Singing with Purpose:  Jacquelyn Culpepper’s career was carefully designed

Ann Culpepper taught her children they were here on this earth for a reason and it was their job to figure out what that reason was. For Jacque Culpepper, her purpose was obvious from the beginning.  As a girl growing up in the Blue Ridge Mountains of North Carolina, Ann said Jacque would sing on a park bench. With her grandparents singing shaped note music and her parents performing in a gospel quartet, she didn’t know that people couldn’t sing.  “We always had music in our home,” says Jacque. “I always knew  I wanted to sing. I never doubted being in music was what I was supposed to do.”  With her natural drive and passion for music, Jacque has become an internationally acclaimed lyrical soprano, performing for audiences all over the world. Though this is a long way from the park benches of Western North Carolina, Jacque’s initial respect and love for music has not wavered. 

Born to sing

Jacque sang her first solos in her church choir and spent her teenage years as a self-admitted music geek. “I played flute in the band, and taught piano and flute on Saturday mornings. I was in marching band, concert band, jazz band, and also chorus” she recalls. “I also wanted to sing opera before I had ever even seen or heard an opera.”

It was during high school that Jacque began studying with Dr. Joyce Farwell at Western Carolina University. That relationship continued for many years as Jacque earned a bachelor of science degree in music education from Western Carolina University and went on to earn a master of music in vocal performance and literature from Baylor University. 


While in college, Jacque saw her first full-fledged opera, an experience that solidified her dreams to be a professional singer and fueled her move to New York City. While in the Big Apple, she considered going the Broadway route but could not extinguish her love for classical music and opera. Instead of waiting tables while waiting for something to happen in New York, she began performing around the country to gain experience. Eventually she began studying with Irene Harrower in Atlanta, Georgia, whom she discovered through a connection at North Carolina’s Brevard Music Center. 


“In my life I’ve had two big teaching mentors,” explains Jacque, who teaches voice at Davidson College in North Carolina. “I feel like Joyce built my voice, and then Irene took my voice further during a crucial time in my career.”  Jacque says she is still learning from both of her mentors as she visits with them as often as her schedule allows. “In singing you need ears other than your own.” she says. “These women are also wonderful people who have helped guide not only my career, but my life as well.”

Designing a career


The integrity Jacque brings to her music making has been paramount in her career. “Quality has always been important to me. I made a point to wisely choose the pieces I wanted to perform, the people I wanted to work with, and the places I wanted to go,” she says. “You have to continue to make decisions based on choices you’ve already made, like those to have a marriage and a family.”  

It is also her love and respect of the music and the role of the artist that sets Jacque apart. To her, performances should be experiences for everyone involved from the singers, to the orchestra, to the audience members. “It is important to know who you are and where you came from.  If you don’t know yourself, you can’t truly relate to the music and you’ll leave the audience cold,” says Jacque. “Singers must understand and accept  they are the delivery vehicle for the text and music.  I profoundly believe I have a responsibility to my life’s purpose to continue to refine that vehicle.  When that happens, I rediscover the same pure joy and passion of music making as that young girl in the North Carolina mountains who was happy to sing on a park bench.”
