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The Operatic Diva: Stereotype and Truth
Modern perceptions of the diva

When a modern American hears the word diva or its sister term prima donna, he or she most often conjures up notions of an imperious star singer. One imagines a immensely popular, flamboyant, proud, glamorous, strong, and dramatic woman who combines these generally positive attributes with a less desirable set of traits, including being volatile, demanding, vain, controlling, self-absorbed, unreasonable, suspicious, and jealous. If we attempt to picture her, we may begin to imagine a permanent Wagnerian headdress attached to big hair, towering over a three hundred pound body swathed in theatrical draperies. She is truly larger than life; yet, however many deficiencies she may be perceived to have or may actually possess, she can somehow command the adoration of thousands. When one continues to dwell on the idea of diva, we may begin to recall tales of tantrums, stories of cancellations on no notice, demands on staff to repaint the dressing room, and contract clauses requiring that certain colors be removed from the bowl of candy that must be placed in a precise location in the repainted room. In short, when we hear diva, we picture the diva stereotype, aspects of which “in the past several years had gone beyond opera to take part in pop culture.”

Figures such as the pop stars Jennifer Lopez and Cher, and Carlotta, Andrew Lloyd Webber’s prima donna in his Phantom of the Opera, play prevalent roles in this modern perception of the diva. Even advertisements reflect the diva stereotype - its more positive, glamorous and self-indulgent leanings are played on in the recent Godiva Chocolatier advertising campaign “GoDiva.”  The marketing departments that created the ad wish to convince their audience to “treat yourself – you’re a diva … a diva feels that an indulgent lifestyle has been earned” but also acknowledge the risk of the stereotypes’s negative aspects: the “diva suggests pride and strength, but also a certain brash self-centeredness.”
 Michael Poizat agrees with the negative perception as well, and writes that “Behind the title ‘diva’ there is often the somewhat pejorative idea of capricious behavior, bizarre demands, in short, the abuse of a position of absolute mastery.”
 The New Grove’s Dictionary of Opera, a most respected source for classical musicians and musicologists, also acknowledges the negative aspects of the diva stereotype. Its entry for prima donna (Italian for first lady and synonymous with diva) begins, “the leading woman singer in an opera, often though not [always] a soprano; by extension, a vain, capricious person.”
 However, it later mentions that “whether she was typically vainer or more capricious than other singers (or than other people involved in opera) is open to question.”
 It is this question that here invites a closer scrutiny. Does the truth of the diva lie more in her positive stereotype, her negative stereotype, or a mix of both? By investigating the positive and negative traits of the diva, by walking through a brief history of the prima donna, and by considering the careers and personal lives of several divas, the stereotype will be shown to be not always true. The negative stereotype unfortunately continues to be perpetuated by the unprofessional behavior of a very few, and taints the perception of many divas who behave more professionally.


The stereotype of the operatic diva is the origin of these broader popular stereotypes. The term “[Diva] was first attested in [Italian] with this meaning [‘celebrated female singer’] at the beginning of the nineteenth century,” 
 during the great rise of the early Romantic prima donnas. It should also be noted here, in order to explain the disproportionately high ratio of sopranos to mezzo-sopranos mentioned herewith, that the diva and prima donna are most often throughout history associated with the soprano voice type. The first opera heroine that one would think of is almost invariably a soprano (Mimi in La Boheme, Tosca, Lucia, and Violetta in La Traviata, among countless others). Rupert Christiansen notes in his Prima Donna: A History that “the longing among mezzos to extend their range upwards into the more glamorous and lucrative soprano is a common operatic phenomenon.”
 These attempts result varyingly in success or spectacular disaster, depending on the singer and techniques attempted.

Christiansen also offers an explanation for the average modern ear’s difficulty with opera as a whole, which further fleshes out the modern stereotype of the operatic diva:

Beyond those educated in operatic conventions, the operatic soprano has come to sound pompous and affected in her upper reaches and tonal refinements … the soprano prima donna was the most popular and familiar of singers … [now] she is the most alien. Pop music, even in the more sophisticated areas of rock and soul, uses almost exclusively only the high baritone chesty mezzo-soprano range. A high note is a freak, a joke, and electronic amplification is now more natural-sounding than purely human projection.


This perception of the soprano sound furthers the diva image. In Italian, diva means goddess, and, to the ear of the popular-music-loving culture, only an other-worldly creature could create such a sound. So, to the average American, we may now add ‘pompous and affected’ to the initial, already rather unpleasant stereotype of diva.


So, why does the opera-going public still pay good money to see these women perform? Are the stereotypes in fact true? What are the lovers of classical music and especially opera to do? Should anything in fact be done? In her recent autobiography The Inner Voice, Renée Fleming, one of the most famous and adored contemporary operatic sopranos, suggests a reason that audiences continue to flock to hear the diva: “Part of why we watch these performers [singers] with such passionate intensity is the same reason we can’t tear our eyes away from the girl on the high wire or the man with his head in the lion’s mouth: the thrill that comes from witnessing someone taking chances.”
  This intensity and thrill of the immediate, when combined with the emotions stirred up by (presumably) stirring music, (often) affecting situations, and (one hopes) good acting on the diva’s part are certainly part of what helps to retain audiences and  bring them to their feet for prolonged bravas.


Throughout his history, Christiansen soundly condemns the stereotypes and laments that “with the idealizing of the diva came all the journalistic emphasis on charisma, genius, and mystique, and a consequent under-emphasis on the technique, musicianship, and plain hard work which make a first-rate singer.”
 He deplores that “the myths are still being fed, without much regard for the intelligence and hard work which play more part in a great singer’s life than ‘charisma’, tantrums, or avarice.”
 He gives many examples of historical and modern prima donnas who by their behavior emphasize good conduct more than capricious devices, citing among others Rosalind Plowright and June Anderson as good candidates: “Both singers put great store by professional behavior. June Anderson finds that the one really significant advantage of prima donna status is the power to insist on good working conditions, a proper schedule of rehearsals, and serious-minded colleagues.” 
 

Fleming, who knows first hand the perception of her profession, and who is, as we will see later, a most diva who behaves most professionally herself, agrees that:

Sopranos are burdened with a stereotype that is rivaled perhaps only by librarians and mothers-in-law; we are, as a group, invariably labeled divas and prima donnas, though neither term had a negative connotation in its original usage... … I’ve seen little to support these images [i.e. stereotypes]. I much more often encounter a group of generous women who are happy to share what they know.”

To be able to rightly consider the truth or falsity in the stereotype of the diva, first the essential components of the diva will be explored, the history of the prima donna will be briefly addressed, and the diva stereotype will be tested with several historical and modern examples.

“What makes a diva?”


An absolute definition for diva is elusive, however, some essential components of diva, as well as the overlapping essentials for a great singer, may be examined. Many of these qualities are, in fact, quite positive and tend to belie the negative diva image.
Not too very long ago, the New York Times asked the question, “What makes a diva?” Its first answer was “A special brand of excitement.”
 Matthew Epstein, an opera manager, is quoted in the article: “It takes a special kind of woman to do this … ‘a very strong woman, who faces a whole house full of people and by her bravura, her virtuosity, makes them submit to her.’”
 The diva stirs up a furor wherever she goes.

But exactly what things produce this excitement? The New York Times article goes on to state that an “instantly recognizable vocal timbre is a crucial ingredient, as for any great singer.”
 In his Demented: The World of the Opera Diva, Ethan Morden agrees: “If there is an essential quality in diva, it is voice: what Walter Legge called ‘an immediately recognizable vocal timbre.’”
  He goes on to quote Lotte Heinotz, the author of an early twentieth-century pamphlet called Der Weltsopranführer (The Prima Donna’s Handbook): “‘If you have the first part [voice], the rest will take care of itself.’”
 The public must be able to tell immediately that the woman singing is their diva and no one else. It must be such a beautiful or unique voice to be able to create a furor, and inspire such dedication that the diva’s fans would do anything to hear her (including cross-country travel, as one of the author’s friends recently endured to hear the up-and-coming Russian diva Anna Netrebko). The voice itself must be a gift of God and nature, able to be trained to this level – it can be groomed and molded, but can never be manufactured as a contemporary pop starlet could be.


The New York Times adds that these attributes are often accompanied by “musical art of real distinction.”
 Interpretation, phrasing, “musicianship and taste” are almost always present in a true diva, although it warns that “charisma often works in mysterious and sometimes undefinable ways”
 to occasionally make up for deficiencies in these areas. However, to be a good and credible musician in a world of conductors and instrumental musicians, the diva must possess an unusually high level of “musicianship and taste.”


A diva must find a special ability to communicate with her audience through these aspects of “musicianship and taste.” Fleming embraces this aspect of communication as a mark that sets apart the greatest singers: “The reason that some singers go on to become great artists has very little to do with their voices, but rather with the fact that they have used their instruments as tools for detailed communication.”
 Although a good sense of communication is necessary to any good singer, it is especially important to the diva in inspiring devotion in her fans. Whether by excellent and calculated psychological portrayal of her role, or by simply singing her arias in a moving and compelling manner, the diva must reach her audience by stirring their emotions.


The diva, to be judged a successful opera singer and to equip herself with the tools she needs to maintain her career, must be willing to work hard. As Fleming, who has worked with this generation’s greatest operatic singers, explains, “A few [singers] … can transcend craft and the efficient employment of a natural skill by honing that skill to the highest level.”
 From her earliest days of training, a successful singer must concentrate at the technical aspects of her voice (including support, purity of tone, vibrato, focus, intonation, and smoothness between registers, to name but a few aspects). She should consider and know the correct vowel placement, consonant placement, accent, exact translation and (most likely) the syntax of the many languages which she sings (which may include English, Italian, German, French, Latin, Russian, and Czech, to name but the most common international singing languages). She must (almost always) be able to successfully interpret the most well-known and greatest-loved roles of the operatic stage, and to have the nerve to portray the roles that are that overshadowed by the interpretation of the greatest prima donnas who preceded her. 

A great sense of the dramatic may make up for a less than perfect voice, or a uniquely beautiful voice may overcome an acting deficiency, but both voice and acting are vital to the diva’s success. Morden agrees: “No one in opera could say this honestly [that Callas was a great actor who happened to end up in opera], for those who cannot sing will not survive there no matter how hard they act.”
 He adds that “the idea that a diva can sing without ‘acting’ – without expression – is as foolish as the idea that a diva can act without singing.”
 Besides the combination of voice and acting, the diva must also be able to memorize hours of highly complex music in languages beyond her native tongue, never miss her stage or musical entrances, and always produce the most beautiful and thrilling high notes. Missing any of these things could be fatal to the evening’s opera or to the diva’s career. They are the stuff of which operatic fiascos are made.

More bound into the image of the diva than even the voice, however, is temperament: listed in the New York Times article as another usual but not necessarily essential component specific to the diva. It explains that divas who exhibit the demanding behavior that is part of the stereotype only fuel the ‘temperamental and volatile’ associations with diva. A bit of the ‘temperamental’ stereotype may be explained, although certainly not excused, if we consider the high-strung nature of opera singing as a career. Christiansen agrees in his History that, “Her celebrated whims … often had solid reasonings behind them: not only were there artistic standards to maintain, but the singing voice is a sensitive instrument which requires careful handling and husbandry.”
 If a singer develops vocal problems, if she catches a cold during her plane flight, or if she is out with laryngitis, she cannot go to work for fear of damaging her voice permanently and of public embarrassment. Morden elucidates: “Add this [the comprehensiveness of opera as an art form] to the hysteria of the public and the nerve-racking exposure the stars must submit to and one realizes why opera’s people seem a little mad when they are most ‘operatic.’”
 Singing is indeed a highly stressful career, and in this light the diva’s fabled temperament may be slightly better explained.

Instrumentalists have a reasonable degree of security – they must be very careful of their hands and small motor skills, but they can play through head colds, laryngitis, the flu if necessary, a sinus infection. Any of these conditions would render a singer unable to perform: she must be in the pink of health for each engagement, a condition unattainable for a normal employee. She must also produce excellent music under stressful conditions, as an instrumentalist, but a singer must produce it with an instrument within their bodies. All the nerves which affect performers are magnified in singers, and unless the singer is able to overcome them, these nerves can severely affect the performance. Butterflies in the stomach can undercut breath support; muscle tension can tighten the throat, making a usually open and round tone small and pinched – this is especially disastrous on the high notes, which require a relaxed throat, mouth, and face. If a diva misses a high note at the end of an aria which every opera aficionado in the audience knows and has heard sung by other great divas, her reputation plummets. If vocal problems and disastrous performances happen on a normal basis, the diva’s career is just about over. This job insecurity and anxiety goes a long way to explain the diva’s stereotypical temperament (which is not necessarily true, as will be shown). 

To continue their careers, then, divas must be extraordinarily careful to maintain their physical health to support their vocal health, and Fleming agrees: “I know a lot of singers who prefer yoga, which is to say we’ve come a long way from the image of the pampered diva living on chocolate and the chaise, not that both aren’t wonderful; you have to be at least moderately healthy to withstand this lifestyle.”
 Constantly traveling and being required to be healthy all the time demand scrupulous maintenance of a fairly strong constitution. The three-hundred pound soprano is rather more uncommon among modern divas, as the contemporary perception of beauty carries into the opera house, and agents realize that a consumptive Violetta cannot be even remotely realistic if she is terrifically overweight. The diva must always maintain excellent physical and vocal health, or she will be out and her understudy will sing the rest of her performances.

In these performances, the diva treads a delicate line between control and surrender. In his look at the overlap between the usages of the term diva in operatic and popular culture, Steve Wasserman states, “The diva personality is at once invulnerable and defenseless … To project a personality that is simultaneously unprotected and invincible is part of the warp and woof of the diva.”
 She is a paradox, a powerful woman who must be willing to let the audiences see the recesses of her soul. The diva must be brave enough to sing before thousands, as well as brave enough to bare her soul to each one.

To pass beyond the definition of a great singer to the realm of diva, Wasserman says a singer must be “an original.” He explains, “Real divas tell us something no one else can. We learn what life is like from a living work of art. A diva is a work of art….For her, rules are made to be broken. She is an original. ...She is a hand-tooled object in an era of mass-produced mechanical dolls. She is an anachronism.”
 A true diva cannot be imitated – she is herself, and only she can play her own role.

The diva must possess that certain something that can’t be defined. She must be able to make the audience hold their collective breath and long for the moment they hear her voice; she makes them desire to stay with her forever. This intangible effect of the female singing voice is as old as Homer’s tale of Odysseus and the sirens. Its manifestation in the early nineteenth century is well-captured in several of E.T.A. Hoffman’s tales: “… Giuletta sang, and it was as if the tones of her beautiful voice aroused in everyone sensations of pleasure never felt before but only suspected to exist. Her full but clear voice conveyed a secret ardor which inflamed them all.”
 The great singer has the ability to passionately move her audience and to affect them on an emotional level. She causes them to need to hear her again, as Hoffman recounts in another of his Tales: “Naturally enough I heard Antonia’s marvellous voice in my dreams on the following night … I must hear Antonia sing if I was not to pine away in reveries and dim aspirations for want of hearing her.”
 (Hoffman in Rath Krespel, 221-223). The diva powerfully affects her audience at this intangible emotional level.

The New York Times article concludes by stating that the ingredient “that finally sets the diva apart from her colleagues … [is that] diva means goddess; there are worshippers.”
 It goes on to say that a diva has a circle of adoring fans who, by providing the ‘chosen’ diva with their undying support, give her the drive to keep going.
 Fleming acknowledges this need for approval and support: “The truth is, I think most of us who perform do it for the applause, for what we get back. We have a great need to be loved, and preferably by a huge group of people simultaneously.”
 A diva’s fans, however, may be more than merely supportive and become “fanatical in their devotion.”
 The public loves to watch a diva. Her fans want to know everything about her, her musical life, and her personal life, and she is the tabloid celebrity of the operatic world. Although they are “zealously protective … at the same time seem sometimes to revel in the fading of glory”
 towards the end of a diva’s career. The diva, then, must be cautious of relying too heavily on her fans. 
A good definition of the idea of diva, then, would read something as follows. A ‘famous female singer’ who produces a sense of excitement, has an instantly recognizable voice, exercises high levels of musicianship and taste, has worked extremely hard to get where she is and thereby holds a great interest in self-preservation, possesses an ability to communicate intensely with thousands through her singing, has (oftentimes) a great sense of the dramatic, demonstrates a volatile temperament, maintains physical and thereby vocal health, projects an image of coexisting strength and vulnerability, is an original, holds that certain intangible aura of diva, and carries an immense reputation among her varyingly adoring and criticizing public. 
A brief history of the prima donna
Where and how did the prima donna, the pre-eminent female singer develop? In New Grove’s History of Opera, John Rosseli answers, “The prima donna emerged with the rise of 18th-century opera seria, in which a cast of six to eight generally included two women, both with substantial parts, but one as a rule more prominent.”
  The musical outline of an opera seria was comprised mostly of da capo style arias, where the “A” section would correspond with a particular emotion. The following “B” section would contrast both musically and emotionally, followed by a highly ornamented repeat of “A.”
 The action propelling the plot of the opera happened mainly offstage or in recitative, contributing to fairly static stage happenings. In such a formant, the emphasis was placed on great singing and vocal fireworks, not realistic situations or action. It is small wonder, then, that the prima donna should come to the fore during this period, which emphasized the supremacy of the singer to the exclusion of almost everything else, even the composer’s intentions.

It should be noted that even from this early stage of the prima donna’s history, the competition for supremacy among singers seems already to have begun. Rosselli notes that “When the two [female] parts [in the opera seria] were equally prominent the singers were billed as prime donne a vicenda (‘co-equal’); to avoid disputes about precedence their names might be printed diagonally across from each other.”
 We can imagine the problem house managers of the time might have had with the first contentions of which prima donna should attain the most prestigious dressing room.

Rosselli’s history continues: “From the 1820s principals in Italian opera tended to number three or four; by and large the prima donna’s part was the emotional center of the work and might give it its title, while the singer who performed it was at the heart of the opera season as a social occasion.”
 Here we have the height of the prima donna as both a musician and an attraction in herself as well as the development of the image of the prima donna as a strong yet vulnerable woman. Christiansen explains that “One of the fascinations of early Romantic opera lies in the fact that at one level it deals in the standard ‘roses and sweetmeats’ female fantasy-role [he here elucidates these roles: passive, innocent, intercessor, merciful] … while at another it gives women … domination.”
 A role may call for the prima donna to portray these sweet roles, but, at the same time “Opera provides the strongest image of women in any Romantic art form.… Nowhere else was a woman put so firmly at the structural centre.… The great prima donnas of the period … [performed] with an intensity and individuality unknown in the eighteenth century.”
 

It is perhaps no surprise that with this focus put on individuality and power, the term diva spread from Italy to France during this time: “The Trésor de la lingue française indicates that the first appearance in French of the word ‘diva’ in its acceptation as ‘celebrated [female] singer’ occurs in 1832 … as a borrowing from the Italian.”
 As the idea of the diva became more widespread, the definition of the prima donna changed as well. Christiansen notes, “Queenly, noble, fire, majesty, ‘true and deep instinct for tragedy’ – these became the familiar attributes of the new race of prima donna.”
 These characteristics, one may note, also correspond well as attributes of a literal diva, or goddess.

In his history of the prima donna, Christiansen separates out the ‘Victorian prima donnas’ from the Romantic divas, stating that “The Victorian prima donna is a frailer and more impressionable creature than her early Romantic counterpart.”
 Although both existed within a narrow time frame, he explains that “… the Victorians turned to a more anodyne femininity and to a vocal style [that was a] pure silvery tone without vibrato, firm in intonation but limited in color and emotional range, with a spectacular top register and an easy coloratura, but nothing in the chest to give out the splendid range of a Pasta [a famous creator of bel canto roles, including Bellini’s Norma].”
 The purity the Victorians preferred in their soprano sound also evidenced in the roles they most enjoyed: “The parts the [Victorian] ‘nightingales’ preferred – Zerlina in Don Giovanni, Lucia di Lammermoor, Amina in La Somnambula, later Gounod’s Juliette and Marguerite in his Faust – were those of innocent victims, sweet-tempered, yielding, and duped.”
  Christiansen explains this by the opinion that “… In general, they answered the Victorian male culture’s obsession with women as ministering angel.”
 

Later, in 1920, the American novelist Edith Wharton captured the sense of purity and innocence in her opening scene of Victorian opera and society in the aptly titled The Age of Innocence. 
“On a January evening of the early [eighteen] seventies, Christine Nilsson was singing in Faust at the Academy of Music in New York … it was Madame Nilsson’s first appearance that winter, and what the daily press had already learned to describe as ‘an exceptionally brilliant audience’ had gathered to hear her … She sang, of course, ‘M’ama!’ and not ‘he loves me,’ since an unaltered and unquestioned law of the musical world required that the German text of French opera sung by Swedish artists should be translated into Italian for the clearer understanding of English-speaking audience … ‘M’ama …non m’ama …’ the prima donna sang, and ‘M’ama!’, with a final burst of love triumphant, as she pressed the disheveled daisy to her lips and lifted her large eyes to the sophisticated countenance of the little brown Faust-Capoul, who was vainly trying, in a tight purple velvet doublet and plumed cap, to look as pure and true as his artless victim … Madame Nilsson, in white cashmere slashed with pale blue satin, a reticule dangling from a blue girdle, and large yellow braids carefully disposed on each side of her muslin chemisette, listened with downcast eyes to M. Capoul’s impassioned wooing, and affected a guileless incomprehension of his designs whenever, by word or glance, he persuasively indicated the ground floor window of the neat brick villa projecting obliquely from the right wing. ‘The darling!’ thought Newland Archer, his glance flitting back to the young girl with the lilies-of-the-valley [his soon-to-be-betrothed]. ‘She doesn’t even guess what it’s all about.’”

Here is the prima donna as a social event, as she was for the early Romantics. She is singing in one of the favorite Victorian roles, Marguerite in Faust, a maiden whom Faust, in the scene described, is attempting to seduce. Marguerite is innocent to such an extent that she doesn’t even realize that Faust is trying to seduce her. Her purity is emphasized by her spotless white costume with pale accents and blonde hair. The operatic scene is mirrored in the novel’s societal life – as in the opera, the man is convinced that the woman is too innocent to realize what exactly is happening on the stage.
A footnote on this fictionalized episode: Christiansen reports that in “the house’s [The Academy of Music] opening performance of Gounod’s Faust [Madame Nilsson] received $1,000 for her efforts, more than ten times what the average orchestra player earned in a month.”
 Such not uncommon heights in salary must have further contributed to the prima donna’s self-absorbed stereotype.

Whatever opinion is taken on the Victorian prima donna, Christiansen notes that one in particular, Jenny Lind (she of the P.T. Barnum American tour’s fame), “More than any other prima donna … helped raise the moral and social status of performers. The purity of her singing was interpreted as evidence of the purity of her soul, and her Victorian audiences were happy to be applauding the two simultaneously.”
 Such positive perception of Lind, a most visible prima donna, could not help but to positively affect the judgment of prima donnas as an entity.
Rosseli’s chronology ends with the end of certain singers appearing in mainly certain houses: “With the breakdown from about 1860-70 of the calendar of fixed seasons, soloists came and went, appearing perhaps for a few performances at a time; the term [prima donna] came to be used of any leading woman singer, as it still is.”

Christiansen explains that, as the nineteenth century drew to a close, “The prima donna became a grander creature … more womanly in person and more statuesque in manner, although silvery pure ‘choirboy’ tone remained in fashion.”
 The cycle between composer’s and singer’s power had rolled back to the supremacy of the singer, and realism was once again not a goal: “…any attempt at presenting ordinarily credible or consistent human behavior on stage was generally eschewed, as the prima donna regularly broke out of character to acknowledge applause and any other sort of tribute.”
 Christiansen goes on to describe the rising power of the prima donna in regards to musical decisions and money: “Touring, the voracious American market, and, later, recording doubled her money.”
 He concludes, “In short, the prima donna had reached the height of her power – no longer just a free woman, she became a positive tyrant. No singer took firmer advantage of this situation than Dame Nellie Melba.”
 In light of the ‘idea of diva’ developed earlier, and informed by the history of the diva, Melba will be considered in light of the characteristics addressed earlier.
Nellie Melba

Nellie Melba, who “for more than forty years … reigned as opera’s diva.”
 aptly brings to life the general perception of the diva. Born Helen Mitchell in 1861, she grew up in Queensland, Australia and took singing lessons from an Italian at a local girls college.
 At twenty-one, she married, but soon her ambition proved too much for her husband, and, after building a concert career in Australia and traveling to London, they divorced and she changed her name to Nellie Melba.
 She was successfully introduced in Paris, later made her debut in London, and became the greatest diva of the era.
 At her London debut, Christiansen notes, “she won the power she craved through the indisputable physical superiority of her voice.”
 Melba created the diva’s sense of excitement throughout her career, with desserts named after her and royalty continuing to attend her performances.
 A discreet but “much talked about” affair with the younger Duke of Orleans supplied a tabloid dose of scandal in her personal life,
 which “titillated her ardent fans.”
 She worked with Verdi, Puccini, and Saint-Saëns, sang in New York and Australia and at La Scala in Milan, and raised money for English troops in World War I.
 Her farewell concert was given much past her prime, and “once she had given up public appearances, her iron constitution gave way and she died shortly afterwards in 1931.”
 Sheehy recounts that “the cause of death was actually an unfortunate attempt at a facelift, with which “Melba attempted to restore her sagging youth.”
 The diva’s instinct to preserve herself can backfire, as we see here.

Melba owned the diva’s essential ‘instantly recognizable voice,’ and inspired awe with her “extraordinary natural radiance of tone, [which was] magnificently projected.”
 “When Melba hit the high C at the end of Act I [of La Boheme], [Mary] Garden [the Scottish soprano] recalled ‘The note came floating over the auditorium of Covent Garden, came over like a star and passed us in our box, and went out into the infinite…. That note of Melba’s was just like a ball of light.”
 W.J. Henderson, the American critic, agreed that Melba’s voice “had splendor. The tones glowed with a starlike brilliance. They flamed with a white flame.”
 Christiansen evaluates that although Melba’s “precise articulation often becomes reminiscent of a music box’s mechanical rigidity … the Melba sound has a drug-like effect …”
 Despite her often-questioned musicality and taste (“Many would say that they [taste, imagination, and musical intuition] were what Melba’s singing always lacked.”
 ), her voice overcomes any deficiencies here – “the tone will ring on in the head, obviously insistent … hers was a magic voice.”


Melba’s temperament as a diva was legendary, and her behavior certainly fuels the ‘imperious’ diva stereotype. Christiansen explains, “She revelled in money, chic, and titles, candidly announcing ‘I’m a damned snob.’”
 Melba’s house in London was decorated in the style of Versailles.
 She would allow no other singer at Covent Garden to make more money than her, and so Caruso earned exactly one pound less.
 On her dressing room door, a sign announced her name, “MELBA” and demanded “SILENCE! SILENCE!”
 She would fling less than satisfactory props and scenery offstage and in her later days ran lighting checks once a concert had begun, when the other performers were playing.
 When she once began to rearrange a hotel lobby’s furniture, she explained herself by telling the manager, “ ‘I am Melba … but don’t worry, I’m not going to charge you for it.’” 

Melba was an individual, as she was happy to demonstrate. Sheehy shares an episode where “a duchess rather foolishly asked the diva if she would rather be a duchess or herself. ‘Melba!’ Nellie said. ‘There are lots of duchesses, but there’s only one Melba.”
 She had worked hard to achieve her success, and “remembered how hard the climb had been, and … had no intention of letting all that effort go for nothing.”
 “ ‘I am Melba,’ she would categorically announce to anyone who threatened to cross her will in any way,”
 Christiansen tells us.
Melba may easily be seen as a diva in every association of the term. But must every prima donna demonstrate an imperious and self-centered temperament? 

Renée Fleming
The contemporary American soprano Renée Fleming holds all the characteristics of diva, but without the selfish diva temperament many prima donnas exhibit. Fleming was born in the early 1960s in Indiana to two singers. She credits her early immersion in music as vital to both her sense of music and her sense of hard work.
 Growing up, she was shy and performed in school productions.
 Her undergraduate degree was in music education from the Crane School of Music at the State University of New York, Potsdam, where, although she sang, she had no intentions to continue into the world of divas. Fleming sang in student operas and was coached by an excellent teacher, and also developed a love for jazz. After undergraduate studies, Fleming pursued a graduate degree from Eastman School of Music, later auditioning for the Met Council National auditions where she froze: “I fell apart completely … My throat tightened completely. My breath stopped working, and I had a flutter in my sound that you could drive a truck through.”
 After this breakdown, Fleming explains that she “started to pull together a genuine sense of who I was and what I wanted. It was then that music became mine for the first time…”


During her early career, Fleming studied in the summer at Aspen, was accepted into the American Opera Center at Juilliard, and spent a year in Germany (1984-85) on a Fulbright.
 She competed in the Metropolitan Opera competition again and was one of the winners this time.
 In 1986, she received her U.S. opera debut as Frasquita in Carmen. 
 A few years later, she “received a phone call from the people at the Houston Grand Opera saying that they’d had a cancellation in the role of the countess in Le Nozze di Figaro, and could I be ready to sing the part in two weeks?”
 Fleming did, and was able to work with the German conductor Christoph Escenbach, who greatly inspired her.
 It was with the role of the Countess that Fleming’s career took flight, and she now is considered “America’s number-one diva,”
 performs around the world, and devotes time to a recording career as well.
Baker writes of the “Fleming trademark”
 sound, placing her firmly as a diva  with the instantly recognizable sound: “Fleming’s major strengths … [are] sustained legato singing, especially the breath control and focused tone that can etch the vocal line so memorably.”
 Despite her status as an international operatic star, throughout her recent book Fleming is remarkably open and candid about the struggles and setbacks she has faced as her career developed, which exhibits the perception of a strong yet vulnerable diva.
In contrast to the diva stereotype, Fleming shuns demonstrative and selfish behavior, realizing that “In truth, it’s the importance of the music itself, and of the work of the composer, that is the creative gift, while the role of the singer is relegated to that of l’umile ancella, the humble handmaid. From that perspective, singers are not artists themselves but merely interpreters of art.”
 She considers herself as part of a creative team, a colleague rather than the main attraction: “There’s very much a split between the kind of artist who wants to absolutely outshine everyone else, even at the cost of bringing down the level of the piece they’re in, and the kind of artist who feels that the best performance is one in which everyone is performing at the highest level and working as an ensemble”
 and explains that “…where I have no tolerance for diva behavior is backstage, which is, unfortunately, the place a person is most likely to see it. … An opera production is an enormous machine, and even if my name is on the front of the program, I am not putting on the show by myself.”
 Fleming’s ideal seems to be a gracious and agreeable human being rather than an unapproachable goddess.
Fleming, however, has enough diva temperament to cause her to stand up for herself. She tells of a student production at Julliard where an opera production called for her to perform topless, with which she was uncomfortable. She explains that “It was a scandal. My voice teacher walked into the office of Julliard’s new president … and said, ‘Under no circumstances will a student of mine be pressured into performing topless. There must be another solution!’ In the end, I wore a body stocking …”
 Such a demand is an appropriate firmness, not a capricious demand.

Fleming’s account of her own dealings with the idea of diva is quite humorous:
… I was reminded of some of my earlier experiences with the matter of my image, such as when my budding ‘diva’ persona was humbled during my two summers at Glyndebourne … As I wandered alone around the grounds, practicing my studied expression of serious artistry, a gentleman tapped me on the shoulder and said politely, ‘Miss, your skirt is tucked into your pantyhose in the back.’ … while I was trying to speak intelligently to patrons, a large bird deposited its contribution to the conversation on my forehead. I tried to think of it as an anointment of sorts, hailing the arrival of the next great soprano. I finally gave up on ever having the gracious image I craved when I arrived late for a performance … [I] began to take my seat. Unfortunately, there was no chair in my place. … It was then and there, once and for all, that I gave up the notion of developing a ‘persona.’ … I decided that humility and honor must surely be the only real strategies for surviving such a rarified existence.

Fleming is not the only modern diva to reject the selfish stereotypes. Karita Mattila, a contemporary Finnish diva and international operatic star, is also “Passionately committed to her responsibilities as a colleague – the importance of ‘teamwork’ is a recurring motif in her conversations about art – [yet] Mattila remains proudly and provocatively aware of her own worth”
 She remains individualistic and strong, and allows herself to be a diva, but her first goal is to be a professional. Mattila elucidates, “An interviewer asked me once, ‘Why aren’t you a diva at all?’ Well, I think I’m enough of a diva that I enjoy this wonderful success with the audiences, because I’ve worked hard to become a good professional. … I wanted a profession.”
 The diva must not necessarily lose her status as a diva if she is not imperious and demanding.
Conclusions

As has been demonstrated, the diva does not necessarily fulfill all of her stereotypes. Her essentials are that sense of excitement, the recognizable voice, hard work, communication, good vocal health, the juxtaposition of strength and vulnerability, independence, the intangible draw, and an immense reputation. Not necessary but all too often present is a volatile and selfish temperament. Not all divas are haughty, as Fleming and other prima donnas too numerous to detail demonstrate.

The life of any star is a hard one, especially one who travels so much and depends on such a fragile instrument for her livelihood , and many of the diva stereotypes may have developed as a byproduct of that. Rosalind Plowright, one of Christiansen’s ‘professional divas,’ says that “The reality of being a prima donna, I suppose, is the wall one puts around oneself … it’s the only way to keep sane when you’re constantly travelling, meeting and working with new people. You can’t give everything away…”
 Mattila, another of the well-behaving divas, agrees: “It has become clear to me that the only thing I have is just myself and the way I think. I’ve always been like that. I’ve always trusted my own brains. I’ve sometimes ended up in trouble. Sometimes I’ve noticed that some people don’t like it. But it’s the only thing I have.”
 (Mattila in Driscoll “Northern Star”12). Coming from a more historical perspective, Christiansen agrees that the diva persona often protected women in a historically difficult career:
Opera has always been a highly-strung profession, running on dynamic and creative clashes of will and temperament. Given such a gamble, a woman had to be alert and aggressive to survive. ‘Acting the prima donna’ may have been the only way to avoid exploitation, and a prima donna’s greed was often her hard-headed refusal to work for less than her market value.
  
What will become of the prima donna? Is she a dying breed? No, says Christiansen, “The prima donna survives, but she needs defence.… The prevalent notions of her characteristic behaviour – her role – remain confused.
 The temperamental stereotype does nothing to further the reputation of these women who, as an entity, do not necessarily fit it. The diva’s job is “still the most important one of all: the noble art of expressive and beautiful singing.”
 Fleming, Mattila, and their colleagues wisely embrace professionalism, and do much to shed the image of the diva of her haughty reputation and to ensure the diva’s continued success (and, one might consider, even the success of opera as a whole). Operatic sopranos of the next generation must keep their gracious examples in mind as they chart the waters of opera in the twenty-first century.
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