ONWARD AND UPWARD WITH THE ARTS

TRAVELS WITH A DIVA

On the rond with the soprane Marina Poplavskaya.

nan August night this past sum-

mer, the opera singer Marina Po-
plavskaya lay motionless for ncarly
three hours on the floor of her mother's
apartment in Moscow, having collapsed
shortly after 4 AM. from inhaling nox-
ious sinoke from the forest fires that
were burming out of controlin the coun-
tryside; she was feverish and had no
clothes on, after a sleepless night in
hundred-degree heat with no air-con-
ditioning. Since Russia began keeping
weather records, a hundred and thirgy
years ago, there had never been a heat
wave comparable to this one. And never
before in Poplavskaya’s carcer a5 a so-
prano, in which she had frequently pee-
formed from a prone position and was
often dead or dying by the final cur-
tain—smothered by her husband in
“Otello,” stabbed by her own hand in
“Twrandot,” drowned in boiling water
in “La Juive,” wasted with aberculo-
sis in “La Traviata”™—had she imagined
that the melodramatic scenes she had
regularly given voice to would bear any
relation to her life offstage.

Even after she wvas revived by fwo
emergency medical technicians, who
had come fo the apartment at around
8 AM, in response to & call from her
mother, Poplavskaya, who is thirgy-
three, facked the strength to get to her
feet. Ier mother placed cool wet towels
on her forehead and supposted the back
of her neck with a chitled bottle of Fii-
uliwine that Poplavskaya had bought at
the duty-free shop in the Frankfurt ale-
pott the week before.

She had just enough strength to tele-
phone a filend,

“Darling, I'm about to die,” she whis-
pered into the receiver. “And so [ ask
that you help take care of my mother!”

A few days earlier, Poplavskaya had
returned to Moscow for a visit with her
mother and her grndmother before
going on the road again: first to Buenos
Alres, as a soloist in two concerts under
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the direction of Daniel Barenboim; next
to Barcelona, to sing the part of Micaela
in “Carmen’; and then to the Metropol-
itan Opera House, in New York, where,
in November, she would appear as the
mismated Quéen Elisabeth of Valois in
“Don Carlo.” On New Year's Bve, she
is scheduled o open in “La Traviata,”
singing the role of the self-sacrificing
courtesan Violettn Valéry,

Poplavskaya made her début at the
Met in December of 2007, as Natasha
Rostova, the hopeful but abandoned
maiden-in-waiting in “Warand Peace,”
and she retarned in 2009, with “Turan-
dot” Of “Turandot,” Anthony Tom-
masint wrote in the Times that “the most
complete performance came from the
elegant Russian soprano, Marina Po-
plavskaya, as Lity, the slave gitd. . ., She
sung with warmth, beautifully carthy
colorings and captivating planissimo
high notes.”

Since then, she has kept a busy per-
forming schedule, being increasingly in
demand and shuttling between opera
houses around the world. T had been in-
rroduced to her in New York, when she
was rehearsing for “War and Peace.”
One night, she came out to dinner with
me and my wife and a few friends, at

Eluine’s. Druring dessert, she suddenly
- got up from the table, rised her arms,

and began to'sing a Russian folk song,
The noisy diners stopped talking. Af-
ter serennding the restaurant with a fow
more, she bowed deeply and undoubt-
edly became the first opera singer at
Elaine's to get a standing ovation.
Marina Poplavskaya was still a rela-
tive unknown in New York, During re-
hearsals, she had been relegated to the
second cast, with the soprane Trine Ma-
taeva singing the rale of Natasha in the
first cast. The Met's general manager,
Peter Gelb, however, had become much
taken by Poplavskays’s singing and
stage mauner, and, shortly hefore the
opening, the two sopranos switched

places. “Her presence is extraordinary,”
Gelb told me. “Some singers have it,

others do not. It's something heyond

practice—it’s 2 natural phenomenon.
She has it”

Aside from her powerful voice,
which emanutes from a body that re-
tains its robustaess through her devo-
tion to such physical exercises as swim-
ming aed salsa dancing, her most
distinctive features are her expressive
blue-gray eyes, pearl-white complexion,
and blond hair, which fafs to her waist,

On the oceasions when 1 saw Po-
plavskaya during the run of “War and
Peace,” and two years later, during “Tu-
randot,” we discussed the possibility of
my visiting her in Moscow. I was curi-
ous to see what it was like for an in-

dependent young singer on the rise to

travel back and forth between the
world’s leading stages, with no fived
home, coping with the challeage of
singing well while enduring the fatigues
and frustrations of travel—the cancelled
flights, the visa problems, the lost lug-
gage, the tedium of checking in and out
of hotels. 1 had never been to Russia,
and when she suggested thar late sum-
mer would be a good time to come 1
made the arrangements, As it turned
out, my trave] dates coincided with the
forest fires and the heat wave that were
smothering Moscow. Despite Poplav-
skay’s warnings—she called to tell
me about the night she spent uncon-
scious on her mothers floor—I stk to
my phan and told her that T would be
happy towait out the weather in my air-
conditioned hotel near Red Square, She
refented, asking only that 1 bring from
New York as many surgical masks as 1
could find. They were in short supply,
shesaid, since people werc wearing them
not only in the streets but also in their
workplaces and homes, :

As my plane made its descent into

Moscow, I could smell smoke from the -

fires thousands of feet below. An hour




later, my cab pulled up to the Hotel
National, and I could only vaguely make
out the clock tower of the Kremlin
and St. BasiPs Cathedral, a few hon-
dred yards away, While Twas unpack-
ing, Poplavskaya eatled to confirm our
lunch date for the following day, but
she told me that my promised tour of
the city would have to be cut short. She
could barely speak, much fess sing, and
with her hectic schedude in the weeks
ahead—requiring that she perform in
Buenos Aires, Barcelona, and New
York—it was essential that she recover
her health as quickly as possible. The
ool air in Argentina, where it was win-
fer, was @ good place to start,

And so, during the following days,
I smw a bit of Moscow, avelling in
an aiv-vonditioned 2002 Toyota silver
hatchback that was driven by Poplav-
skaya’s mother, Elena, who serves asher
daughter's chauffeur, not only in Mos-
cow but in forcign cities as well. Elena
has always appreciated classical music;
Paplavskaya told me that while her
mother was in labor with her, she was
singing Schubert’s “Ave Maria” Elena’s
goal as a young woman had been to
become a competitive bicyclist, but she
was forced to abandon the ideq after she
was struck by 2 truck in a drunk-diiving
accident. As part of her rehabilitation
regimen, she exerdsed ar a local swim-
ming pool, and that was where she met
her future hushand and Marings father,
Viadimir, He had bumped into her in
the water, and he apologiuzed. Elena told
me that this was the first and last fime
that Viadirmir apologized for anything,
In 1976, after 1 quick courtship, dur-
ing which she found him at times to be
obstinate and evasive {she never really
knewwhat he did for aliving), she mar-
ried him, Marina was born the folow-
ing year, and by the time her brother,
Stanislay, artived, in 1982, her par-
ents’ marriage was so contentious that
she lived most of the time with her
grandmother,

Tweas raken to visit the grandmother,
Tamara, on my second day in Moscow,
She is 2 plain but vital woman with alert
brown eyes, a rosy complexion, and sil-
ver hair that she wears secured in a short
ponrytail. She lives as a widow in a tidy
two-room apartment on the twelfth
floor of a much patched and repainted
gray cement building,
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T'he first thing T saw when I entered
the living room with Poplavskaya and
her mother was a large poster of the
singer, advertising a performance at
Covent Garden. 1t bore the caption
“Turbocharged. Marina can do 0-60 in
one second. Decibels that is. One voice.
Complete control. "Total power. Va va
voomn.” A bookease contained works by
such writers as Georges Simenon, Mark
Twain, Leo Tolstoy, and Alexandre
Dumas pére and fils.

“At the age of eight, Twould sit here
reading Dostoyevsley, Tolstoy, and all
the Russian greats, because they were
right here on the wall in front of me,”
Poplavskayz said, scated between her
grandmother and her mother on 4 sofa,
She described her childhood self as a

blend of precocity and immatarity—a

third-grade misfit whom many of her
teachers and fellow-students resented,
because shewas in the habit of using big
words. When she was bored in class, she
reealled, she would interrupt the pro-
ceedings with a song. After she had
done that a few times, some of her
teachers pronounced her mentafly dis-
turbed and recommended that she be
sent o a facility where such children re-
ceived special treatment.

At this, Poplavskaya’s mother and
grandmother exclianged some soft words
in Russian, What they were saying,
as Poplavskaya translated, was that Ler
so-called mental problems in school had
nothing to do with her but wore the
resuft of the backwardness of the Soviet
education system.

Poplayskaya got up 'to show me
around the apartment. She pointed out
the sofa in the living room where she
had slept as a child, and the spot where
she once kept cages containing & ham-
ster, turtles, and a parrot. She said that
she had notbeen alfowed to have pets at
her pareney’ apartment, After they sep-
arated, she said, everyone in the family
except her father moved in with her

{
t

grandmother. She never understood or

- cared for the remote man her mother

had married, but even so, she said, “I
always missed having a father.” Elena
now lives alone in the apartment in cen-
tral Moscow. When Poplavskaya is in
town, she stays with her mother and
sleeps on the couch,

On my last night in Mogscow, I ar-
ranged with the concierge to be awak-
ened the following morning ar four-
thirty. T was to meet Poplavskaya at
the airport for a 7:25 flight to Madrid,
where we would change planes and
travel for another sixteen hours to Bue-
nos Aires. Poplavskaya’s mother would
be taking her to the airport but would
not be joining us on the teip,

I was a bit concerned about secing
Poplavskayu that morning, because the
previous evening a slight 1ift had devel-
oped between us. The ill-fecling had
begun shortly after we left her grand-
mother's apartment. Her mother had
gone off to do errands, and Poplay-
skayz wanted to walk me around the okl
aeighborhood. She showed me her
school, and the playground where she
had fallen and cut her Tip as & child.

-Suddenty, she looked at her watch and

said, “Oh, it's getding late! T must getto
my ieheaysall” She added, “You're mak-
ing me talk too much.”

She yan and T followed her, watching
as she held her righe hand in the alr in
the direction of the oncoming teaffic.
Several taxi-drivers sfowed, but she
waved them away, “They're thicves,” she
told me, “They overcharge, and they
also might Kidnap and kil you. We stay
away from them.”

A private car pulled up, and she
leaned in to speak to the young man be-
hind the wheel. Grabbing the rear door
handle, she motioned for me to get
in, Within seconds, we were speeding
through teaffic and soon arrived ot our
destination, The man, who revealed that
he was a professional mee-car driver, re-
fused Poplavskaya's offer to pay him.

1 followed her into a small recital
hall that had a piano in front and a few
dozen folding chairs arranged in uncven
rows behind it. Except for Poplavskaya
and her accampanist, Twas the only one
present, and for at least an hour I sat in
the back enjoying the vibrancy of her
volce as she sang, in Latin, lines from
Verd?s Requieny, which she was to per-

oy




form in Buenos Alres as a soloist with
I.a Sealw’s orchestra and chorus.

Every once In a while during the re-
hearsal, she suddenly stopped singing.

She stood and stased at the sheet music
she held at eye fevel and began to shake
her head in away that sent her long loose
hair thrashing about in whiplash fashion.
She spoke harshly to the pianist, who
would draw himsclf up and sit quictly,
looking down at the keyboard, Tense mo-
ments of sitence followed, punctuated
only by a sound coming from Poplav-
skaya’s cell phone, which sat on a nearby
table. The phone had been programmed
to function as a metronome. No matter
what Poplavskaya was doing, it performed
its cluty: sick-tock, fick-tock, tick-tock.

Then, after nodding at the accompa-
nist, she starred aguin, singing in Latin:

“Quic sutts miser tnne dicturns®” (“What
shalt 1 say, wretch that Lam? . . “Laeri-
wosa dies il qua resurget ex firvilla iudi-
candus home vens” (“Tearful will be thar
duy, when shall vise out of the ashes the
guilty to be judged.”)

The wordd “facrimosd” seerned to pres-
ent a problem regasding pitch or intona-
tion, and she paused to repeat it many
times: “Lacrimosal . . . Lacrimosa! .
Laerimesal” Once, as she sang the word,
she shunmmed herright patm down on the
top of the piano.

* The planist sat in silence.

Tick—tock, tick-tock, tick-tock.

After the rehearsal, she and the pia-
nist parted cordially, Then she walked
over to me and said she was sorry that 1
had to sit througl such a trying session.
She stiffened and went on to suggest
that her flawed singing and her fatigue
were partly attributable to having me
around, With her voice rising, and her

" tone almost as harsh as when she had
been tafking to the pianist, she said that
answering so many of my questions and
serving as my interpreter with her mother
and grandinother had taken atollonher
throat, Ttwas myf fauft tharshe had sung

- 50 poorly.

- Texpressed my regrets and promised
that, from now on, T would be content

. to attend her performances sind restrict
our conversations to times of her choos-
ing. The next marning, 1 was selicved,
when I spotted Poplavskaya across the
business-class Jounge at the fe‘npoﬂ, to
sce her smifing at me and wavmg mein
her direction,

AMier landing in Mudrid, we had a
beer together while we waited to change
planes, and she told me a long story
about sleeping on an airport bench
in London one night in 2008 because
of avisa mixup. This sort of thing was
almost unavoidablc, she said, because,
with her carcer moving so quickly and
with enticing opportunities being of-
fered on short notice, her travel dates

Swere often switched at the Jast minute,

A few examples: In early January
of 2008, she flew to Moscow from
New York, having completed the ran of

“War and Peace” at the Met. Then she
went right back to New York, becanse
she could not resist the opportunity to
perform at Avery Fisher Tiall on Janu-
ary 25th with the conductor Leon Bot-
stein and his Américan Symphony Or-
chestra, in a concert ealled “The Russian
Futurises.” During that pu'md Poplay-
skaya spent 4 lot of time in London,
where she appeared in four productions
under the auspices of the Royat Opera
House: “Gotterdimmerung,” “Don

- Gilovanni,” “Bugene Onegin,” and “Don

Carlo.” Dusing her final scenc on the
last night of “Onegin,” as she walked

oftstage she stumbled and fel, chipping
a hone in her foot and teaving a fow lig-
aments. She had to cancel a flight to
Spain, where she had planned to visit
San Lorenzo Escorial, 2 royal palace, as
a method of preparing emotionally for
her role as the queen in “Don Carlo”
St watked with crutches for two and &
half onths, and when she was rehears-
ing tor “Don Cardo” she wore an air oot
under her gown to ease the pain. Six
weeks later, she was singing the part of
Desdemona in the Salzburg Festival's
production of “Otello,” conducted by
Riceardo Muti. Ter schedule is booked

for the noxt five years,

With the plane to Buenos Aires ready

for boarding, T followed a fow steps be-
hind Poplavskaya. Not for the first time
did I notice how gracefully she carries
herself and how nearly perfect is her
posture, her spine stnight, her shoulders
back, her head held high, Fer cary-on
bag, slung over her right shoulder, ap-
peared 1o be very heavy, but she carried
it with case, Inside it, in addition to her
laptop, which contains downloaded re-

cordings of hundreds of operas and sym-

phonies, she keeps many books and in-
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structional pamphlets. That day, she had
a copy of “Practical Mcthod of Iralian
Singing,” by Nicola Vaceat (1790-1848),
and “Escrcied per a Vocalizzazione,” by
Girolamo Creseentini, an cighteenth-
century Iralian casteato. She also carded
the full operatic score of *Carmen,” all six
hundred and fifty-three pages of it. She
is one of the few opera singers who not
only know their own part in each opera
and concert but are also famitliar with the
parts played by every other singer and in-
stramentalist in the orchestra,

In her bag, she also had the two-
hundred-and-seventy-page conductor’s
score of Verdi's Requicm, which she
had annotated with peacilled notations,
She carries a dozen or so colored pencils
with her, each representing to her a pac-
ticular cinotional color or key. Fler notes
on the score are color-coded to signify
mood shifts or changes in harmonics.
B minor is represented by emerald green,
C major, by a shade of goldish red.

Shortly after we took off, Poplav-
skaya removed a headset from her bag
and, after placing it over her ears, bogan
listening to Beethaven’s Ninth Sym-
phony, once of the picces she would be
performing under Barenboim in Bue-
nos Alres, She bricfly lent me the car-
phones so that T could appreciate the
sound quality, "Then, after she had read-
justed it over her cars, she leaned back
in her seat and closed her eyes.

tried to get some sleep, too, but L kept
recalfing scenes and sights from my

brief visit to Moscow—the Bolshoi-

Theatre, the Pushkin State Muscum of

" Yine Arts, the food market where T had

watched as Poplavskaya skipped down
the aisle pushing a cart filled with gro-
ceries for her grandmother, humming
along with Bach’s Brandenburg Con-
certo No. 2, which was playing over a
loudspeaker,

1t was evident thatshe had foved
musie all her life. Her beloved grand-
mother Tamara played the guitar and
saught her folk songs, (She has mixed
feelings about her grandfather Serpei,
who had trouble holding his liquor and
his job. Ie once took young Marina to
1 barber, who, without consulting her,
lopped oft her long braids, Later, she
surmised that he had sold her hair to pay
his bar bill.)

When Poplavskaya was nine, she told
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me, she was home alone afterschool one
day when she heard an announcement
on the radio that the Bolshoi Theatre
was auditioning youngsters for its chil-
drer's choir. She immediately headed to
the arts center, leaving a note on the
kitchen table for her mother and grand-
mother, After 4 fifty-minute subway ride
and a forty-minute bus ride, she stood in
line outside the recital hall for a fow
hours with more than o hundred other
childeen, all of them escorted by parents
ot gaardians, VWhen it was her fun, she
took her place onstage in front of a diree-
tor, who sat behind a desk. He ignored
her and looked around, as if he expected
to speak first to the adult who had
brought her. Then he turned to her and
asked, “Why are you here?”

“Ihat’s a strange question,” she re-
plied. “I'm here to siog.”

“And whatwill you sing?”

“Lean sing many things,” Poplavskaya
said, “but Tl stact with a folk song,”

After she had sung two songs, the di-
rector asked, “And now would you like
to sing the seales?”

T find that odd,” she told him. “Be-
cause I've atready sung.”

“Oh, this little girl has a strong char-
acter,” the director said,

“May [ go now?” she asked,

“Don’t you want to wait for the re-

sults?” a pianist askaed,

“No, I must get home,” Poplavskaya
said.- She wrote down her telephone
number for them, and said, “Pleasce eall
me. If I've passed, fine. Xf not, I shall
sing in another choir,”

Tt was nearly 10 . when Poplav-
skaya returned home. FHer mother was
angxy at her, but she asked, “Weli, did
you at least pass?”

“They will call)” Poplavskaya said. .

“Or maybe they won't”.
A week ater, Elena got a call from
the directoy, who told her, “Your ex-

traordinary child has been accepted for

a probation peried to sing with the Bol-
shoi Theatre Choir. We will pay her
sixty rubles a month,”

With Lier fust paycheck, Poplavskaya
bought herself a pair of red leather
hoots. Before long, shie was singing with
the choir at concerts and operas all over
Russia and Europe, requiring at times
that she be excused from school. This
did tittle to increasc her popularity with
het wachers and her felow-students.

. At fifteen, having completed the
tenth grade, her last year at school, she
eorolled at the Ippolitov-Ivanov Music
Tnstitute, in Moscow, where she studied
with a stern Siberian-born reacher

¢




named Peter Tarasov. Three years later,
Poplavskaya felt in love with and manied
a langruage teacher named Victor Iva-
novsky, who was twenty-two years her
senior and the son of the venerable Rus-
sian tenor Viadimir Ivanovsky. Tarasov
became infuriated with Poplavskaya,
warning that her marriage would be the
end of her carcer, “Fe thought T ex-
changed my talent for the family fife and
he got so furious that he didn’t coach or
speak to me for two yeass,” she told me.

Asichappened, the careerwenton and
the marriage ended. Poplavskaya would
have four husbands over the next eleven
years—two legal and two common-
law—without any of them altering her
routine of living out of a suitcase and
travelling all over the world in search of
competitive musical events offering
Pprize money and prestige.

In 1997, when she was nineteen, she
won first prize for her group in the Belfa
Voce competition for young Russian
singers. In 1999, she took second prize
in the Elena Obraztsova International
Comperition for young opera singers, in
St. Petersburg, A year later, in Belgium,
she was a finalist in the Queen Elisabeth
Competition,

By this time, her mardage to Victor
Tvanovsky was over, As she later de-
scribed it in an e-madl to me, “ left in
February 2002 at 4:30 in the morning
aftor T was another time told that 1 am
not 2 good wife, as I do not manage well
with my ‘obligations’ as a housc wife.
Meaning: ironing tons of clothing, wash-
ing everyday toilet and bathroom, after [
am back home from my studies (which
was after 10 pam, sometimes). ... 1 just
feft, I ran from not being fice, from it,
from not being understood and not
being loved.”

That August, while sceking o di-
vorce, Poplavskaya pledged herselt, in
her fashion, to a tenor from Kazakhstan
whom she referred to as her “social hus-
band.” She fived with him for a while in
her grandmother’s apartment, She was
then twenty-five and a soloist at the
Bolshoi Theatre, soon to make her op-
eratic début singing the role of Ann
Truelove in Stravinsky’s “The Rake’s

Progress.” By the following March, she

had a new “soctal husband,” & Gredk
diplomat posted in Moscow. She was
on the Bolshoi stage 2 good deal that
year, fiest in Tehatkovsky's “Mazeppa,”

and then in Wagner's “Flying Dutch-
man.” In June, during the second act of
“Dutchman,” her character sings the fa-
mous lines about the cursed Dutchman
needing a faithful wife, and is crushed in
the arms of the buss-baritone who plays
him. She found herself enjoying the
feeling: “Ttas,” she told me, “fove from
one sight.”

Inkeeping with Poplavskayas prefer-
ence for older men, the bass-baritone
who played the Dutchman was an
Amencan some thirty years her senior
named Robert Hale. (She ultimately
married Hale n a Presbyterian church in
Arizona, on August 2, 2006. Within a
few months, she had filed for a divorce,)

When she met Hale onstage at the

Bolshoi, she was less fluent in English. .

than in German, Freach, and Iralian,
But after she rented an apartment in
London that year, under the auspices of
the Covent Garden Young Actists Pro-
gramme, her mastery of English im-
proved, So did her mastery of public ve-
lations. The British press praised her
singing but was particularly charmed by

_her personality and her offstage antics.

One morning in 2005, she had a
nine-o’clock audition at the Royal
Opera ouse and was also expected to
be in Moscow that cvening at the Inter-
nationa! Peforming Arts Center to re-
hearse: for her role in Stravinsky's “Les
Noces.” After completing her audition,
she rushed out the stage door, still wear-
ing her long concert dress, and met, by
prearrangement, a. motorcycle driver
who was employed by » courier service,
They sped from the center of London
to the airport in twenty-five minutes,
Poplavskaya’s arms wrapped around the
man's waist and her hair streaming fiom
under 2 helmet, She made her 11 A,
flight and was in Moscow by early eve-
ning, in time for the rehearsal. The
London papers covered the mororbike
incident, and, later, the Royal Opers
House created an ad campuign featur-
ing her that resulted in the “Turbo-
charged”poster 1 had seen inher grand-
mother’s apartment.

fter steeping for several hours on
A the plane, I turned and saw Po-
plavskaya still wearing her headset and

with both eyes closed, except that now

she was waving a yellow pencil in front

‘of her face, as if holding a baton, un-

mindful of the attention she was attract-
ing among a fow passengers.

Finally, nearly twenty-four hours
after feaving the smoldering city of
Moscow, we landed in Buenos Aires.
The weather was frigid—winter in the
Southern Hemisphere. A driver sent by
the concert’s promoters met us and took
us to a small hotel in the center of town,
across the street from the ornate Teatro
Colén, Unable to get a room in the
hotel where Poplavskaya was staying, 1
had found accommaodations a few doors
away, at a farger hotel called the Pan-
americano, although I was told by the
desk clerk there that, owing to a forth-
conying convention, I would be able to
stay for only five days. Poplavskay's firs
concert, conducted by Barenboim,
would not occur for neary two weeks.

But, even betore T had completed my
registration at the hotel’s front desk, 1
heard my name being called in a loud
and strident voice, Turning, T saw Po-
plavskaya walking swiftly in my direction
bearing alarge suitcase in each hand, her
carry-on bag shing over a shoulder, Mak-
ing no attempt to conceal her agitation,
she announced that the other hotel had
assighed her to a smoking room, and she
could notaccept this. Shewent onto say
that the manager had refused to give her
another room, and, farthermore, he ex-
pected her to pay for the fist room. She
had protested so vociferously that the
manager finally backed down, being by
then relicved just to have her remove her
hostile presence from his lobby.

Now she asked the Panamericano’s
desk clerk for 4 non-smoking room,
Fortunately, be had one available, hut
he made it clear, as he had to me, that
she could stay for only five days. She
was eager to be off the road, though,
and so, after we had registéred, we
headled toward the clevator, porters fol-
lowing with our luggage. As we said
pgood night, we made 2 plan to meet for
breakfast. '

The next moming, T did not sce her.

‘Nor did I telephone her. This would be
. my policy throughout our five-day stay

at the Pamamericano. She called me
with enough regularity that I never felt
out of touch. T knew that, before big
performances, she sometimes sought
secluston for days at a time.

But she was unpredictable. Some-

times shie appeared to hate being alone,
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and she would suddenly call to suggest
that we take a walk or dine at onc of
the waterside steak restaurants on the
Pucrto Madero, More often than not,
after she had taken 2 bite of what the
chef had presented, she would send it
back with word that the meat wus in-
sufficiently tender or too salty. Once,
after the chef had washed the saft ofTher
steak and retuned it, she complained
that the meat bad come back too wet.
On marnings when we had breakfast
together in the hotel’s dining room, it
- waus rare that she did not find something
t6 complain about: the tmble linen was
unclean, or the glssware was smudged,
or there were too many flies buzzing
around the buffee table. Once, she care-
fully trapped two flies in an empty glass;
thea, after placing her hand over the top
of it, she carried it over to the maige
and said, “Here, this is yowrs.” '
Frs sometimes fess amuged than em-
barrassed by her demancling nature. After
she had complained to the chambennaid
about stains she found on her mattress,
she reminded me that her grandmother
“Tamara had worked for a while as a
chambermaid in a hotel, after she was
forced toretire from herjobworking inan
automobile plant. Ter grandmother hac
been meticulous, she said, supervising
other chambernwids and holding them to
her own high standaxd, As 2 young girl,
Poplavskaya would sometimes accom-

pany Tamara as she made hee rounds. §
got the impression that she was holding
the people who served her—the Pan-
americano’s chambermaids, chef, and
waiters—to the same artistic standards
that 2 condluctor demanded of an orches-
tra. At the hotel, she asked to switch
rooms at least twice, and once she de-
manded that an electrician be seat to her
room fo check the heating system.

One evening whenwe were refuming
from dinner, wfter Poplavskayz had paid
the taxi-driver, she looked at the change
and announced that he had given her
counterfeit bills. She and the driver got
into an argument. We had already
stepped out of the taxi, but, as the argu-
ment escatated, the driver pulled away
from the hatel, with the calds rear door
still open, and with Poplavskays hand-
bag on the back seat. She ran into the
street after the eub and, unable to cateh
up with it, screamed, “Police! Policet”

The Panamericano’s doorman was
standing inside the entrance to the ho-
tel, but he did not respond. A female
gacst witnessed the episode, however,
and wrote down the taxi's license-plate
number. I later accompanied Poplav-
skaya to the police station as she fifed a
report, but even though the ficense-
plitte nwumber was made available to the
authorities, nothing was done to retricve
Poplavskayn’s lost handbag—which
contained her wallet, filled with credic

cards and cash—or to apprehend the
taxi-driver.

After retuming from the police sta-
tion, Poplavskaya told the Panamerica-
ng's night manager that she would not
pay her bill beeause there had been no
doorman on duty to provide proper se-
curity., When we checked out of the
Panamericano, Poplavskayn had not only
succeeded in getting her bill significantly
reduced; she had also seen to ic that five
lundred dollars was deducted from my
bill, We had booked two new rooms ina
hotel across the street called the NI

Tango, but the Panamericano’s porters

would not transport our huggage there.
Nor would the new hotel's porters
come tous. So Poplavskays took a brass-
arched trolley from the Panamericano's
lobby, pifed our many picces of luggage
ontoit, and rolled it outside and onto the
avenue 9 de Julio, The avenue 9 de Julio
is o fourteen-lane boulevard with four-
fane streets on either side, and, as Po-
plavskaya piloted the trolley across, it
bumped over multiple train toacks, dodg-
ing buses and cars and erowds of puzeted
pedestiians, tourists, and panhandlers.
Twenty minutes later, she gave the
whetled conveyance a final shove, and it
rolled pasta security guard and right into
the lobby of the NH Tango. Because we
were pre-registered, she pushed the cart,
which was the property of the Panamer-
icano, right past the Tango's porters, di-
rectly into the elevator, and up to her
room on the ninth floor.

During the weeks in Argenting,
Poplavskays had some time to get ac-
quainted with Barenboim, whom she
worked with for the first time in Buenos
Aires. (Fewas born in Buenos Atres, and
the concerts were part of a series of events
commemorating the sixticth anniversary
of his career ss a conductor.)She told me
that the part she was singing in Verdi's
Requiem is more demanding than any
operatic role she sings, and she was ner-
vous. One afternoon, we sat in the Teatro
Colén watching Barenboim rehearse the
orchestra, The theatre’s ornate chairs
are upholstered in red velvet, and their
earved-wood backs are topped with
gold filigree; Poplavskayn sat fidgeting,
poking at one of the gold decorations
with a metal hair clip, Later, she said to
me, “Oh, I hope Twill be good enough

_ for him.”

Several days Jates, on August 25th, in




tront of a capacity andience at the Teatro
. Colén, whose horscshoe-shaped audito-
siurn has two thousand four hundred and
seventy-cight seats, with additiona
standing-room space for five hundred,
Barenboim conducted Beethoven’s Ninth
Symphony. Poplavskaya was well re-
ccived. The critic Margariea Polling, in
Asubito Financicre, wrote, “The level of
the soloists (wisely placed between the
choir and the orchestra) showed its high-
est peak with the soprano Mudna Po-
plavskaya, with such a voice that the very
difficult Beethoven melismas did not
sound strident almost for the first timne.”

Poplavskaya was also in good form
five nights later, when Barenbeim con-
ducted Verdi's Requicm. Sitting in the
. audience, 1 could hardly wai for her to
sing the word “Zacrimosa.” This time, she
had ne trouble with it. As [ listened to
her, I thought about her voice: making
that sound requires such energy and
skill, yet it never sounded forced. Atone
point, she held a note for ten scconds,
and it cut like a diwrnond sabre right
through the sounds of a hundred choral
singers and a hundred instrumentalists.

Backstage, after the concert, Baren-
boim told her, "You are blessed with an
exceptional voice, and you have trained
itvery well” (Later that evening, he told
me that he had never known a singer
who worked with 2 conductor’s score)
He asked her to mect with him soon in
Berlin, where he lives, to discuss the
possibifity of participating in projects
under his direction at the Staatsoper,
the Berdin State Opera. '

The TFeatro Colon hosted parties
after cach of the concerts in Buenos
Aires, and Poplavskaya was often at
Barenboim's side, although she smoothly
stepped away whenever he reached into
his pocket for one of his thick, gold-
labelled cigars (“Edicion Limitada
20107 and struck & match under it. Far
from Moscow, she was still avoiding
smoke,

The next day, when she packed for
Barcelona, to rehearse for “Carmen,”
she made sure to include her bathing
suit, so that she could take some restor-
ative dips in the Mediterrancan, She
also packed a stuffed toy dog;, which she
had bought for a euro in Rome, and
which she takes with her everywhere,
When she gets cold in bed at night, she
places the dog over her throat for com-

fort. (The careful packing cnded up
being in vain: the airdine lost her fugpage
en route to Barcelona.)

She had already arranged for the
rental of a three-room apartment in
Buarcelona, within a short walk of the
Gran Teatre del Licen, where the “Car-
men” rehiearsals would be held. Po-

‘plavskaya was to sing the part of Mi-

cacla, the demure love mateh secking
the attention of Don José, '
played by the tenor Ro-
berto Alagna. Among the |
challenges confronting her
in this opera was having ro
sing in French, which she
had not done, so she ar-
ranged to work with aspe-
cial tutor. She felt quite
comfortable with Alagna,
having heard him sing be-
fore, and was looking for- . :
ward to joining him at the Met this
month, where he is appearing opposite
her in “Don Cardo”

Poplavskaya left Barcelona and, after
stopping in Berdin and Moscow, amived
in New York in fate Ocrober to start xe-
hearsals for “Don Carlo.” She is singing
the part of Efisabeth, a vole that is con-
sidered particularly chullenging in terms

* of interpretation. Through a Ukiinian-

born friend, she found a nice firnished
apartment near Lincoln Centor for' a
hundred and fifteen dollars a day. She
will five in it for more than two months,
through the nuns of “Don Carlo” and
“Lax Traviata” Her fiving room, on the
g :
twenty-second floor, overlooks the
twelve-story Empive Hotel, and some-
tirnes, when he js standing near his win-
dow, shic can see her co-star, Alagna.
On the afternoon of the *Don Carle”
opening, after Poplavskaya cooked her-
sclf a Jate lunch (meat ragout with veg-
ctables and & glass ol water), she walled
over to Lincola Center, with her coll
phone tarned off and her mind on the
music that she would soon be singing.
She passed through security ac the Met's
stage door and wene to her dressing

room. For the next half hour, while '

doing warmup vocalizing exercises, she
set about sanitizing her quacters, wiping
the top of her vanity tble and all the

surfaces around it with paper towels
doused in Purell. THer dressing room

measures about ten feet by twelve;
against one wall is an upright Yamaha

piano, and against another is a sofa cov-

ered in coral brocade. There is a bath-

room with a shower, and Poplavskaya

brings her own towels from homg, hav-

ing more than once complained to her

Ukrainian friend that those provided by

the Mot did net conform to her stan-
dards of cleanfiness.

Shortly after scven o'elock, wearing the

hunting attire of Elisabeth of Valois, Po-

plavskaya was onstage wan-

dering through the forest

near Fontainebiean when,

by chance, she meets Don

Carlo {(Alagna), the son of

the Spanish king, 1t is “Jove

from one sight,” as Poplay-

skaya might have phrased

i, but it would not survive

Actl, By Act V, more than

four hours fater, Poplav-

o skaya is lying onstage with

Don Carlo dying in her arms, bringing to

2 close their Jove and Verdi's long opera,

When itvwas over, the audience whooped

and applauded for many minutes, and the

nextlay, in the Tomes, Anthony Tomma-

sini wrote, “The lovely Russian soprano

Marina Poplavskaya, as Llisabeth, does

not have a classic Verdi voice, Stilf, with-

her luminous singing, beautifil pianis-
simo high notes and unforced power, she
wasanoble, elogrant Elisabeth. Somehow,
the cool Russian colorings of her voice
brought ont the apartness of the charac-
ter, ayoung womanin a loveless mardage
in a foreign fand.”

It was neady midnight before Po-
plavskaya Jeft her dressing roow, having
changed into a simple long-sleeved
black jersey and a skirt that she had pur-
chased the day before. She was on her
way to a gala party on the Meds mezza-
ning, Onstage, the “Tlon Cardo” st was
being nolsily dismantled, and the crew
wag setting up scencry for the next day’s
rehearsals of Puceind’s “La Fanciulla del
West.” On her way to the party, Poplav-
skaya paused in the hallway to put some
personal items into her locker. Hanging
there, in a cloth bag, were a pair of red
patent-leather pumps with five-inch

“heels, She will wear them onstage on

New Year's Eve, when she sings the role
of Violetta in “La Traviata e
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