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ltalian tenor Luciano
Pavarotti has died of
cancer, aged 71
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‘He set a standard
that will remain
with us for
decades to come’

- Former Los Angeles
Philharmonic music director
Zubin Mehta on Pavarotti's voice

Pavarotti touched many in Singapore

Stephanie Yap
ARTS REPORTER

SOPRANO Nancy Yuen, 41, still re-
members where she was sitting when
she first saw Luciano Pavarotti per-
form live as the Duke of Mantua in
Verdi’s Rigoletto, at London’s Royal
Upcm House in 1983.

“I was in row D, the
fourth row from the or-
chestra, and 1 could see
him very clearly. He was
mesmerising,” recalls the
Hong Kong-born, Singa-
pore- -based singer, who
was then a student at the
Royal Academy of Mu-
sic.

“His voice was so
beautiful, the intensity so
strong, that I was totally
captivated. It was a voice
in a trillion, not even a
billion. Like Mozart, he

ST FILE PHOTO
TENOR KING: Pavarotti arriving
at the Singapore Indoor
Stadium in a golf cart.

is one of a kind.”

Even though the late
Italian tenor only per-
formed here once, at the

Singapore Indoor Stadium in 1993, it
is clear that he has made an impact on
the local opera scene.

Opera practitioners and buffs Life!
spoke to expressed sadness — but not
surprise — at the tenor’s death from
pancreatic cancer at age 71.

Singapore Lyric Opera (SLO) ten-
or Lim Shieh Yih, 38, says that what
made Pavarotti stand out from his
peers was his clear diction and purity
of sound.

“He could produce some of the pur-
est vowels ever heard. They were very
distinct, which is not somelhmg many
people can do. Every tenor aims for
his standard,” he says.

Still, even Pavarotti buffs admit
that he had been underperforming for
the last decade or more, plagued by
health problems caused by obesity.

Dr Terence Dawson, an associate
professor with Nanyang Technologi-
cal University’s English department,
has listened to Pavarotti since the late
1960s and has almost all his record-
ings.

He reviewed the tenor’s 1993 con-
cert here for The Straits Times

“1 have always had a soft spot for
Pavarotti because of what he does
well. If you have heard him hit High C
as he used to be able to. you can see
see why people go gaga over him,” he
says.

“But his last 20 years - and that in-
cludes the Singapore concert — were
sad, sad years of decline. He got too
fat, couldn’t control his breath and
what he was delivering was only a
ghost of what he was in his younger
years.”

The SLO’s Lim caught Pavarotti in
New York in 1995 when he performed
the role of Tonio in Donizetti’s Fille
Du Regiment, and says that he “didn’t
do too well then™,

Still, he says that the flak the tenor
received then was uncalled for. “I was
a bit angry as they totally bashed him
in the newspapers. He has worked so
hard for so many years, and to rake
him over the coals for one bad per-
formance is unfair,” he says.

Mr Phan Ming Yen, director of ar-
tistic development at The Arts House
and a classical music buff, recalls catch-
ing Pavarotti live in Los Angeles in

1994, in a concert that was part of The
Three Tenors series the singer did
with renowned Spanish tenors Jose
Carreras and Placido Domingo.

He recalls not being all that wowed
by Pavarotti until the end, when the
tenor sang his signature aria, Nessun
Dorma (Let No One Sleep) from Puc-
cini’s Turandot.

“He really got the crowd worked
up: I will never forget one man sitting
a few rows in front of me raising his
hands up as in victory when he sang
“All'aba vincero! (At daybreak, I will
win!),” he says.

“The funny thing is that Carreras
and Domingo left a more lasting im-
pression on me than Pavarotti did. ex-
cept for the Nessun Dorma moment
That, I have to admit, was quite some-
thing.”

But whether or not he ended his ca-
reer on a high note, those that met
him remember a charismatic man
whose massive girth was matched by
his warm personality.

Singapore Symphony Orchestra
co-leader Lynnette Seah, 49, recalls
working with him on his concert here:
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“Whenever he came on stage, you
could feel the aura of his charisma,
and his voice was the most amazing hu-
man voice I've ever heard live.”

Meanwhile, Malaysian tycoon Fran-
cis Yeoh, 53, who was friends with the
tenor ever since becoming a fan more
than 10 years ago, says he last saw the
tenor when he visited his seaside
house in Pesaro, Italy, six months ago
for dinner.

The CEO of construction firm
YTL Corporation recalls that Pavarot-
ti had taken pains to hunt for a special
homemade Italian wine that Yeoh
liked.

He last spoke to the tenor on the
phone about two weeks ago, and is
glad he managed to speak to him
about religion and the Bible before his
death.

He says tearfully: “He had earlier
promised he will sing for me when he
gets well.”

> ysteph@sph.com.sg

With additional reporting by
Frankie Chee
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