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This Time, a Baritone as a Verdi Baritone 

By Anthony Tommasini 
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Last season at the Metropolitan Opera, Plácido Domingo had an improbable late-career triumph 

as the title character in Verdi’s “Simon Boccanegra,” a touchstone baritone role. Yet for all the 

vigor and richness of his singing, he still sounded like a tenor. So the performance came across 

as an intriguing experiment. 

On Thursday night “Simon Boccanegra” returned to the Met as Verdi intended it, with a 

baritone in the title role, and a great one: Dmitri Hvorostovsky. With his distinctive dark vocal 

colorings, the Siberian-born Mr. Hvorostovsky is not a classic Italianate baritone. But this role 

ideally suits him, and he was a magnificent Simon. 
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All in all, it was a great night at the Met. James Levine conducted a majestic, vibrant and 

insightful performance. The undervalued Italian soprano Barbara Frittoli, as Maria (known as 

Amelia), was in peak form; the formidable Italian bass Ferruccio Furlanetto, as Fiesco, gave a 

master class in Verdi singing; and there was a notable Met debut by an appealing and handsome 

42-year-old Sicilian tenor, Roberto De Biasio. He replaced Ramón Vargas, who was ill, as 

Amelia’s lover, Gabriele Adorno. Formerly a professional flutist, Mr. De Biasio has been singing 

for only four years, to increasing success. There were rough patches and some unevenness in his 

performance, but he has a virile voice and potential. 

Attending any performance of “Simon Boccanegra” involves grappling with its convoluted plot 

and sorting out the multiple identities in this tale of conflict between the plebeians and the 

aristocrats in 14th-century Genoa. For Verdi, “Simon Boccanegra” offered a chance to explore 

flawed, fatalistic and struggling characters, especially Simon, a former pirate, who is a willful, 

imperious yet essentially decent man. Swept into power as doge, he feels unworthy, having made 

a hash of his personal life and fathered an illegitimate daughter. The opera, a bleak morality tale, 

shows Simon taking office against his will and then leaps ahead 25 years to see the results of 

mistakes he made as a hotheaded youth and his crackdown on enemies. 
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The score, composed in 1857 and extensively revised 24 years later, contains some of Verdi’s 

most sophisticated and gravely beautiful music. Mr. Levine has always had a special affinity for 

this opera, which came through palpably here. During the curiously pensive music that opens 

the prologue, Mr. Levine drew a mellow, glowing string sound and conveyed the strange blend of 

restraint and uncertainty in this music. The confrontational scene in the council chamber of the 

doge’s palace crackled with intensity. 

Mr. Levine’s performance was so masterly that it was a little disconcerting to see him walk 

onstage during curtain calls with a cane, looking thinner and frail. But his music making clearly 

suggested that he was on the mend from his health troubles. 

 



Mr. Hvorostovsky sang with dusky, melting beauty and shaped Verdi’s long, arching phrases, 

especially at softer dynamics, with consummate lyricism, often taking whole lines in a single 

breath. Once in a while, to compensate for a lack of beefy power, he pushed his voice and 

sounded a little gruff. But vocally and dramatically he made this role his own. 

In recent years the only shortcoming of Ms. Frittoli’s singing has been a tendency for her 

sustained tones to wobble. She had that problem mostly under control and sang with luminous 

sound, soaring top notes and elegant Verdian lines as Maria, Boccanegra’s long-lost daughter, 

who, we learn, was taken in as an orphan and raised under the name Amelia Grimaldi (by a man 

who turns out to be her grandfather, a fact unknown to either of them). Mr. Furlanetto was 

superb as the grandfather, Fiesco. In the true Italian manner, his voice is even, full and 

effortlessly powerful from bottom to top. 

As Paolo, a conniving leader of the plebeians, the robust Italian baritone Nicola Alaimo had a 

solid Met debut. Giancarlo del Monaco’s grandly realistic 1995 production is effective if 

unimaginative. But with a cast like this one and an inspired Mr. Levine together making a case 

for this rich Verdi work, the production hardly mattered. 

“Simon Boccanegra” runs through Feb. 5 at the Metropolitan Opera House, Lincoln Center; 

(212) 362-6000, metopera.org. 

 



 



 


