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Cecilia 
Bartoli’s
A-list Success
Whether you are in New 
York, Singapore, Sydney, 
Zurich or anywhere else, 
just say the name Cecilia 
Bartoli and people will 
know exactly who you are 
talking about. The mezzo-
soprano is the number one 
opera singer worldwide.
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Whether you are in New York, Singapore, 
Sydney, Zurich or anywhere else, just say the 
name Cecilia Bartoli and people will know 
exactly who you are talking about. The mez-
zo-soprano is the number one opera singer 
worldwide. The outspoken, enterprising and 

fiery personality who engages with the wild 
passions of the eighteenth-century arias she 
loves is endowed with a great ability to com-
bine artistic exquisiteness with intellectual 
curiosity and market logic. Her concerts are 
always sold out and she has sold over 10 mil-
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lion albums, which have ranked at the top of 
the international pop charts for more than 100 
weeks. Her secret to success? Start with the 
raw material, her exceptional voice, and add 
to it an entrepreneurial instinct that is unpar-
alleled in the industry. Bartoli does not miss 
a beat: she always knows where, when and 
what to sing and how to achieve maximum 
profit. They say, in fact, that her remunera-
tions often make producers turn pale, but it 
is a subject she does not like to argue about - 
it’s either take it or leave it. At least, that’s what 
they say in her circles. And does she confirm 
that? “Although the remuneration might be 
rather high, emoluments given to opera art-
ists are low or almost nothing if we compare 
them to those of rock stars. Of course, being 
in this sector I can’t complain,” she confirms. 

Bartoli was born and raised in Rome, and 
claims to be a mix between a Roman chili-
pepper and Emilia Romania parmesan. Italy 
is the cradle of opera theatres, which unfor-
tunately have been going through difficult 
times lately. If you were offered the direction 
of an Italian theatre, would you accept? She 
gives a straight and very uncomfortable an-
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swer. “On condition that they will 
allow you to fire everybody and 
start from scratch. Probably, this is 
the right way forward, that of doing 
some general cleaning up. Unfor-
tunately, there are too many vest-
ed interests and mechanisms that 
do not work properly.” When we 
ask Bartoli to name a superinten-
dent that she particularly admires, 
she does not hesitate: “Alexander 
Pereira. He was in Vienna, then in 
Zurich to make the theatre really in-
ternational, in Salzburg and now at 
La Scala Theater. He is a manag-
er who also loves and understands 
music very well. Actually, a super-
intendent must be the first person 
to arrive at the theatre and the last 
person to leave, just like he does. It 
is only in this way, and with a con-
stant presence, that you can keep 
the situation under control and be 
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able to solve any problems that crop up. The su-
perintendent holds the keys to the house.”

Bartoli has been living for years in Switzerland 
with her husband Oliver Widmer - a baritone. She 
lives on the golden coast of Lake Zurich, not far 
from Tina Turner. By the way, do you like pop mu-
sic? “Yes, I like rock music, even if we no longer 
have those hardy groups of the past, such as the 
Pink Floyd or the Rolling Stones. Not long ago, in 
fact, I was in Toronto for a concert and casually 
found myself in the hotel lift with Mick Jagger. I 
thought... how strange life is. This evening there 
will be people coming to my concert and others 
going to Jagger’s and probably they will be total-
ly different people: opera lovers and rock fans.”
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Her recordings are always considered a 
great event, and she demonstrated her pa-
nache once more with the launch of her lat-
est CD, entitled ‘St. Petersburg’, in October. 
They had chosen the Versailles Royal Palace 
for the occasion, better still, the Hall of Mir-
rors and exactly where the famous Treaty 
of Versailles had been signed, marking the 
end of the First World War. More than 400 
guests were present for the event. No other 
artist has ever been so highly revered by the 
record company. And just a couple of years 
ago, Decca even rented an entire castle on 
the outskirts of Monaco for her, as well as the 
palace of Caserta a few years before. “We 
organize such events just for her,” says Paul 
Moselein, managing director of the record 
company. 

The album cover-photo portrays her as an 
inflexible Tsarina, and indeed, Bartoli is said 
to have quite a temper, “she is resolute and 
concrete and has clear ideas about what she 
intends to do - and likes having everything 
under control,” says Damiano Michieletto, 
the young director with whom Bartoli signed 

Rossini’s opera ‘Cenerentola’ in Salzburg 
2014. Practical and enterprising, she is also 
capable of managing her own activities. 

Bartoli is the first woman to direct the chicest 
festival in Europe, the Salzburg Whitsun Fes-
tival, which she has been heading up since 
2012. At the helm before her were Riccardo 
Muti and Herbert von Karajan. “A really ex-
traordinary achievement. Taking on a role 
that used to be held exclusively by men – 
extraordinary conductors at that – did re-
ally have a strong impact on me, I have to 
admit.” In Salzburg, she also invited Anna 
Netrebko and Joyce Di Donato. But didn’t 
the prima donnas tend to bicker in the past? 
“On the contrary, we see each other – she 
explains with a smile – and Anna has a very 
beautiful voice, therefore, I chose her for the 
festival and my purpose was solely that of 
excellence. There will only be the best con-
ductors, singers and artists and with no op-
tion to export the program elsewhere. I have, 
in fact, asked for exclusivity, otherwise, what 
sort of festival would that be?”
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One last thing. Bartoli is known for her dar-
ing virtuosity. Are you a daredevil in life? “Not 
much. I would say the contrary. With my voice 
I love to fly, but otherwise, I am quite cau-
tious. Normally, real courage is not ventur-
ing into careless situations, but rather over-
coming one’s fears.” Have you overcome the 
fear of going on stage? “Not really. They say 

that with time you tend to overcome it, but 
for me that is absolutely not true. You do get 
to know your vocal instrument much better, 
but the responsibility is greater for being on 
the crest of the wave for more than 20 years. 
My greatest fear is that of not meeting the 
expectations of the public.”


