
https://parterre.com/2015/09/26/the-gleam-of-his-smile/ 

 

The gleam of his smile 

A clearly moved Hvorostovsky basked in the moment and momentarily broke character to 

acknowledge the love. 

By Christopher Corwin        September 26, 2015 
 

 

Earlier this year when the Met announced its 2015-16 season, the fall revival of Verdi’s Il 

Trovatore looked pretty routine– except the first US Leonoras of reigning diva Anna Netrebko. 

Few would have predicted that Friday night’s prima would turn out to be one of the most 

thrilling—and moving–performances heard at the house in many a season.   

Anticipation turned dark a few months ago when the shocking news came that Met favorite 

Dmitri Hvorostovsky, the scheduled di Luna, had been diagnosed with a brain tumor. He 

immediately canceled all engagements for the next months and sought treatment in London. 

There was no announcement about the upcoming Met Trovatore run, but few probably expected 

that he would be well enough to appear. However, last month brought word that he would return 

to New York for the first three shows! 

Doubters had been reassured lately by photos and videos on social media showing a happy-and-

healthy-looking Hvorostovsky rehearsing and clowning around with friends and colleagues, so 

the atmosphere at the opera house before Friday’s performance was electric. When he did first 
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appear from out of the shadows in the middle of the second scene, a huge roar went up from the 

packed audience and conductor Marco Armiliato stopped the music and joined in the jubilant 

applause himself. A clearly moved Hvorostovsky basked in the moment and momentarily broke 

character to acknowledge the love. 

 

Toward eleven o’clock during the final bows, the cheering house rose en masse when the 

Siberian baritone loped onstage for his solo bow. The thundering roar continued for several 

minutes as he gestured his thanks to the audience. After the remainder of the cast and the 

conductor had appeared, groups bows ensued until the irrepressible Armiliato pushed 

Hvorostovsky out of the line for another solo bow and, in a stunning coup, several dozen white 

roses were flung onto the stage from the pit by members of the orchestra. Trovatore is not 

usually an opera that elicits tears, much less by its di Luna, but on Friday evening many in the 

theater, including an otherwise radiant Netrebko, were seen openly weeping. 

Astonishingly no allowances needed to be made for return of Hvorostovky’s glamorously 

neurotic Count to the still-effective David McVicar production that he had premiered in 2009. If 

anything he sang better than ever, the voice big and beautiful. The long lines of “Il balen” were 

spun out with his signature elegance and enviable breath control but also with a minimum of the 

“huffing and puffing” that had occasionally crept in over the past few years. It was surely as 

good a performance of Trovatore as he has ever sung. But his return was not the only reason to 

cheer. 

I admit that I wasn’t all that thrilled when I saw that veteran mezzo Dolora Zajick was again to 

be the Azucena, a role she has sung many times around the world. Through no special planning I 

happened to be in New York City in October 1988 and caught Zajick’s Met debut in this very 

role. Not having heard much about her, I was struck then by her unsubtle cyclone of a voice, 

particularly in an evening marred by Eva Marton’s hapless Leonora and Luciano Pavarotti’s 

distracted Manrico. In the many years since, I have admired rather than loved her remarkable 



consistency and vocal health and probably taken it very much for granted.  But during Friday’s 

performance I think perhaps I finally came to love Dolora! 

 

Even at 63 and after 27 years at the Met—where is there an Azucena anywhere today to compare 

to hers? Although the middle of the voice—never her strong suit—has gotten smaller and needs 

to be carefully managed, that indelible chest register and shining top (which would still be the 

envy of more than a few sopranos) continue ring out with power and bite. And over the years she 

has continued to refine her crazed gypsy—there was no trace of the routine as she once again 

recounted her mother’s immolation in a mesmerizing “Condotta ell’era in ceppi.” Another high 

point was an “Ai nostri monti” sung with an eloquent nostalgia that was quite affecting. 

As her temperamental son, Korean tenor Yonghoon Lee sang boldly if blandly. This was my 

first in-house experience with Lee whose Manrico occasionally got lost on a big stage otherwise 

loaded with so much high-voltage star power. While he’s tall and handsome, his generic acting 

consisted mostly of pained looks toward the Family Circle and wide-open arm gestures. The 

bright, lean voice doesn’t have much individuality but he did deliver a sensitively shaded “Ah si, 

ben mio,” though he might work on his “fake” trill. Just one verse of a vigorous “Di quella pira” 

followed, capped by brutally loud, if exciting acuti (and an amusing grunt), but one wishes he 

hadn’t dropped so many measures of music to prepare for that climax. 

As the much-coveted Leonora, Netrebko got off to a rocky start. Her rich soprano sounded thick 

and heavy in the rapturous recitative leading up to “Tacea la notte” and the sweeping aria itself 

was decidedly earthbound, riddled with pitch problems. A misjudged cadenza at its conclusion 

didn’t prevent the adoring audience from giving the piece a long, loud ovation. The cabaletta 

(both verses) was an improvement but a hoped-for unwritten high D-flat to conclude the trio 

didn’t materialize. Leonora’s wonderfully expansive lines in the convent scene failed to soar, and 

one went into intermission fearful about the demanding scena that dominates the second half. 



When Leonora arrived at the prison with Ruiz, Netrebko had become transformed. The recitative 

immediately preceding “D’amor sull’ali rosee” (some of my favorite music in the opera) 

announced that the world’s most famous soprano had at last come into full command of her 

sumptuous instrument. The hushed aria itself was a ravishing marvel of silken trills and heaven-

sent pianissimi. The subsequent “Miserere” began with a frenzied climb halfway up the gate of 

prison bars and was frightening in its desperate intensity. 

She vividly differentiated the two verses of “Tu vedrai” to convey Leonora’s growing 

desperation to free her bandit-lover. The subsequent blazing duet with Hvorostovsky sizzled with 

barely repressed sensuality as she manipulated the smitten Count to realize her scheme—the 

duet’s usually hectic conclusion has rarely been so thrillingly imbued with wild-eyed triumph. 

Although Lee tended to bellow in response, Netrebko dominated the final scene with finely 

arching lines of spun gold as Leonora succumbed to her tragic sacrifice. 

 

A number of times during this special evening one earnestly wished for a more imaginative and 

precise conductor than the indulgent Armiliato. While I know many singers are happy to see this 

busy routinier smiling back at them from the pit, on this occasion, particularly during the 

evening’s uneven first half, he was hard-pressed to keep his forces together. Numerous 

coordination problems with the chorus were particularly jarring. Things worked better in the 

often inspired third and fourth acts, but sadly one never felt that Armiliato had much to say about 

Verdi and Trovatore. 

Hvorostovsky appears with this same cast just twice more; those who can’t catch them in the 

house are exhorted to attend next Saturday’s HD transmission. He returns in February for four 



more performances, but with a different Leonora and Manrico. Netrebko, Zajick and Lee are 

joined by Vitaliy Bilyy as di Luna for a pair later next month before Antonello Palombi spells 

Lee for the fall’s final fall Trovatore on October 17. 

Comments 

Zinka: Went VIRAL all over the universe... The most gorgeous video imaginable 

Krunoslav: Oh, and 

"As Manrico the clarion-voiced South Korean tenor Yonghoon Lee, who has done exceptional 
work at the Met since his 2010 debut as Verdi’s Don Carlo, gave a fearless and stalwart 
performance." 

Camille Krunoslav: I happened to see about his second or third performance at the MET, in the 
2010 Don Carlo, and was rather pleasantly shocked by his "fearless and stalwart performance", 
at THAT time. 

Now, I am wondering if the habit of singing rather loudly and forcefully over the interim of these 
years is contributing to a slight decline in his powers. Nothing I have heard since is quite as 
good, I am sorry to say, as I rather liked him a lot in the beginning. 
 
Camille - Krunoslav: I happened to see about his second or third performance at the MET, in 
the 2010 Don Carlo, and was rather pleasantly shocked by his "fearless and stalwart 
performance", at THAT time. 
Now, I am wondering if the habit of singing rather loudly and forcefully over the interim of these 
years is contributing to a slight decline in his powers. Nothing I have heard since is quite as 
good, I am sorry to say, as I rather liked him a lot in the beginning. 
 
Olivero is my Drug of Choice Poison Ivy: This was my first experience with Mr Lee. It's funny 
how 2 opera goers can go to the same performance and hear different things.I said to my 
companion regarding Mr.Lee"He will be nice to have around as a "house tenor" when starrier 
names and voices are unavailable." I especially remarked on the "sensitivity" with which he 
sings. I found his use of dynamics and phrasing to be lovely. I found his sound not to have 
intrinsic beauty and I wished for more heft. He's the type of singer I wouldn't by a ticket to see 
but If he happened to be in the cast of an opera I was going to I would be pleased. 
 
Conchita: Saw this performance last night and I must say CC is generous and good-natured to 
be so receptive to what was mostly a mediocre performance by all, with the possible exception of 
DH, despite his health condition. Netrebko is a facsimile of a great singer, with moments of 
beauty and so many weaknesses that the end result is, at least for me, always disappointing. 
 
Tamerlano Conchita: A facsimile of a great singer? 
 
PushedUpMezzo: So pleased for Mr Hvorostovsky, the original silver fox. We do rather take 
him for granted; but there is really nobody else out there today who can spin such a gorgeous 
long Verdian phrase. Will hie me to the HD. 
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Contessa di Luna: I listened, hoping for the triumphant return of amazing Dmitri, and was more 
than overjoyed. However, I must say Stefan Kocan rocks! I have never heard him or anyone sing 
Ferrando better. 
Dmitri, as your voice sounds better than ever, so may your health become better. We wish all 
good things for you. 
 
Krunoslav Contessa di Luna: " I must say Stefan Kocan rocks! I have never heard him or 
anyone sing Ferrando better." 

MUCH better Met Ferrandos have include James Morris and John Cheek, back when I was a lad, 
and more recently Willard White (2002-03) and in the current production Kwangchul Youn 
(2009) and PT fave Alexander Tsymbalyuk (2010). 
 
DellaCasaFan Krunoslav: I've just finished listening to the first two acts, thanks to a generous 
Parterrian. It's all fine if someone appreciates Kocan, but Ferrando's entrance aria was truly 
wobbly and his voice sounded old and worn out. Far from his impressive Sparafucile a year or so 
ago. 

 
Tulip: Great night at the met!,! 
Not mentioned in this review, Stefan Kocan as Ferrando was a great vocal presence with that 
super Bass voice of his! 

Kashania: Thanks as always for your perceptive review, CC. 
Sorry that Netrebko took a while to warm up but glad that she eventually nailed it. And very 
moving about Hvorostovsky. 
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