
If there’s a tie that binds professional singers across every genre, 
it’s the intensity of the feeling that they were born to sing.   

Whether it’s an ambition that’s simply part of their DNA or a 
realisation that dawns slowly and becomes more insistent later on, 
the need to sing is the Leitmotif that drives and sustains them. 

Practically speaking, however, the need alone doesn’t put bread 
on the table! So it’s no surprise to discover that many singers lead 
parallel lives: alternative careers that sometimes nurture and com-
plement the singing but are often essential, simply to underwrite 
the expenses of even the most established professional.

Sometimes, these other lives take over completely.  The late 
tenor Roy Ashton spent the decade after the Second World War 
juggling two jobs: as the promising Glyndebourne and Covent Gar-
den principal who joined Britten’s English Opera Group in 1947, 
understudying Peter Pears and creating the role of the Mayor in 
Albert Herring; and as a successful makeup artist, much in demand 
by the burgeoning post-war British film industry. 

For a while Ashton spent his summers in the studios, earning the 
money that allowed him to sing in operas and concerts – often just 
covering expenses – during the winter. But by 1955, despite his 
best efforts to keep both careers separate, his commitments start-
ed to clash and it was obvious that film work would provide a more 
financially stable and less itinerant future. 

He went on to achieve lasting fame as the chief makeup artist 
on the great Hammer horror films. But as the illustrated biography, 

Greasepaint and Gore: The Hammer Monsters of Roy Ashton (Toma-
hawk Press), makes clear, he carried a lingering sense of what might 
have been for the rest of his life. ‘Nothing can compare with the 
thrill of appearing before a great gathering, of hearing the thunder 
of the applause delivered to a sincere artist,’ he wrote. 

There was no such dilemma for bass baritone Julian Saipe who 
called time on his burgeoning professional singing career with what 
sounds like a sigh of relief, seizing instead the opportunity to head 
his wife’s high-end catering business, Zafferano, in 2003. 

Saipe grew up steeped in music: his mother was a concert pianist 
and he performed numerous boy soprano roles at the English 
National Opera and Covent Garden.  After studying at the Guildhall 
School of Music and Drama, he built an enviable CV as a soloist to 
watch, and even sang on film soundtracks like Lord of the Rings and 
Pirates of the Caribbean, when he realised that his heart wasn’t in it. 
‘There was a kind of fight inside,’ he says. ‘It was more psychological 
than the traditional worries about not being able to get any work, not 
being good enough or not wanting to sing in the chorus for ever. It 
wasn’t any of that. I think it was more a hangover from being a child 
performer: being a singer didn’t feel like a grown-up vocation! Even 
singing Wagner and big bass roles, it still felt like the world of the child 
artist. I had a good voice and on paper I should have built an interna-
tional career as a soloist. I did it for four years, without really enjoying 
it. But it was a very difficult thing to give up, for me and for people 
around me.’ Saipe stepped sideways, exploiting his organisational skills 
to set up a business with the aim of producing opera for events 
before taking over as managing director at Zafferano in 2003. He is 
occasionally able to introduce operatic elements for clients’ parties. 

For most singers, of course, Saipe’s decision would have been an 
unthinkable sacrifice. Once the need to sing is laid bare it becomes 
a compelling force. Singer/songwriter Teresa Disken first became 
aware of it as a law student and later, teaching English in Greece, 
the pull became stronger as she grew fascinated by the country’s 
music and influences from further afield. But it wasn’t until she was 
in her late twenties that she began to explore her desire to sing 
and write songs. 

Today, Disken divides her week in half: four days are spent as a 
lawyer at the Society of London Theatre; the other three are dedi-
cated to writing and singing, as a solo singer and with her band. She 
acknowledges the luck of having a flexible employer and the different 
driving forces of the two worlds that occasionally make her a self-
confessed Jekyll and Hyde. ‘I was initially hired to work part-time but 
financial necessity has made me step up the days,’ she says. ‘It’s quite 
a pinch, and there’s always the psychological challenge of knowing you 
don’t have much time to be creative. On the other hand, I work for 
an organisation where there are several very artistic people who 
understand what I’m trying to do.  Also, as a lawyer in the business, 
I’m probably a reasonable judge of what does and doesn’t sound right 
in contractual terms! People in the music industry might be wary of 
someone who knows their stuff.’

 Disken has largely recorded cover versions to date – visitors to 
her MySpace site can hear an absorbing take on Mary Coughlan’s 

‘Blue Surrender’ – but her aim in the near future is to start laying 
down her own songs.  ‘I think the next year will tell me which direc-
tion it’s all going in,’ she says.  ‘There’s always serendipity – a meeting 
with a music publisher and a tour manager in my case – but nothing 
replaces self-belief. It’s been a circuitous route but you come to the 
point where singing is so important that it would be more of a shame 
not to do it. You have no choice.  Straddling two very different work-
ing worlds has made me sure that creativity is my strength and in 
equal measure provides me with strength – the boost usually got 
from coffee I get from the idea of a song.  It has made me all the more 
appreciative and respectful of the creative process which is often 
played down or ignored outside of the arts world.’

Sometimes, a separate career does more than underpin the finan-
cial struggle of a creative life: it can eventually allow a singer to cher-
ry-pick the work that will give them the most artistic satisfaction.  
That’s the long-term goal for stage performer Shona Lindsay, the 
singer and actor best known for her West End performances in shows 
ranging from Grease to Seven Brides for Seven Brothers, who is cur-
rently appearing in a national tour of Aspects of Love.

Lindsay’s property developer alter ego emerged by accident 
when she met the man who would become her husband. Rather 
than selling her flat, they decided to let it and live in the house 
they’d bought together. But they never felt settled in the house, so 
they turned it into two flats and their embryonic property portfo-
lio was under way. Lindsay’s contribution is mainly on the interior 
design front, but she says there are occasions when she’s warming 
up in the dressing room while a tenant is ranting on the phone 
about something inconsequential.  ‘I always make sure I sound 
really business-like and don’t come across as some kind of froufrou 
artiste,’ she says. ‘When you start in show business, you should be 
fuelled by creativity. But as life goes on, you have to make the odd 
compromise.  We’re hoping that as our portfolio expands, the 
income will allow me to be more creative and wait for the roles I 
really want to do. But I’m still at the stage where I sometimes have 
to look at the bank balance and take the job out of necessity!’

And when it comes to second careers, necessity frequently proves 
to be the mother of invention. Gillian Glover recently released her 
first album, the self-penned Red Handed, to encouraging reviews, and 
is steadily building her reputation as a live performer at gigs around 
the country. But during the daytime she is more often to be found 
running her jewellery design business in Spitalfields market and at 
music festivals. Both strands of her busy life satisfy the creative need 
and neither is a conventional 9-to-5 job, the idea of which Glover has 
long since rejected.  ‘I wish I had more time for music but I have to 
work really hard on the jewellery business because it’s my bread and 
butter,’ she explains. ‘The CD reviews have been positive but market-
ing is hard and it’s a huge obstacle to get it into the shops.  I’m really 
happy collaborating with other people and it was great making the 
CD ourselves – the aim is to make another one very soon. I am a 
visually creative person so I enjoyed doing the artwork.  And the 
music influences the jewellery: I’m now using guitar strings in the 
designs.’

Singing for a career is a game in which chance and luck have as 
much influence as raw talent. Second careers can offer relief from 
the grind of complete reliance on one particular skill. Mark Cun-
ningham spent 10 years as a professional rock singer/songwriter 
before turning to journalism. Today, he edits events magazine Total 
Production Live and performs only when he feels like it.  ‘It’s unreal-
istic for anyone who starts out in the music business to think they’ll 
always be doing it for a living,’ he says. ‘If you love the music and the 
people, they’ll always be there, but you have to think of a plan b and 
c. For a long period, it was my career, generating most of my income 

and taking up 90 per cent of my time.  And I’m glad I had that 
experience, it’s given me a great foundation for the rest of my life. 
But I’m an editor now. I still sing and play but I wouldn’t describe 
myself as a “pro” any more. I do it for the love of it, so I have the 
luxury of saying, “No” if I don’t fancy the gig.’

Annie Haslam, formerly lead singer with the 1970s progressive 
rock group Renaissance, went on to have a successful career as a 
solo artist and has continued to release albums that showcase her 
extraordinary three-octave range. But by 2003, after more than 30 
years in the music industry, the logistics and expense of going on 
the road combined with the stress of managing her own career had 
become less alluring.  Around the same time, she picked up a paint-
brush for the first time and started experimenting with an artistic 
style that has come to be known as ‘dream expressionism’.

With its extraordinary colours and other-worldly quality of light, 
Haslam’s art has quickly acquired a following to rival her consider-
able fan-base as a singer, extending well beyond her adopted home 
in Pennsylvania. She doesn’t see it as a replacement for her singing 
career as much as a natural extension of the creativity that went 
into her music. ‘It got to the stage where setting out on the road 
twice a year just wasn’t worth my while any more, but I was afraid,’ 
she says. ‘I kept putting off a decision, doing a few more shows and 
getting less and less.  After all it had been my life for so long and I 
didn’t know what to do. You can hope for things to happen but in 
reality you have to think about what’s happening now, today.  Then 
out of the blue a voice came into my head, clear as day, and said:  
“It’s time to start oil painting now.”’

She embarked on a rapid voyage of discovery – ‘like a fever’ – cre-
ating work that soon caught the eye of gallery-owners and collectors. 
She still gives the occasional performance and sells her CDs alongside 
her paintings on her website. Haslam’s work has featured on the cov-
ers of her most recent albums, forging a link between two careers 
that she considers inextricably entwined and proving that it is quite 
possible at any stage in a professional singer’s life to pursue a parallel 
path without sacrificing the basic need to sing.  
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