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Dmitri Hvorostovsky, snowy mane at Phoenix Opera Gala 

Singer of the World' brings Russian soul, silky baritone 

Dmitri Hvorostovsky is a Russian-born baritone, living in London and best known for singing in Italian.  

Or maybe he is best known for his hair.  

From an early age, he has grown a regal mane of white hair, as white as a fresh sheet of paper. 

 "That shock of hair is unmistakable," says Phoenix Opera artistic director John Massaro, who is bringing 

Hvorostovsky to Phoenix this week in a gala concert fundraiser for his fledgling opera company. "Even if 

they can't pronounce his name, they know his hair."  

In 1991, People magazine named him one of the "50 most beautiful people in the world." In the 

magazine, he asked, "Don't I look like a rock star?"  

"He's going to be doing a CD signing after the performance," Massaro says. "There might be some 

women who want to have something else signed somewhere."  

Since his victory at the Cardiff, Wales, "Singer of the World" competition in 1989, Dmitri Hvorostovsky 

has risen to the top level of performers. He is regularly counted as one of the top three baritones in the 

world, with Welsh singer Bryn Terfel, and American Thomas Hampson.  

New York Times critic Bernard Holland worte that Hvorostovsky sings with "the improbable smoothness 

and cultured delivery that still make listeners roll their eyes in wonder." 

 The hardworking singer comes to the Valley just four days after finishing a concert in Chicago with 

soprano Renee Fleming, and just before going to New York for back-to-back productions of Verdi's 

"Ernani," "Simon Boccanegra" and "La Traviata" at the Metropolitan Opera. 

 "That's not much time to recover from Renee Fleming," he says.  

He speaks in natural English with a frosting of Russian in his accent and the deep resonance of a baritone. 

The main giveaway in his speech is the occasional inversion of word order. He's made London his home 

for the past 20 years.  

"I've never been to this part of the United States," he says about coming to Phoenix. "I hear the weather is 

pleasant. I know nothing about Arizona, but I was told there is a very nice auditorium and acoustically 

good, and that's why I have chosen this program of Russian and Western European operas, and look 

forward to being there and singing for the first time." 

 Then he says with a characteristic note, "I'll do my best to do the best I can."  

For Hvorostovsky, there is no resting on laurels. Every concert is for him a test. 

 "You have to prove everything each time when you go out on the stage," he says. "Whatever you do, you 

start from scratch."  



His fame and recognition may be part of his appeal, he says, "but at the end, you are just left onstage 

alone and naked and you have to show the best.  

"If your voice doesn't respond or you're in a bad mood, people will understand it immediately, even if you 

use technique to cover up. Everything that happens onstage is a little miracle and you have to build up the 

magic every time and build up the emotional conversation." 

 The singer takes his role seriously.  

"How can you not be serious if the program is so challenging. Of course it will be serious and the first 

time in my life in Phoenix, it means something to me, or I would not do that concert." 

 That sense of always trying to be better is a keynote in every interview he's given.  

"I want to become even better," he says. "So, it's a non-stop process you have to be better than you are 

now, and if I don't get better, I'm really pissed off, and you don't want to piss off someone like me."  

Hvorostovsky was born in Krasnoyarsk, Siberia, 49 years ago, and rose through the Soviet education 

system and into the conservatory there. 

 "I was given an apartment when I was still a student," he says. 

 When he traveled to Wales for the Cardiff competition, he was accompanied by two KGB agents. When 

the Soviet Union collapsed, Hvorostovsky was able to leave for London, which he says, makes it easier to 

maintain his intercontinental career. 

 "I was born and raised in Siberia," he says. "I didn't even leave my town to study. The state government 

made it possible. I haven't paid any money on my studies, and in conservatory, they actually paid a certain 

amount of money each month because my grades were fine." 

 Things have changed since the fall of Communism, but some of the education system remains.  

"There is a little tail of that even now in Russia," he says. "Unfortunately, nowadays people who have 

come into power and educated in the '80s and '90s -- and that was years of crisis, and the fallout from the 

failure of the Soviet Union -- the result was they got a bad education, so when the president of Russia 

(Dmitry Medvedev) is bragging that his taste in music is Deep Purple and is not ashamed of admitting 

that, what can you say?"  

He is best known for singing Italian roles, but even there, critics have found a soulfulness that speaks of 

his Russian innards.  

So, what is that Russian soul?  

"I don't know," he says. "Being a Siberian, I work everywhere in Europe and in the States. But what the 

Russian souls says is I'm missing my country. I feel nostalgic and watch painfully everything that is going 

on in Russia.  

"I question it. I'm curious and unhappy with everything that's going on. 

 "But, if someone else starts talking negatively about my country, I'll kill him.  

"That's maybe the Russian soul." 

Reach the reporter at 602-444-8823, richard.nilsen@arizonarepublic.com 
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