
 
 

 

I wouldn't sing with Madonna for $1m 
 

Dmitri Hvorostovsky, who once beat Bryn Terfel in a singing 
competition, has been dubbed 'the Elvis of opera'. But he won't 
be tempted into 'tacky' cross-over, he tells Peter Culshaw 
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THE New York Metropolitan Opera's production of Prokofiev's War and Peace, based on 
the Tolstoy novel, is a real epic - 400 extras, four and a half hours long, with cinematic 
battle scenes (the director Andrei Konchalovsky is a well-known Russian film-maker) 
switching to the more intimate interiors for the love story of Prince Andrei and Natasha. 

It's a co-production with the Kirov Opera in St Petersburg, whose dynamic director, 
Valery Gergiev, conducts. There are some superb singers such as Anna Netrebko as 
Natasha. But the real centre of attraction is Siberian-born Dmitri Hvorostovsky, whose 
powerful, melodic baritone is perfect for the part of Prince Andrei. Hvorostovsky has 
stage presence in spades and oozes star quality. The fact that he has the looks of a 
Hollywood star does him no harm either. 

Elle magazine breathlessly described him as the "Elvis of opera", a description I asked 
him about when I met him in his New York apartment the day after seeing him in action 
at the Met. "As long as I can continue doing what I love, I don't care how I'm described. 
Maybe I should be flattered - after all Elvis was a kind of revolutionary. Actually, if he 
had trained he might have been a great singer." 

Hvorostovsky has a house in London and speaks very good, idiomatic English with a 
seductive Siberian lilt. He tells me that back in Siberia he was the singer in a rock band 
who played heavy metal numbers - "it was a way to become a local hero". All of which 
might make you think he would be tempted by cross-over pop projects beloved of record 
companies. But Hvorostovsky is not interested - in fact, he says one of the reasons why 
he fell out with his last record company, Philips Classics, was its attempts to push him 
into "tacky" collaborations. 

If he were offered a million dollars for a duet with Madonna, I ask, would he really turn 
it down? He pauses. "It would be painful, I would be embarrassed but I would turn her 
down." 



He's no snob, though, and says he admires the Three Tenors. Nevertheless, he's 
distressed that the most famous opera singer in America is Andrea Bocelli. "That's like 
saying the best cuisine in the world is chewing gum." 

His version of cross-over is a fabulously nostalgic album of Neapolitan favourites called 
Passione di Napoli in which he sounds like a lost son of Caruso, singing such chestnuts 
as O sole mio. "It sounds crazy, but perhaps because my wife is Italian I don't sound so 
Siberian. I also studied the dialect, which even Italian singers often don't bother to do. It 
was a project which made me very happy, and I will probably do some of this material as 
encores in my upcoming recitals." 

I ask him about being brought up in Siberia - rather a remote place to produce a major 
opera star, one might think. "Well, of course to me it was not remote at all because I 
lived there," he replies with a laugh. "My parents still live there. The city I was brought 
up in, Krasnoyarsk, is a large, provincial city with a million population." He says the 
Soviet system of music education served him well. "There was a slogan in the late 
Seventies, 'Let's give culture to the people of Siberia' and a lot of money went in to build 
up the conservatoires and theatres. I have nothing to complain about - I didn't need to 
leave to continue my studies." 

Hvorostovsky won numerous competitions in Russia before the celebrated Russian 
mezzo-soprano Irina Arkhipova encouraged him to enter the Cardiff Singer of the World 
competition in 1989, where he controversially beat Bryn Terfel. "I was sure I was going 
to win until I heard Bryn Terfel sing Wagner - then I was not so sure." His Western 
career was launched, leading to high-profile debuts at all the major opera houses, and 
numerous solo albums. 

What excites him most now is that over the past year he has started to perform the 
major Verdi baritone roles (he's just released an album of arias). "This was a dream I 
had since I was 15, but only now is my voice mature enough; although I had offers 
before, I turned them down." 

He starred in Rigoletto soon after his 39th birthday at the Houston Grand Opera last 
autumn in Frank Corsaro's production. He says Rigoletto is "the hardest, longest most 
difficult Verdi role", and this month sees him in his debut in Il trovatore in London at 
the Royal Opera House. The difficulty, he says, for his part as the brooding Count di 
Luna in Trovatore is that "as the Americans say, 'he's an angry guy', so the temptation is 
to shout. The big task for me is not to start barking and roaring." 

His style has been described as "old school", more lyrical and lighter than the 
contemporary norm. "Verdi marks the score piano and pianissimo a lot in Rigoletto, for 
example. It has hardly been performed this way since the Second World War." 

He mentions that from his youth he's been an avid collector of old records. "I would 
scour record shops for rare records and buy from other private collectors." A particular 



hero of his is the Russian opera singer Pavel Lisitsian. "He's still quite an idol. He's 90 
years old now, and a friend of mine. He's a maverick, a voice of Italian beauty, very 
smooth - you don't see any stitches." 

A contemporary Russian singer he much admires, who has the same lyrical quality to 
her voice, is Olga Borodina, and they have recorded an album of duets. "She's one of the 
greatest singers of our time. Her voice is such a beautiful instrument - like a Stradivarius 
- and she has the intelligence to use it." 

While he loves Russian music, he says: "I can't afford to sing much of the Russian 
repertory except Tchaikovsky. Eugene Onegin is a good role for me." He says his voice is 
just not suitable for such roles as Prince Igor, and although he attempted the part of 
Gryaznoy in Rimsky-Korsakov's The Tsar's Bride in 2000, he says he'll never do it again: 
"You need to be a roaring bass-baritone." 

He has, however, released an album of Russian folk songs and has another in the 
pipeline and will be performing Rachmaninov's Vespers with the St Petersburg Chamber 
Choir next month at the Barbican, along with works by lesser-known Russian 
composers. He intends to carry on balancing singing operatic roles with concerts. 

Nearly 40 and at the peak of his powers, he has vowed to look after himself better. "I'd 
given up smoking years ago but finally kicked alcohol last year. I even go the gym. In the 
old days I was a typical Russian who loved his vodka." And how does he find being a 
teetotaller? "It was very difficult at first, but I think now I'm used to it. It's simply 
because I want to improve professionally, to be the best I possibly can be." 

He's a very charming man to interview. I told him that I had been a little nervous about 
meeting him because he used to have the reputation of being aloof and arrogant. "I 
wasn't very sociable as a child and I still had that mask when I came to the West. I 
couldn't understand English and felt I had to protect myself. The record company kept 
telling me to smile, but I found it difficult." He smiles a lot now, I tell him. "Yes, but then 
I have a lot to smile about now." 

• 'Il trovatore' is at the Royal Opera House from April 22 (tickets: 020 7304 4000). 

Hvorostovsky sings with the St Petersburg Chamber Choir at the Barbican on May 28 

(tickets: 020 7638 8891). 'Passione di Napoli' and 'Verdi Arias' are released on Delos. 
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