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A Magical Match Made in Moscow

In June 2008, Dmitri Hvorostovsky invited Sondra Radvanovsky to be his guest star
in the prestigious Moscow concert series “Hvorostovsky and Friends,” with conduc-
tor Constantine Orbelian and the Philharmonia of Russia. This glamorous occasion,
captured on film for Russian Television (RTR), marked these artists’ first-ever musi-
cal collaboration — and proved to be a historic event that documented for poster-
ity one of those all-too-rare instances of magical artistic alchemy between two
great opera stars. Their electrifying performance was an instant sensation, and a po-
tent preview of the two stars’ effusively acclaimed later appearances together in Il
Trovatore at Covent Garden, The Met and The San Francisco Opera. 

Delos recorded the live concert, to be released later (February 2011) as the crit-
ically-acclaimed CD, “Verdi Opera Scenes” (DE 3403). The Russian TV show, featur-
ing their national baritone hero and his dazzling guest, was broadcast throughout
the Russian Federation. Upon obtaining that film footage, Delos collaborated with
California film editor Steve Scoville, who expertly synched the footage with Delos’s
concert audio. The result, available for the first time on this DVD, takes the
viewer/listener to Moscow’s Great Hall for the concert’s most unforgettable mo-
ments, with stunning “you are there” sonic and visual impact. 

It would indeed be hard to improve on such a magical match. Silver-maned,
golden-voiced Dmitri Hvorostovsky is perhaps the world’s most glamorous baritone
– and the gleaming, emotion-laden voice of Sondra Radvanovsky has made her the
reigning Queen of Verdi sopranos. Their program here offers a tempting array of
Verdi’s finest baritone arias and most famous scenes with soprano, plus another
baritone plum from Gounod. Read on, as we explore some of the composers’ moti-
vational factors as well as the stories of the operas represented in this program.

As 18th-century French playwright Pierre Beaumarchais put it, “What is too
dangerous to say in words can be sung in music.” And this aphorism is one of the
primary keys to understanding the operas of Giuseppe Verdi (1813-1901), and how
they came to redefine Italian musical and political culture at the same time. As Verdi
rose to maturity in the 1840’s, his beloved nation was still in geographic tatters: in
the wake of the Napoleonic wars, entire regions of the country had been parceled
out between the victorious powers – giving rise to widely-felt, yet amorphous pro-re-
unification sentiments among the general populace.

Verdi promoted the cause as only he was able: by creating a fresh brand of mu-
sical theater that captivated audiences with its dramatic intensity, passionate emo-
tion and melodic appeal – while teaching quasi-political lessons at the same time.

Thus, most of his earlier, mostly tragic operas – like Nabucco, I Lombardi, Attila,
Macbeth, and Luisa Miller (among others) – were based on actual historical events
and figures, and served as easily-grasped political commentary. Themes like slavery,
oppression, national occupation, social struggle, abuse of power and royal arro-
gance abounded. By the 1850’s, Verdi was not only by far his nation’s hottest opera
composer, but also an important figurehead, riding the crest of the Italian reunifica-
tion movement that he had done much to revitalize and focus.

Another opera of this general sort is Ernani, completed in 1844.  Set in 16th-
century Spain, the title hero – a young nobleman who has been stripped of his title
and lands – has become a Robin Hood-like outlaw, taking refuge in the mountains of
Aragon as he plots to overthrow Don Carlo: the reigning king, and son of his father’s
murderer. Amid a swirl of encounters in disguise, attempted abductions, duel-chal-
lenges, expedient alliances and deadly conspiracies, the opera’s love-story takes
the form of a three-way struggle for the hand in marriage of heroine Elvira – who is
about to be married against her will to Don de Silva, her elderly uncle. Silva’s rivals
are Carlo, and of course Ernani: Elvira’s true love. At first, Carlo – who is both re-
sponsible for Ernani’s ill fortune and is after his woman – appears to be the opera’s
main villain. But, following the third act, the opera appears headed for a happy end-
ing – after Carlo has magnanimously pardoned Ernani, restored his title and granted
him Elvira’s hand. But a previous oath to Silva (the ultimate bad guy) forces Ernani to
take his own life in the end. 

Carlo’s shining moments begin early in Act 3, as he lurks in the underground
vault of Charlemagne’s tomb awaiting the election results for the next Holy Roman
Emperor. Aware of the nearby presence of the conspirators who are determined to
assassinate him, Carlo sings of the empty futility of power, wealth and earthly glory
in his aria, “Gran Dio! … Oh! De’ verd’ anni miei.” But, as he ponders the prospect of
becoming the new Emperor, Carlo vows to “rise, like an eagle, on wings of virtue –
and, conquering the centuries, I will make my name endure.”

Verdi’s Don Carlo, though written much later (1866), takes us back to Ernani’s
setting in Renaissance-era Spain – and depicts the same royal family line, but a gen-
eration later. First written for performance in Paris, the composer revised the opera
several times. The original version (including ballet scenes – de rigueur in Paris) re-
mains Verdi’s longest operatic creation. The plot revolves around the court of Em-
peror Philip II, who – for political expedience – is trapped in a loveless marriage to
Elizabeth: the beloved of the Emperor’s son, Don Carlo. His friend Rodrigo tries to
distract the prince from his lovelorn misery by recruiting him to fight in the Flemish
rebellion against Spanish rule. Amid a welter of disguised trysts, jealous plotting,
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false evidence, and Spanish Inquisition horrors, Rodrigo is killed and Carlo con-
demned. But in the end, he is saved from his father’s (and the Inquisition’s) wrath
when his grandfather, Carlo V (who had abdicated his throne to become a monk)
emerges to give Carlo sanctuary in his “tomb.” 

Rodrigo’s death scene comes in Act 4, in Carlo’s dungeon cell, after he has told
the prince that he has taken the blame in the Flemish affair. But he is shot by a hit-
man from the Inquisition as he leaves, and expires in Carlo’s arms – proclaiming his
patriotism and urging his friend not to forsake the oppressed people of Flanders:
“Ah, the earth fails me; give me your hand – Ah! Save Flanders! Carlo, farewell – Ah!”       

Un Ballo in Maschera, composed in 1857-58, is based on the true story of the
conspiracy that resulted in the 1792 assassination of Sweden’s King Gustav III at a
masked ball. Verdi repeatedly ran afoul of censors in Naples and Rome, who for-
bade the public depiction of a royal murder onstage. Thus, after going through sev-
eral revisions and titles, the scene was finally set in colonial-era Boston, replacing
the Swedish King with an English Count! Many modern productions have since re-
stored the original Swedish scenario.

The plot recounts ill-fated King (Count) Riccardo’s secret love for Amelia, the
wife of Renato: Riccardo’s faithful secretary and friend. Riccardo is delighted to see
her name on the guest list of an upcoming masked ball. Renato repeatedly warns
his lord of a plot against his life. While Amelia also loves Riccardo, she remains
steadfastly true to her marriage vows. Following a fateful fortune-telling, a flurry of
events leads Renato to mistakenly believe that his wife and royal boss are having an
affair. His jealousy and feelings of betrayal drive him to join the conspirators, launch-
ing a series of twists and turns that culminate in his fatal shooting of Riccardo at the
masked ball. But before dying, the King forgives his murderer, while admitting his
love for Amelia and testifying that she has always been faithful to Renato.

The opera’s third act opens with the emotion-charged scene where Renato an-
grily accuses Amelia of adultery, and declares his resolve to see her die for her
crime. Amelia, in her aria “Morrò, ma prima in grazia,” tearfully implores Renato to
allow her to see their son before she dies: “Let him touch, with his hand, these eyes
of a mother he will never see again.” After sending her to see her child, the brooding
Renato has a change of heart, singing in “Eri tu” that it is Riccardo who must die: “it
was you who befouled that soul.” Finally, he reminisces mournfully about his former
marital bliss in “O dolcezze perdute” (O lost sweetness). 

We take a brief break from Verdi with the famous baritone aria from Charles
Gounod’s Faust: Valentin’s introductory number, “Avant de quitter ces lieux.” The

opera is a much-simplified take on German poet Goethe’s revival of the legend of
Doctor Faust: the disillusioned sage who sold his soul to the devil for renewed youth
and universal knowledge. Once rejuvenated, of course, his youthful ardor takes over
– and, from there, the plot is dominated by his passionate affair with the innocent
girl, Marguerite: the younger sister of Valentin. Amid sinister scenes with
Mephistopheles (the devil), Faust returns – in vain – to save Marguerite, who (think-
ing Faust has abandoned her) has murdered their child in a fit of madness and has
been condemned to die. Before it’s over, Valentin dies at Faust’s hand. Finally, as
Marguerite dies, a heavenly choir proclaims her salvation.  

As the soldier Valentin makes his initial entrance, he prays that, on the eve of
battle, the sacred medallion Marguerite has given him will protect him in war: “O
holy medallion.” He then sings of his tender and solicitous love for his sister. After
imploring God’s blessing on Marguerite in his absence, he sings – with martial swag-
ger – of the glory of marching off to victorious conflict against his nation’s foes, vow-
ing to be “… the first, the bravest, in the thick of the fray” before returning to his
heartfelt prayer for his sister’s divine protection.                     

Il Trovatore – one of Verdi’s all-time smash hits – had its first performance in
1853. Set in fifteenth-century Spain, the action begins at the palace of Count di Luna
of Aragon. The Count – who has been wooing the noble lady Leonora – has ordered
his soldiers to watch for Manrico, the mysterious knight-troubador: also di Luna’s suc-
cessful rival for Leonora’s affections. A duel between them ensues, though we only
hear of it later, when Manrico tells the Gypsy woman Azucena (his supposed mother)
that he won the duel – but some strange power kept him from finishing di Luna off.
Neither had known that they were, in fact, brothers: Years earlier, Azucena had kid-
napped the infant Manrico to avenge her mother’s burning at the stake by order of the
Count’s father, but ended up raising the boy as her own. After various hostile encoun-
ters, an abduction and final imprisonment, Leonora offers herself to di Luna in ex-
change for her lover’s life, but takes poison and soon dies in Manrico’s arms as he and
Azucena await execution. At the very moment the axe falls, ending Manrico’s life, Azu-
cena screams to a horrified di Luna that he has just killed his own brother. 

We get both crackling drama and vocal acrobatics in Act IV’s opening confronta-
tion scene. Here, amid angry exchanges, Leonora swears to submit to di Luna if he
spares Manrico – then poisons herself. The joyful (for different reasons) and vocally
spectacular final duet juxtaposes the Count’s triumphant cries of “You’re mine, you’re
mine!” against Leonora’s happy outbursts of “He’ll live; my joy leaves me speechless!” 

Lindsay Koob
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Internationally acclaimed Russian baritone Dmitri Hvorostovsky was born and
studied in Krasnoyarsk, Siberia. In 1989, he won the prestigious Cardiff Singer of the
World Competition. From the start, audiences were bowled over by his cultivated
voice, innate sense of musical line and natural legato. After his Western operatic
debut at the Nice Opera in Tchaikovsky’s Pique Dame, his career exploded to take in
regular engagements at the world’s major opera houses and appearances at
renowned international festivals, including the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden,
New York’s Metropolitan Opera, the Paris Opera, the Bavarian State Opera, the
Salzburg Festival, the Teatro alla Scala Milan, the Vienna State Opera, and the
Chicago Lyric Opera.

A celebrated recitalist in demand in every corner of the globe; from the Far East to the
Middle East, from Australia to South America, Dmitri has appeared at such venues as
Wigmore Hall, London; Queen’s Hall, Edinburgh; Carnegie Hall, New York; the Teatro
alla Scala, Milan; the Tchaikovsky Conservatoire, Moscow; the Liceu, Barcelona; the
Suntory Hall, Tokyo; and the Musikverein, Vienna. He regularly performs with the
world’s top orchestras, and conductors such as James Levine, Bernard Haitink, Clau-
dio Abbado, Lorin Maazel, Zubin Mehta, Yuri Termikanov and Valery Gergiev. 

Dmitri retains a strong musical and personal contact with Russia.  He became the
first opera singer to give a solo concert with orchestra and chorus on Red Square in
Moscow; this concert was televised in over 25 countries. Dmitri has gone on to sing
a number of prestigious concerts in Moscow as a part of his own special series,
‘Dmitri Hvorostovsky and Friends’. He has invited such celebrated artists as Renee
Fleming, Sumi Jo, Sondra Radvanovsky and Jonas Kaufmann. In 2005 he gave an
historic tour throughout the cities of Russia at the invitation of President Putin,
singing to crowds of hundreds of thousands of people to commemorate the soldiers
of the Second World War.

Dmitri Hvorostovsky’s extensive discography spans recitals and complete operas. He
has also starred in Don Giovanni Unmasked, an award-winning film (by Rhombus Media)
based on the Mozart opera, tackling the dual roles of Don Giovanni and Leporello.

Soprano Sondra Radvanovsky’s dramatic stage presence and stunning vocal quali-
ties have firmly established her as one of the rising stars on the international stage
today. She has been hailed as one the great Verdi singers of the new generation,
critically acclaimed for her performances as Elvire in Ernani, Leonora in Il Trovatore,
Hélène in Les Vêpres Siciliennes and Elisabetta in Don Carlo. Her performance as

Hélène in the rarely performed Les Vêpres Siciliennes at the Paris Opera took the
opera world by storm. The press was unanimous in its praise: “…singing Hélène
with dramatic flourish and lyric radiance, who roused the audience from her first
entry (International Herald Tribune); “Not since I first heard the young Cheryl Studer
20 years ago have I been so excited by a soprano voice. It has a tender, softly
coloured personality, with a light tremolo that blossoms at the top (Financial Times).
Her Elvira at the Metropolitan Opera elicited no less praise : The role’s high As, Bs
and Cs were fearlessly attacked; she sang with tenderness when called for and is a
fine actress. There’s a unique buzz to her powerful, secure top notes that is very ap-
pealing.” (Classics Today)

Sondra’s 2008-2009 season begins with a return to the Los Angeles opera for her
debut in the title role of Suor Angelica. Performances as Lucrezia Borgia at the
Washington National Opera complete the fall season. February and March mark a
return to the Metropolitan Opera in one of her signature roles - that of Leonora in
Verdi’s Il Trovatore, a role she reprises at the ROH Covent Garden in the spring.

Last season, in addition to her debut at the Teatro Carlo Felice in Genoa as Elena in I
Vespri Siciliani, she made a highly acclaimed role debut as Elvira in Ernani at the
Teatro Verdi di Trieste, which she later reprised at the Metropolitan Opera in New
York. Sondra also debuted at La Scala in one of her favorite roles — Roxanne - in
Cyrano de Bergerac, with Placido Domingo in the title role, returned to Oper Leipzig
as Manon Lescaut and to the Vienna Staatsoper as Elena in I Vespri Siciliani. Con-
cert appearances took her to Moscow with Dmitri Hvorostovsky and to Festival de
Lanaudière with Richard Margison.

Recent highlights also include critically acclaimed performances of Cyrano de Berg-
erac with Plácido Domingo in New York and London, Hélène at the Vienna Staat-
soper (I Vespri Siciliani) Lucrezia Borgia in the Canary Islands,Lina in Stiffelio at the
Royal Opera House Covent Garden, Susannah at the Lyric Opera of Chicago,
Leonora in Il Trovatore with the Deutsche Oper Berlin, the Houston Grand Opera, the
Metropolitan Opera and the Bregenz Festival. In earlier seasons she was featured in
New York, Bilbao, Santa Fe, Paris, Cologne and Japan. A new production of Il Trova-
tore took her back to her hometown of Chicago where she also debuted with the
Chicago Symphony in Beethoven’s Symphony No. 9 under David Zinman. Sondra’s
first appearance in Toronto, at the LUNA Opera Gala presented by the Luminato
Festival took the city by storm — “It was almost shocking how much power she
could muster in her upper range, though as she proved in the D’amor sul’ali rosee
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(from Verdi’s Il Trovatore) she could also shrink to pianissimo in the same territory
with no loss of tone or projection.” (Globe & Mail)

In addition to being a winner of the 1997 George London Foundation Competition,
Sondra Radvanovsky also won the 1995 Metropolitan Opera National Council Audi-
tions and received first prize in the 1995 Loren L. Zachary Society Competition. A
graduate of the Metropolitan Opera’s Lindemann Young Artist Development Program,
Ms. Radvanovsky’s training has also included advanced studies at Tanglewood
Music Center and the University of Cincinnati’s College Conservatory of Music.

Sondra and her husband make their home in Toronto, Canada.

“Constantine Orbelian stands astride two great societies, and finds and promotes

synergistic harmony from the best of each.” (Fanfare)  For almost 20 years the bril-
liant American pianist /conductor has been a central figure in Russia’s musical life.
Music Director of the Moscow Chamber Orchestra and the Philharmonia of Russia,
Orbelian is also a frequent guest conductor with other illustrious Russian orchestras.
He tours with American stars in Russian music centers, and Russian stars in North
American music centers, and extends these splendid collaborations to tours in Eu-
rope, UK, Japan, Korea, and other music capitals throughout the world.

Orbelian’s appointment in 1991 as Music Director of the Moscow Chamber Orches-
tra was a breakthrough event: he is the first American ever to become music director
of an ensemble in Russia. This “American in Moscow” is well known as a tireless
champion of Russian-American cultural exchange and international ambassadorship
through his worldwide tours. In January 2004, President Putin awarded Orbelian the
coveted title “Honored Artist of Russia,” a title never before bestowed on a non-
Russian citizen. In May 2010, Orbelian led the opening Ceremonial Concert for the
Cultural Olympics in Sochi, Russia — the first event setting the stage for Russia’s
hosting of the Olympic Games in 2014. 

“Orbelian has star quality, and his orchestra plays with passion and precision,” The
Audio Critic wrote of his acclaimed series of over 30 recordings on Delos. Among
his recent concert and televised appearances are collaborations with stars Renée
Fleming and Dmitri Hvorostovsky, and with Van Cliburn in Cliburn’s sentimental re-

turn to Moscow. Opera News calls Orbelian “the singer’s dream collaborator,” and
commented that he conducts vocal repertoire “with the sensitivity of a lieder pi-
anist.” Orbelian’s frequent collaborations with Hvorostovsky include repertoire from

their Delos recordings “Where Are
You, My Brothers?” and “Moscow
Nights,” featured on many tours and
telecasts, including historic live tele-
casts from Moscow’s Red Square.

Recently Orbelian has turned to film to
create more of his unique Ameri-
can/Russian collaborations. His first
film production, “The Glory of Russia,
Sights and Sounds of St. Petersburg,“
was filmed in St. Petersburg’s most
glorious palaces, and stars Renée
Fleming and Dmitri Hvorostovsky in
opera scenes and arias. The film is in
some ways a culmination of Orbelian’s
efforts in St. Petersburg, since he is
founder and Music Director of the an-
nual Palaces of St. Petersburg Inter-
national Music Festival. 

Born in San Francisco to Russian and Armenian emigré parents, Constantine Orbe-
lian made his debut as a piano prodigy with the San Francisco Symphony at the age
of 11. After graduating from Juilliard in New York, he embarked on a career as a
piano virtuoso that included appearances with major symphony orchestras through-
out the U.S., U.K., Europe, and Russia. His recording of the Khachaturian piano con-
certo with conductor Neeme Järvi won “Best Concerto Recording of the Year”
award in the United Kingdom. 

From his 1995 performance at the 50th Anniversary Celebrations of the United Na-
tions in San Francisco, to his 2004 performance at the U.S. State Department com-
memorating 70 years of diplomatic relations between Washington and Moscow, and
a repeat State Department appearance in 2007, all with the Moscow Chamber Or-
chestra, Orbelian continues to use his artistic eminence in the cause of international
goodwill. He and his orchestras also participate in cultural enrichment programs for
young people, both in Russia and the U.S. In 2001 Orbelian was awarded the Ellis
Island Medal of Honor, an award given to immigrants, or children of immigrants, who
have made outstanding contributions to the United States. 
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