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When baritone Dmitri Hvorostovsky returned to the Metropolitan Opera 

for autumn performances of Il Trovatore following a summer of brain 

tumor treatments, general manager Peter Gelb expressed perfect 

confidence that the singer knew his limitations and would not be in over 

his head. The result was one of the more compelling performances of his 

career. 

Following more treatments abroad, Hvorostovsky carved out for himself a 

carefully circumscribed medium-weight program at his Carnegie Hall 

recital on Wednesday with pianist Ivari Ilja. It was well within his vocal 
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reach and prompted mostly medium-voltage performances. The packed 

house — that included Renee Fleming, as well as what appeared to be a 

family cheering section drawing Hvorostovsky's affectionate eye contact 

— often cheered before the Glinka, Rimsky-Korsakov, Tchaikovsky and 

Strauss songs were fully over. 

The concert was also on the short side. The printed portion of the 

program was over in 90 minutes. But the message emerging from the 

recital was that Hvorostovsky remains a formidable presence, both vocally 

and physically. This is important news in a world where singers fear that 

the treatments necessary to save their lives may have deleterious side 

effects to their voices. 

Hvorostovsky's vocal state wasn't that of someone who had been through 

a illness but of a singer adjusting to his mid-50s prime in his 27th year of 

international fame. High notes weren't as richly colored as before. His 

tone quality wasn't always as well supported as in the past. (This was also 

apparent in his recent broadcast of Eugene Onegin from London's Royal 

Opera). Some of the recital's music seemed to have been dusted off 

rather recently, considering how frequently he consulted a discreetly 

placed music stand.  

But whenever he would sneak an extra breath near the climactic close of a 

song, something special was on the way. For all of his exterior glamour, 

Hvorostovsky is a highly technical singer, and those elongated moments 

that create his trademark rhetorical emphasis — starting with Rimsky-

Korsakov's "The wave breaks into spray" — are the result of smart vocal 

planning rather than impulsive inspiration. 

A set of five Glinka songs — similar to those by Schubert and Schumann 

but in Russian — were the standard throat-clearing opening, in 

performances that were a bit perfunctory. From there, a pattern emerged: 

The more interesting elements Hvorostovsky had in any given song, the 

more engaged his performance. Some of the six Rimsky-Korsakov songs, 

for example, eschew a standard verse form in favor of a continuously 

unfolding musical entity to which Hvorostovsky heartily responded.  



The Tchaikovsky set was the best of the evening and was the one where 

he consulted his music stand the least. One highlight from the set was 

"The Nightingale" with its sophisticated piano writing, which evokes the 

bird's call in ways that chart the emotional evolution of the song. "Amid 

the din of the ball" had Hvorostovsky establishing an aristocratic veneer 

that set the tone for the song's juxtaposition of exterior poise and interior 

longing. "The first meeting" closed the Tchaikovsky set with his impressive 

breath control.  

As great as it was to hear Hvorostovsky singing favorite Strauss songs 

such as "Morgen" and "Zueignung," the music didn't seem fully worked 

into his voice. His mix of vocal registers wasn't as seamless as usual  But 

every aspect of his art came together beautifully in his frequently-

employed encore, the unaccompanied folk song "Nochen'ka" that ended 

with a twist: Hvorostovsky moved toward the audience with a broad smile 

that suggested happiness was indeed ahead. It's always fun to glimpse his 

more unbuttoned side. At one point when a cell phone rang between 

songs, he craned his neck as if to ask, "Is it for me?" 

 5 Comments  

Charles Powell from Astoria,NY 

I really liked the recital and considering that a well-known tenor cancelled his recital at 

Carnegie Hall and his performances at the Met it was very heartening to see Dmitri. He had 

an excuse to cancel but did not disappoint his fans. His Strauss may not be to the standard 

of D. F-D BUT I was so touched to hear them. Please could anyone tell me what was the 

Italian encore?  
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christiane andersson from pennsylvania 

The Strauss songs were an embarrassment. Even with the score in front of him, which he 

evidently needed, he flubbed one of his entrances, was making up some of the German 

lyrics, and seems not to have prepared this part of his recital at all. Bruta figura..... 
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Geo. from St. Louis, MO 

Actually, I'm more on Sharon M's side than Anita B's in terms of DPS being fair and honest 

in his critique of Mr. Hvorostovsky's recital. I don't think that Mr. Hvorostovsky would have 

wanted anyone to play the sympathy card in reviewing him. It sounds as though he did 

quite well, all things considered. 
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Anita B from Staten Island, NY 

I thought Mr. Hvorostovky presented a magnificent recital last night with his superb 

accompanist, Mr. Ilja. The recital was of sufficient length and due to Mr. Hvorostovsky's 

current medical condition, I was amazed at his stamina and voice. I followed the 

translations for all the Russian songs and his interpretation and vocal nuances were spot 

on. You should not have been quite so critical in your review. I am a singer, retired music 

teacher (conservatory trained) and the widow of a FDNY 9/11 hero who lost his life due to a 

GBM brain tumor. 
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Sharon M from Fair Lawn, NJ 

Thank you, David Stearns, for an honest and thoughtful review. I had been concerned that, 

in the event of a less than stellar performance, critics would mute their true opinions out of 

a genuine sympathy for Hvorostovsky's health problems. I'm also glad that it was a fine 

performance all in all. 
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