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The Madison Experience opened the door to a promising music
career for Raiguan Thomas By JAN GILLIS ('07)

orixA, UNEXPECTED

hen 9-year-old Raiquan Thomas sang
Boyz 2 Men’s A Song for Mama for a
Mother’s Day celebration at his local
Boys & Girls Club in Portsmouth, Vir-
ginia, he brought the audience to tears.
“I didn’t know I could sing that well. I
was shocked,” he says. But the experi-
ence didn’t focus him on a serious music career.

That would come later.

Throughout middle school and into high school, Thomas
kept singing, played in the band and “learned what music
was.” His musical aspirations were tied to thoughts of being a
rhythm-and-blues singer.

It was JMU alumna Susan Heely (’75), his high-school cho-
rus teacher, who encouraged Thomas to sing classical music and
audition for the Governor’s School for the Arts. “I was scared,”

Thomas recalls. The prestigious school attracted young people
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who were totally unlike his neighborhood friends. He remem-
bers going to the audition, looking at the pool of talent and say-
ing to himself, “I'm different from these people.”

The judges saw a difference in Thomas as well, but it was his
exceptional talent that caught their attention. His audition won
him an immediate invitation to enroll in the school. “They took
me in a semester early,” he says. “I didn’t know how big this
was—that I was embarking on a crazy journey.”

Thomas admits to being intimidated by the opportunity.
“When the director of the program gave me an opera score, I
said, T'm not an opera singer,” and he told me, ‘Yes, you are.”

Another Madison alumna, Shelly Milam-Ratliff (06), was
Thomas’ voice teacher at the governor’s school. “Without her, I
would not be here,” he says.

Impressed by the quality of the
Madison alumnae who had coached

“Professor McMillan
gave me some hard rep-
ertoire last year,” says

and trained him, Thomas was drawn  Thomas, “but I did it.”




.. AT JMU THERE'S AN ATMOSPHERE OF SUPPORT, A DESIRE FOR
EVERYONE TO GET OPPORTUNITIES. IT HAS HELPED ME GROW AS AN
ARIST, CONCENTRATING ON MY CRAFT

to consider JMU’s undergraduate music
program. “When I met [voice professor]
Kevin McMillan, it clicked. 'm supposed
to be here,” he says.

He credits McMillan with grooming his
raw talent for singing. “He has taught me
how to sing. We’re constantly working on
the voice. He knew what I could do, but I
didn’t know what I could do. Today, there’s
a big difference in my voice because he
taught me how to manage it.”

A typical day for Thomas encompasses
classes in music history, theory, piano and
opera, and serving as music director of
the a cappella group JMU Overtones and
as bass scholar at Emmanuel Episcopal
Church in Harrisonburg.

“At many conservatories, there is an

! Want to hear Raiquan sing opera? Go to
== bit.ly/raiquan-thomas
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extremely competitive environment,” he
acknowledges. “But at JMU there’s an
atmosphere of support, a desire for every-
one to get opportunities. It has helped me
grow as an artist, concentrating on my
craft, not on the competition.”

The first of his family to attend a four-
year college, Thomas is thankful for the
scholarship support he has received at
Madison. “Having that makes me work 10
times harder. I want to make a difference.
It's an amazing gift.”

His advice to others: “Work hard, stay
humble. You never know what opportuni-
ties may come your way.”

Thomas’ opportunities have been life-
changing. “I know where I come from.
Portsmouth. My past. My dad sold drugs,
made unnecessary mistakes, and was shot
and killed by a police officer in a high-

speed chase. ... I can’t act out of anger.

https://commons.lib.jmu.edu/madisonmagazine/vol40/iss1/18

NOT ON THE COMPETITION.

I can’t treat it as an excuse. If you let it
hold you down, you'll sit in the same place
forever.”

Instead, he pays it forward. “I want
to inspire young people in similar situa-
tions growing up without a father. When
I worked at the Boys & Girls Club, I told
kids they could do the same thing. They
just had to keep an open mind to get past
the struggles.”

After graduation, Thomas plans to go
on to graduate school. His dream is to sing
at the Metropolitan Opera House one day.

For now, Thomas is thriving in Madi-
son’s vibrant and supportive atmosphere.

“IMU is different. Dukes stick together.
There is always someone to support you.
People will help out whenever they can. It’s
like another world.

“People will open the door for you and
hold it till you get there.” (]
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