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‘Some people have 
land or gold. I have 
my voice. This is  
my treasure.’
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‘W here are you?’ asks the voice 
irritably. I check the time; it’s 
an hour before our scheduled 
meeting. I say as much. ‘Yes, but 
Angela’s ready for you. She’s 

waiting.’ The last words hang ominously. I scuttle 
along the streets of Palermo, by the time I reach the 
Teatro Massimo I am breathless and (to be frank) 
a bit sweaty. There’s no time to powder my nose; 

I am ushered into a lobby, and then, eventually, to 
an office room. I apologise – I’m not sure why – and 

reiterate my understanding of the appointed time for 
the interview. ‘She is a diva,’ the colleague tells me, as if that 

explains it all. The partition opens – and it is Angela Gheorghiu!
‘Hello, thank you for coming,’ smiles the Romanian soprano. She 

has been rehearsing all afternoon but looks fresh and fabulous, her 
jet-black curls neatly coiffed and she wears Instagram-worthy eye 
make-up. Perfume fills the air. A fan sits to her right, a scarf to her 
left. Soprano versus the elements – or at least, the air-conditioning.

Gheorghiu remains one of the world’s most sought-after sopranos, 
having risen to prominence in the 1990s. Her behaviour became 
as legendary as her performances, as did her marriage to tenor 
Roberto Alagna, whom she divorced in 2013. The darling of the 
opera world was also notoriously prone to cancellations, notably 
ending an agreement to sing Carmen with the Met in 2010, and 
Faust in the following season. Then there were the last-minute no-
shows and clearly voiced opinions about staging – all of which 
fostered the diva reputation, but did her career no harm at all.

Traditional repertoire (and productions) continue to be 
Gheorghiu’s bread and butter – she’s in Italy to sing Adriana in 

Cilea’s Adriana Lecouvreur, which she reprised at London’s Royal 
Opera House earlier this year; and her latest recording, Eternamente, 
is a collection of verismo works. There’s some discussion among 
scholars about what constitutes verismo opera: broadly, the genre 
is seen to define Italian works composed in the late 19th century 
that focus on depictions of everyday life. The music is characterised 
as direct, dramatic and ever-changing, often with densely marked 
scores that demand close attention to detail. Gheorghiu’s style is 
ideal for this exacting, emotionally charged and expressive music. 

Eternamente includes rarities by Puccini’s one-time pal 
Leoncavallo (‘Ed ora conoscetela’ from Leoncavallo’s less-successful 
version of La bohème, and ‘Taglimi! Abbruciami!’ from Zingari). 
There are works by Stafano Donaudy and Licinio Refice, as well 
as more mainstream pieces by Mascagni. It’s a beautiful programme 
that works like a song recital. I tell Gheorghiu this. ‘Have you really 
listened to the disc?’ I assure her I have. ‘Well, we will find out!’ she 
says mischievously, as we go on to discuss aspects of the repertoire.

‘I didn’t want to record anymore,’ Gheorghiu admits. ‘Then, after 
a performance of Tosca at Covent Garden [during the latest ROH 
run in 2016 when Gheorghiu performed additional dates to replace 
an indisposed Amanda Eschalaz], Emmanuel Villaume encouraged 
me to come to Prague. I believe in studio recordings. These days 
everything is live recordings and there is too much recording. 
Nothing is rare...’

The sentence trails off as a phone rings. ‘I’m sorry, but could you 
leave?’ Gheorghiu directs the request at the offending phone-owner 
in the office – probably her office in fact – who leaves immediately. 
Gheorghiu looks apologetic; ‘I’m sorry, but I didn’t know she’d be 
here – I’m talking to you, you know?’ It is this type of directness 
that contributes to the cult of the diva. Gheorghiu is a very driven 

It has been six years since Angela Gheorghiu recorded 
a new album. The release of Eternamente sees the prima 

donna in her prime – full of self-determined confidence 
and still at the top of her game when the occasion calls. 

Claire Jackson was in Sicily preparing for an audience 
with the diva, when the phone rang unexpectedly…

A diva by destiny
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artist with the ability to speak her mind. And, to be fair, the phone 
ringing was distracting.

Eternamente is Gheorghiu’s first release in six years (‘Is it? You tell 
me. I don’t care about these things’) and follows on from Homage to 
Maria Callas, which included a track that spliced Gheorghiu’s vocal 
line with historical recordings by Callas. Gheorghiu is sanguine 
about the project. ‘It was an opportunity for Warner [formerly 
EMI] to feature its most famous sopranos,’ she shrugs.

Gheorghiu does not shy away from populism. She’s sung in front 
of various dignitaries and opened multiple high-profile venues – 
including the reopening of London’s Royal Opera House in 1999. 
She recently sung at Pavarotti: an endless emotion, a commemorative 
concert for the tenor, and has performed the title role in Tosca for 
a film with Roberto Alagna, conducted by Tony Pappano and 
directed by Benoît Jacquot. 

Tosca is a role that Gheorghiu returns to often (she will appear 
in the ROH revival in January 2018) and has recorded before, also 
for Warner. Eagle-eyed collectors will notice that her new album 
features ‘Vissi d’arte’, which has been released previously. In the liner 
notes, Gheorghiu is quoted as saying this ‘is an aria that defines me 
as an artist and as a woman, which is why for this album I wanted 
to record it again’. However, during the interview, Gheorghiu offers 
an alternative explanation for the duplication. ‘I have recorded 
Tosca before and you must know why I did it again: the Tosca with 

me, Tony Pappano and Roberto is no longer available.’ (Warner is 
planning to renegotiate the rights for the soundtrack to the 2002 
film which have expired, so the recording may well be re-released 
by the label.) 

After a difficult period in her personal life, Gheorghiu has 
found stability through a new relationship. ‘We met at Covent 

Garden during my performances of La Rondine,’ she smiles. ‘He 
is happy for my success. For many years I suffered. But now I am 
supported.’ Indeed, Gheorghiu’s partner is here in Palermo and is 
affable, charming and a doting consort. The soprano’s social media 
pages include touching snaps of the two of them enjoying some 
family time, in among the glamorous photoshoot pictures and 
performance shots.

Gheorghiu has been at the top of her game for 27 years – and 
is determined to work hard to keep it that way. ‘I started at a high 

Adding the finishing touches to Adriana Lecouvreur at the ROH, London
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Gheorghiu’s glamorous style combined 
with her dedication to her voice has 
resulted in the perfect modern diva
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level and I stayed there,’ she says, ‘I look after my voice; I say a lot of 
“nos” – I may have said more “nos” than “yeses” in my career,’’she 
laughs. ‘Some people have land or gold; I have my voice. This is my 
treasure. I’m not saying this in an egoistic way. I want to be careful 
with my voice to have the longest possible time in my life when I 
can be a good singer on stage.

‘In time, the voice can suffer. I have never been to a doctor about 
my throat; I never speak about my throat with anybody. No teacher, 
no coach. I learn by myself. From the very beginning this was the 
case: at 18 I sung rather well [see clips on YouTube] and everything 
was what I expected. I feel safe. I trust myself.’

This conviction and confidence is rather disarming – and 
impressive. Most coaching – be it musical, sports or management 
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Seeing the lighter side: as Magda in La Rondine at San Francisco Opera

As Tosca: ‘Vissi d’Arte’ defines me as an artist and as a woman

The diamond diva: As Marguerite in Faust at Covent Garden
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– centres around self belief and decisive 
behaviour. ‘I don’t say that everything I did is 
the right way,’ Gheorghiu adds, ‘Young artists 
ask me for advice – I say never try to imitate 
someone. No-one has the right to imitate 
someone else. You can have a teacher, or 
someone you trust, but everything is on you. 
You must love yourself.’ I feel I have entered 
a motivational speech. Female confidence 
is often branded ‘high maintenance’. It’s 
possible that this has something to do with 
the cult of the diva that has been constructed 
around Gheorghiu. Not that Gheorghiu 
seems to mind the label, many of the press 
clippings on her website use the term, and she 
was recently featured in a BBC documentary 
Being a Diva. Just as Elizabeth I cultivated the 
cult of the Gloriana, Gheorghiu’s glamorous 
style combined with her dedication to her 
voice has resulted in the perfect modern diva.

The Teatro Massimo is a golden orb 
comprising 9,000 square metres. Its 

columns and huge dome are a monument 
to classical architecture. Inside, a huge fresco 
peers over proceedings. On stage, the cast 
of Adriana Lecouvreur pose for photos while 
the repetiteur waits patiently. The Massimo 
is empty, bar the directors and members of 
Gheorghiu’s entourage. Ensconced in the 
six-seater box on the first floor (I had to 
leave my driver’s licence in exchange for the 
stage pass), the acoustics and view are first-
rate. A prompter supports the baritone but 
Gheorghiu needs no reminders.

Espresso break: I am embraced! It’s 
Gheorghiu. I blush at the informality. She 
blows me a kiss and asks if I would like to 
join her and her partner. She’s warm, kind 
and obliging – hardly the behaviour of a 
starry soprano. But then the light catches her 
rhinestone-covered shoes, a large fan appears 
and a small flounce is detected – a reminder 
that a diva is never really off duty. ON

Eternamente is 
available on the  
Warner Classics label. 
www.warnerclassics.com

‘I have never been to a doctor about my throat; I never 
speak about my throat with anybody.’
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