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Eric Alatorre’s iconic basso profundo
voice and mustache inspired Chan-
ticleer audiences for twenty-eight 
seasons. Equally impressive, he has 
been involved in forty of  the group’s 
commercial recordings. Recently re-
tired, Eric took time to answer some 
questions about his early years as a 
singer, what he has learned from his 
tenure with Chanticleer, and advice 
to singers preparing for a career in 
music. 

Murphy: Describe your early musi-
cal training. How did you get started 
in singing, particularly choral sing-
ing?

Alatorre: I didn’t grow up in a 
particularly musical family. What I 
did have was an exceptionally good 
choir director in high school. All of  
my siblings went through his pro-
gram before me, and my brother 
was even inspired enough to become 
a music major at UCLA. He went on 
to become an educator and adminis-
trator, eventually becoming principal 
of  the Orange County High School 
of  the Arts. I was singing in choirs 
from junior high until the present.

Murphy: Do you recall developing 
from a treble singer to singing lower 

during adolescence? When did you 
fi rst realize that your voice is unique 
in how low you can sing?

Alatorre: My voice was a bit of  
an anomaly even as a child. It was 
exceptionally low. I was often mis-
taken for an adult when answering 
the telephone. There was not the 
typical voice change that most boys 
experience. It just slid down from 
something low as a child to an un-
usually low voice without condition. 
At fourteen years of  age, I had es-
sentially the range I have now. My 
high school choir director was a bit 
surprised to have a freshman with a 
solid low A1.

Murphy: How did you become a 
part of  Chanticleer?

Alatorre: I moved to San Francis-
co to fi nish my bachelor’s degree. 
I auditioned for the San Francisco 
Symphony chorus and sang for their 
assistant conductor, Sanford Dole. It 
turns out he is a founding member 
of  Chanticleer and suggested I audi-
tion for the group, with a few caveats. 
I should fi nish the degree, get some 
experience, and when I was feeling 
at the top of  my game, I should au-
dition. I sang with the Symphony 
Chorus for three years, each year au-

ditioning for Sanford, and him low-
ering the list of  things to prepare un-
til he fi nally looked at me and said, 
“Just call Joe (Jennings) already!” I 
had one audition and waited to hear 
back for a few months. Eventual-
ly, Louis Botto gave me a call and 
with two days’ notice, I showed up 
for callbacks. I felt a bit outmatched 
with singers from many well-known 
music schools and advanced degrees 
vying for these positions. I just had 
fun singing some great music with 
amazing singers. The rest seems to 
have fallen into place, and twen-
ty-eight years later, here I am.

Murphy: What do you attribute to 
your success as a singer?

Alatorre: Any success I have sing-
ing is tempered with the work I feel 
I need to still do, even at the end of  
my tenure. Tenacity has as much to 
do with my “success” as anything 
else. I stuck to the job and tried to 
improve as my understanding of  
the job grew. Physical maturity has 
helped with my particular voice type 
as well. Mostly, I think being in the 
company of  amazing and inspiring 
musicians has been the main reason 
for my improvement. There is some-
thing special about bonding with this 
musical band of  brothers. You don’t 
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want to let your colleagues down, 
especially the ones you admire and 
who inspire you. And there is also the 
process of  working through diffi  cult 
times together with your colleagues. 
You learn what you are capable of  
and what it takes to get past your 
limitations to achieve more than you 
thought possible.

Murphy: How do you maintain 
your extreme low range? Are there 
vocalises/warm-ups that have been 
helpful to you either in developing 
or maintaining your range?

Alatorre: I get asked often how 
to increase one’s low range. I don’t 
have any insight to this. It is a roll of  
the dice, and you get the voice you 
are given. What is more important 
is that you learn to maximize the po-
tential of  your voice. If  you have low 
notes, you can learn to have more 
options with them. For example, you 
can work to form more colors, tim-

bres, and dynamic textures. Physical 
maturity helps, and more important-
ly as a singer you have to learn what 
your body responds to. Several con-
siderations a singer must confront 
are more or less sleep, more or less 
exercise, more or less dietary restric-
tions, and more or less warming up/
down around a concert. I don’t be-
lieve there is one answer to all these 
questions. You have to know your-
self  better than anyone else.

Murphy: Do you have a daily reg-
imen for taking care of  your voice?

Alatorre: When we were travel-
ing, there was a lot of  singing. On 
a concert day, there are about three 
to three and half  hours of  singing. I 
personally didn’t do a lot of  warm-
ing up prior to the concert. Several 
of  my colleagues did. For myself, I 
found that the “warm up” before a 
concert, where we worked on piec-
es that needed attention and probed 

the acoustic of  a venue, was a suffi  -
cient amount of  singing prior to the 
performance. Once again, everyone 
is diff erent.

Murphy: What advice would you 
give young singers who would like to 
be a part of  the professional choral 
scene?

Alatorre: Nowadays, it is possible 
for a singer to make a living solely 
from being a professional chorister. 
It is still an evolving lifestyle and re-
quires a lot of  hustle to make it work. 
In order to have the skills to succeed, 
I would suggest the following: 

• Have as much knowledge as you can get.
This will inform the way you make 
music and give you the tools to fi gure 
out what you need to do musically. 
This includes history, theory, and es-
pecially listening to as much music 
in as many styles as you can. Every-
thing can relate in some way. 

• Be as versatile as you can. Applying the 
knowledge that you have is the point 
of  acquiring it in the fi rst place. The 
more versatile you are, the more de-
sirable you are to potential employ-
ers. If  you are able to look at a piece 
of  music in several diff erent ways, 
you will be able to sing it in a num-
ber of  diff erent ways and hopefully 
fi nd common ground with the inter-
pretation of  the director and other 
singers.

• Have a collaborative attitude. The more 
you are willing to work with others 
and not just show that you know 
more than someone else, the better 
the experience will be for everyone. 
The object is for everyone to get 
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across the fi nish line together. You 
are all there to accomplish some-
thing together. That is the meaning 
of  ensemble.

• Do not give up easily. The longer 
you stay with something, the more 
opportunity you have to learn and 
grow. Even a passive member who 
isn’t as actively involved will still 
learn. Active members will learn 
even faster.  

• Remember why you are doing this. As a 
singer gets wrapped up in the chal-
lenges of  making this life work, it 
can be easy to lose focus on what 
brought them there in the fi rst place. 
Don’t forget to step back from time 
to time and enjoy the music. Enjoy 
the camaraderie of  making music 
with others. Enjoy seeing an audi-
ence reveling in familiar favorites or 
learn to love something new or even 
challenging. These are the things 
that will sustain you when life is 
more challenging and less fulfi lling. 
If  you look at the long arc of  a ca-
reer, it is made of  highs and lows, but 
the better parts are what make you 
feel it was a success.

Murphy: Describe a typical day in 
the life as a professional choral sing-
er.

Alatorre: Life in Chanticleer falls 
into two categories: home and 
tour. At home there is a fairly regular 
schedule. Rehearsals go from 10:30 
am to 3:30 p.m., Monday through 
Friday, during our preparation for a 
concert program. We also have oc-
casional educational activities that 
range from in-school appearances, 
master classes, and even choral festi-

vals run by Chanticleer. Add to that 
donor events of  varying scale and 
the normal concert schedule, and 
our home life is fairly active. 

On the road, life is a bit more 
predictable, if  not regular. It is rare 
that we spend much time in any one 
place, eighteen hours being pretty 
standard for a typical visit to any 
given city. Travel can usually occu-
py the morning hours. Check into 
the hotel in early afternoon. Depart 
for the venue sometime after 5 pm 
and leave closer to 11 pm. If  you are 
lucky you can fi nd some place with 
warm food and a beverage to wind 
down after the concert. Repeat the 
next day. Travel is by plane or driv-

ing rental cars where planes won’t 
get us. We get around a lot.

Murphy: Describe the level of  pro-
fessionalism, motivation, and com-
mitment that is needed to be a part 
of  a professional choral ensemble 
like Chanticleer.

Alatorre: I was fortunate to work 
with amazing and inspiring indi-
viduals. Everyone brings diff erent 
strengths to the group. The level of  
knowledge, musicality, and dedica-
tion that my colleagues have is a re-
minder of  how much more I have to 
learn and how much I can hope to 
off er others. At its best, Chanticleer 
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allows the individuals to show their 
exceptionalism. Whether it’s their 
freakishly wonderful voices (we have 
a few of  those) or knowledge or ex-
perience, it allows all members of  
the ensemble to contribute not only 
to the shared musical experience, 
but allows us to more closely con-
vey the meaning and beauty of  the 
music.

Murphy: What has changed in 
the professional choral scene in the 
years you have been part of  Chan-
ticleer?

Alatorre: One exciting develop-
ment that has happened since I 

joined the group is that we are no 
longer the only ensemble of  our 
kind in the United States. There is 
not only room for another group to 
survive, but thrive. There are more 
top-level choral groups traveling 
around than I can recall from my 
younger days. And as was men-
tioned earlier, it is now possible for 
individuals to make a career singing 
choral music. My tenure was always 
something I thought of  an excep-
tion. Now I hope it will become 
more common for a larger group of  
singers to do the same.

Murphy: What can higher edu-
cation vocal programs do to better 

equip singers to make a living sing-
ing full time?

Alatorre: One complaint often 
heard from students in vocal pro-
grams is that the “only” track that 
seems to be presented is that of  the 
operatic soloist. While this is still a 
major focus for many college pro-
grams, it seems that other tracks are 
now being shown a bit more atten-
tion. Whether it is choral music, jazz, 
musical theater, or any other style of  
music, all of  these styles can not only 
inform each other but increase the 
palette of  colors that a singer uses 
to create music. Of  course, at some 
point most singers will have to focus 
on specifi c area/areas, but especially 
as an undergrad, the more you can 
experience, the richer your experi-
ence will be. 

Another aspect to understand is 
that the music business is actually 
a business. Understanding how it 
works and what expectations exist to 
make it succeed are important things 
for a singer to understand. It’s easy 
to focus on the art and imagine what 
a successful career looks like, but 
understanding the tireless eff orts re-
quired to keep a career successful—
assuming one achieves success—can 
be not just eye opening but shocking 
to many singers. Know what the sac-
rifi ces of  living a peripatetic life can 
entail. Know how important it is to 
keep presenters happy. Know how 
important it is to keep donors happy. 
Learn to be gregarious and generous 
with your time and attention when 
appropriate. There is much more to 
making a successful career than tal-
ent alone.

Murphy: You have performed for 
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thousands of  audiences over the 
years. What have you learned about 
an audience that might be benefi -
cial to our readers?

Alatorre: Don’t forget why you 
do what you do. There have been 
many moments where I have been 
reminded that I am a fortunate ves-
sel for delivering the beauty and 
power of  music. I have sung for 
people who have been sick and used 
music to help them heal. I have sung 
for people who are dying and used 
music to soothe their souls as they 
prepare to leave this life. I have sung 
for people who are starting their 
lives together or are bringing their 

children to share in the joy that they 
themselves have experienced with 
music. Ultimately it is about the 
power of  music to enrich and better 
their lives. The more I have submit-
ted to the beauty of  the music and 
the less I have tried to use it as a ve-
hicle to show off  individual talent, 
the more rewarding it has been. 

Murphy: At this time, do you have 
any future plans you would like to 
share?

Alatorre: The fi rst thing I am look-
ing f orward to is being dad to my 
two young girls. Both they, and espe-
cially my wife, have been incredibly 

understanding and supportive of  
my singing for many years. Beyond 
that I don’t have any solid plans… 
yet. I am hopeful that there will be 
opportunities for me to be involved 
with some fun projects and perhaps 
some fun destinations as well. I am 
excited to see where my voice can 
take me in the future! 

Michael Murphy is director of  
choral activities and associate pro-
fessor at the Stephen F. Austin State 
University School of  Music. 
murphymt2@sfasu.edu

GGGRROOUUUPP TTRRRAAAAVVEELL PRROPPOSSALLL..
• Call us for all of your travel needs, we have expertise with groups of 1-1,000+
• We are experts in travel and understand your unique needs as musicians
• With a combined experience in group travel of 75+ years, our clients love us and so will you!

CCCCCCCOOOOONNNNNTTTTTTTAAAAAAACCCCCTTTTTTT UUUUUUUSSSSS FFFOOOORRR YYYOOUUURRRR PPPPPEEEERRRRRRRRSSSOOOONNNNAAAALIZZEDDD

“THANK YOU FOR THE EXTRAORDINARILY GOOD 
SERVICE AND PLANNING. EVERYTHING WAS 
QUITE AMAZING AND ALL OF US ENJOYED OUR 
STAY VERY MUCH.”
-BRIGITTE GLAS
AUERSPERG-GYMNASIUM FREUDENHAIN (GERMANY)

www.ArtistTravels.com 
(212) 707-8170 
Info@ArtistTravels.com

         The Master of Basso Profundo          


