Tackling Social Inequality and Exclusion in Education: From Human Capital to Capabilities,” 

International Journal of Inclusive Education 22, no. 1 (January 2, 2018): 1–20, https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2017.1362044. 
35 Sarah Beckham-Turner, “Real-World Opera Education and the Business of Performance: Perspectives from Young Professionals,” 

2025. 
36 Brett Karlin et al., “2022-2023 Philharmonia with the Master Chorale of South Florida,” 2022. 
37 Albertus Engelbrecht, “The Journey of a Versatile Singer: An Autoethnographic Study of Preparing and Performing Five Different 

Vocal Genres and Styles” (University of the Free State, 2023). 
38 Catherine Bennett, “Teaching Culturally Diverse Choral Music With Intention and Care: A Review of Literature,” Update: 

Applications of Research in Music Education 40, no. 3 (June 23, 2022): 60–70, https://doi.org/10.1177/87551233211051946. 
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that limit inclusivity. They are ladders and barriers, simultaneously enabling international mobility and 

constraining participation to a narrow elite. 

 

Mentorship and the Psychology of Resilience 

If education provides technical skills and competitions provide exposure, mentorship provides the 

psychological scaffolding necessary to sustain long-term careers in a highly competitive and precarious 

industry. SDT underscores the importance of competence, autonomy, and relatedness in sustaining 

intrinsic motivation, and mentorship provides precisely these resources.39  For example, Cape Town 

Opera’s Judith Neilson Young Artists Programme offers emerging singers professional experience and 

the guidance of established mentors.40  This structured support has been decisive for many singers 

transitioning from student to professional status.  

The career testimonies of South African stars affirm the importance of mentorship. South African 

singers have spoken openly about the encouragement from mentors at Opera UCT, who nurtured their 

confidence when they doubted whether opera was a viable career path. 41  South African singers 

acknowledge the guidance of mentors in London who helped them refine repertoire choices and navigate 

the complexities of an international career.42  However, mentorship opportunities remain scarce and 

precarious. The closure of Gauteng Opera in 2018 eliminated one of the few structured mentorship hubs 

in Johannesburg, leaving aspiring singers without guidance or performance platforms. Moreover, 

mentorship is often reserved for those already deemed exceptional, reinforcing elitism rather than 

broadening opportunity. For SDT to be fully realised in this context, mentorship must be expanded into 

regional and community settings, ensuring that resilience and motivation are cultivated not only among 

an elite few but also across a broader spectrum of singers.43 

 

South Africa in Global Perspective 

Global comparisons help situate the South African case in a broader context. In Latin America, national 

opera houses in Mexico and Argentina serve as training grounds and employers, providing stable 

pipelines that South Africa lacks.44 In Eastern Europe, conservatoires enjoy significant state subsidies, 

ensuring widespread access to training.45  Curricula deliberately integrate local musical traditions in 

Brazil and Cuba, producing singers who contribute distinct cultural perspectives to the global operatic 

canon. 46  In contrast, South Africa’s training remains overwhelmingly Eurocentric, emphasising 

European repertoire and languages at the expense of indigenous traditions.47 

          This Eurocentrism facilitates international recognition, since singers are trained in the repertoires 

demanded on global stages. However, it also reproduces colonial legacies and forecloses opportunities 

to develop a distinctly South African operatic identity.48 The careers of singers such as Golda Schultz 

and Pretty Yende illustrate this tension: While they have excelled in Mozart, Strauss, and Donizetti, they 

 
39 C. Scott Rigby and Richard M. Ryan, “Self-Determination Theory in Human Resource Development: New Directions and Practical 

Considerations,” Advances in Developing Human Resources 20, no. 2 (May 20, 2018): 133–47, 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1523422318756954. 
40 Antoinette Olivier and Santisa Viljoen, “The Black Tie Ensemble’s Contribution to Opera in South Africa,” South African Journal of 

Cultural History 29, no. 2 (2015): 26–42. 
41 Allison Renee Smith, “Sounding Futures: Black Operatic Voice in Postapartheid South Africa” (Boston University, 2023). 
42 Ronel Kleynhans, “The Career Construction of Performing Artists” (University of the Free State, 2022). 
43 Michael Battersby, “Making Sense of Performance Behaviours: How Can Self-Determination Theory Be Employed to Explore the 

Underlying Motivations throughout a Musician’s Life Journey?,” 2021. 
44 Peliwe Lolwana et al., Understanding Barriers to Accessing Skills Development and Employment for Youth in Argentina and South 

Africa: Synthesis Report, 2016. 
45 Lucie Šilerová, “Management Models of Symphonic Orchestras in the Czech Republic and Their Development in the 21st Century,” 

ENCATC Journal of Cultural Management and Policy 2, no. 1 (2012): 26–39. 
46 CAN–Colégio Almada Negreiros, “5th Transnational Opera Studies Conference,” 2023. 
47 Mlamli Diko and Adelheid Bechtold Celliers, “Revisiting the Challenges of Teaching and Learning Indigenous South African 

Languages,” Forum for Linguistic Studies 6, no. 4 (September 30, 2024): 254–67, https://doi.org/10.30564/fls.v6i4.6835. 
48 Thomas M. Pooley et al., The Music of Mzilikazi Khumalo: Language, Culture, and Song in South Africa., ed. Thomas M. Pooley et 

al. (Bloomsbury Publishing Plc, 2024), https://doi.org/10.5040/9798765113295. 
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have had limited opportunities to perform works rooted in African traditions.49 This suggests that South 

Africa’s operatic success has been achieved by conforming to Eurocentric standards rather than 

challenging or expanding them. In the long run, this raises questions about sustainability: can South 

Africa continue to supply singers for European stages without simultaneously nurturing an indigenous 

operatic identity that speaks to local audiences and traditions? 

 

Implications for Theory 

The findings of this review have significant implications for theory. HCT remains valuable in explaining 

how educational investments translate into employability and cultural capital, but it must be applied 

critically in contexts where access is structurally uneven. 50   The careers of Yende, Schultz, and 

Rangwanasha validate HCT’s predictive power, yet the many talented singers excluded from training 

underscore its limitations.SDT, meanwhile, provides a framework for understanding the importance of 

mentorship in sustaining motivation, but it must also be contextualised.51 Resilience in South Africa is 

not merely an individual trait but is contingent upon institutional scaffolding and financial stability.52 

The fragility of mentorship opportunities means motivation can collapse if support structures disappear. 

These findings suggest that HCT and SDT must be expanded to account for systemic inequalities, 

institutional fragility, and Eurocentric biases. Future theoretical work might draw on cultural economics, 

which emphasises structural conditions in cultural labour markets,53 and decolonial pedagogy, which 

challenges the persistence of Eurocentric curricula in postcolonial societies.54 

 

Implications for Practice and Policy 

The practical implications are clear. Universities must form stronger partnerships with opera companies 

to ensure that stage experience is guaranteed for all students, not only those who succeed in competitions 

or elite mentorship schemes.55  Competitions should be redesigned to offer comprehensive support 

packages, including travel bursaries, language coaching, and structured mentorship, making them more 

inclusive and equitable.56  

Mentorship must be expanded beyond elite programmes to include regional initiatives, 

community choirs, and school-based projects, ensuring that resilience and guidance are available to a 

broader pool of singers.57 Finally, integrating African musical heritage into operatic curricula is a matter 

of decolonisation and an opportunity for innovation, allowing South African singers to contribute 

distinct perspectives to global opera.58 Such reforms would transform South Africa’s operatic ecosystem 

from a fragile patchwork into a more resilient, inclusive, and innovative system capable of sustaining 

its global reputation. 

 

 

 
49 Hilde Roos, “Opera Production in the Western Cape: Strategies in Search of Indigenization” (Stellenbosch: Stellenbosch University, 

2010). 
50 Peter Davies, Tian Qiu, and Neil M. Davies, “Cultural and Human Capital, Information and Higher Education Choices,” Journal of 

Education Policy 29, no. 6 (November 2, 2014): 804–25, https://doi.org/10.1080/02680939.2014.891762. 
51 Kelsei D Thomas, Exploring Instructional Strategies Through the Lens of Self-Determination Theory: Supporting Student Motivation 

in Online College Courses (Temple University, 2025). 
52 Otilia Chiramba, “Institutional Resilience: Promoting Equity Of Access Among Marginalised Students In South African Universities 

Beyond The Pandemic,” Journal of Educational Studies 2024, no. 1 (January 2024): 15–26, https://doi.org/10.59915/jes.2023.cp.2. 
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Implications,” Higher Education Quarterly 75, no. 4 (October 25, 2021): 548–61, https://doi.org/10.1111/hequ.12320. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

Based on the critical synthesis of the literature, several recommendations emerge for educators, 

policymakers, cultural organisations, and researchers. 

First, universities and conservatoires should deepen partnerships with opera companies to ensure 

that all students gain access to stage experience. Practical exposure must not be limited to competition 

winners or those admitted into elite mentorship programmes. Embedding performance opportunities 

within curricula would democratise access and ensure that training translates into professional readiness. 

Second, competitions should be reimagined as more inclusive platforms. In addition to prize money, 

travel bursaries, coaching in European languages, and structured mentorship opportunities should be 

provided. These reforms would help reduce the inequities that currently privilege singers with prior 

access to elite training. Furthermore, competitions should consider diversifying repertoire requirements 

to include African works alongside European standards, broadening conceptions of excellence and 

encouraging innovation. Third, mentorship must be expanded beyond a small number of elite schemes. 

Regional hubs, community choirs, and school-level initiatives should be supported to provide aspiring 

singers with sustained guidance. This would improve resilience among a wider pool of singers and 

ensure that mentorship is not reserved exclusively for those already deemed exceptional. Stable funding 

mechanisms for mentorship programmes are essential to protect them from the volatility that undermines 

initiatives such as the progression and development of opera in South Africa.   

Fourth, curricula must be reoriented to integrate African musical heritage into operatic training. 

Doing so would decolonise education, affirm singers’ cultural identities, and enrich global opera with 

distinctly South African contributions. 59  Rather than positioning success solely in conformity to 

Eurocentric standards, South Africa could redefine operatic innovation by embracing its traditions as 

legitimate and valuable contributions to the art form60 

Finally, future research should address the gaps identified in this review. Longitudinal studies 

are needed to track singers’ careers beyond initial successes, providing evidence of the long-term impact 

of education, competitions, and mentorship. Greater attention must also be given to the under-researched 

Eastern Cape and KwaZulu-Natal, where access to training remains limited. Furthermore, studies that 

explore how African traditions can be meaningfully integrated into opera pedagogy would provide a 

foundation for curricular reform. These recommendations suggest a more inclusive, resilient, and 

innovative operatic ecosystem. By strengthening institutional partnerships, reforming competitions, 

expanding mentorship, integrating African heritage, and pursuing further research, South Africa can 

sustain its reputation for producing world-class singers and redefine opera in ways that reflect its unique 

cultural landscape. 

 

CONCLUSION 

This review has critically examined how South Africa, despite structural challenges and limited cultural 

infrastructure, continues to produce opera singers who achieve remarkable international success. The 

review has shown that the country’s operatic achievements are the result of systemic interactions rather 

than isolated individual talent, by analysing the interplay between education, competitions, and 

mentorship. Education emerges as the cornerstone of human capital development, equipping singers 

with technical, linguistic, and performance skills that translate into employability on global stages. 

Competitions function as mobility accelerators, providing visibility, financial support, and entry into 

international networks. Mentorship provides the psychological scaffolding needed to sustain careers, 

nurturing resilience, confidence, and persistence in an unstable, competitive profession. 

          At the same time, the review reveals that these mechanisms are deeply uneven and fragile. Access 

to education remains constrained by geography, socioeconomic status, and prior schooling. While 
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transformative for some, competitions reinforce Eurocentric hierarchies that exclude many talented 

singers from choral or indigenous traditions. Mentorship opportunities are limited and often vulnerable 

to volatility in donor funding. Moreover, the entire ecosystem is geographically concentrated in Cape 

Town and Pretoria, leaving the Eastern Cape underrepresented. These findings confirm the paradox of 

South African opera: While the system produces internationally competitive singers, it does so through 

a patchwork of initiatives that remain precarious and exclusionary.                 

Theoretically, the study underscores both the utility and the limits of Human Capital Theory and 

Self-Determination Theory. HCT explains the relationship between training and employability but 

overlooks structural barriers to access. At the same time, SDT highlights the importance of mentorship, 

but it must be expanded to account for the institutional fragility of support systems in unequal contexts. 

In summary, South Africa’s operatic success is remarkable but also precarious. Sustaining this success 

requires confronting the systemic inequalities, Eurocentric biases, and institutional instabilities that 

underpin it. Without deliberate reform, the country risks continuing to produce a small number of 

international stars while excluding many talented singers and neglecting the potential to develop a 

distinct operatic identity rooted in African traditions. 

 

Limitations and Future Research 

This review acknowledges several limitations. The reliance on grey literature and institutional reports 

introduces the possibility of bias, as such sources may reflect promotional narratives rather than 

independent assessments.61 The absence of longitudinal studies tracking the careers of South African 

singers prevents definitive conclusions about the long-term impact of competitions and mentorship. 

          Moreover, the concentration of literature and opportunities in Cape Town and Pretoria reproduces 

geographic biases, leaving regions such as the Eastern Cape underrepresented. Future research should 

track alumni careers over time, assess the sustainability of mentorship and competitions, and explore 

how integrating African traditions might reshape opera pedagogy in South Africa.62 Addressing these 

gaps will provide a fuller understanding of how South Africa can sustain its operatic achievements while 

making them more inclusive and innovative. 
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