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The New York Times recently reported the cancellation of Aprille Millo's Carnegie Hall recital (her 
debut in the hall).  Apparently, the program was to be a "crossover recital" and was being promoted by 
Ron Delsener (a fairly well respected rock promoter). 

"Crossover" is the term used when classical musicians perform popular music.  In most cases, this is 
musical theater material.  There have been exceptions, of course.  Renée Fleming recently released a 
disc of jazz influenced arrangements of pop, jazz and even classical works (which I reviewed in the 
June issue) and Anne Sofie von Otter recorded a disc collaborating with Elvis Costello.   

Then there are folks like Placido Domingo, who has recorded anything and everything he has felt he 
could get away with – and some if it he didn't get away with…  His partner in crime, Luciano 
Pavarotti, has recently taken to "appearing" in recitals with any variety of musician that wants to share 
the stage with him from Sting to Bono.  Some of those events were charity gigs, mind you, but 
Pavarotti himself would attempt to sing these pieces standing right next to the pop artist in question.   

And finally, we have people like Andrea Boccelli, Josh Groban and Charlotte Church who have 
borderline operatic instruments and have made quite a fair bit of money recording opera-esque pop 
music.  

Millo, however, is a mainstay of traditional opera.  She isn't even known, really, as a singer of art-
song.  She is an opera singer – and a damned good one – who has specialized in the big stuff. 

So, can someone explain to me how this happened?  I mean, come on… These people have been 
around the block a few times, right?  Why, on earth, would Millo agree to present a concert under the 
auspices of someone like Delsener when she knows, unequivocally, what kinds of programs he has 
presented in the past?  Did she honestly think he was ready to turn over a new leaf and present a 
hardcore opera recital?  And what was Delsener thinking?  Millo has never, to my knowledge, come 
anywhere close to doing the kinds of projects he wants.  Why would he think she would now? 

OK – I know what you're thinking.  The answer, of course, is greed, The Almighty Dollar.  Fine, I 
understand that – but come on, people, be realistic.  This never had a chance of getting off the ground. 
 
But that isn't the only thing that bugs me about this.  In the article, Millo is quoted as saying: "My 
crossover is to Handel."  And Delsener thought she was going to sing … what exactly?  She won't say, 
condescending only that "It's so absurd.  It will make him look bad."  Her accompanist, Ken Noda, 
thought it would have been something like Norah Jones or Elton John, but didn't know specifics.  OK, 
that's a pretty big difference there.  Norah Jones I could see, but what Elton John stuff are we talking 
about?  There's a big difference between "Daniel" and "Saturday Night's Alright (For Fighting)." 
 
Millo went on to say, "It's one profession trying to get another profession to modern up.  And it's not 
going to work, not with this girl."  Yeah, match made in heaven…  Crossover is not, as I understand it, 
an attempt to "modern up" opera.  That falls under the category of having people like Elvis Costello 
write operas (look it up!).  Crossover is about, well, two things, depending on who you're talking to, I 
guess. 

First, it is obviously a money-making scheme and an attempt at resuscitation of, arguably, a dying art 
form.  Crossover means an appeal to a broader audience, translating into more CD sales.  It means, 



possibly, getting the attention of listeners who might not have been inclined to pay any attention to 
opera.  And it has worked.  Let's face it, Opera is not a terribly viable art form anymore.  It is viewed, 
far too often, as the last bastion of the Cultural Elite.  Look how many major symphony orchestras 
invite pop stars in for concerts, or program Pops Concerts, in an attempt to appeal to a broader 
audience (and make enough money to still program Mahler).  Opera needs these kinds of things to 
keep the doors open.  A few years ago even the Metropolitan Opera announced budget shortfalls.  If 
they're having problems, is it any wonder there aren't opera houses, programming full seasons, in 
every city? 
 
But secondly, Crossover should, ideally, be about a singer looking for new ways to reach an audience.  
It should be about expanding one's artistic palette.  It should be about celebrating one's musical 
diversity and flexibility (I suppose some might argue it is "showing off" one's flexibility, but I don't 
want to go there.  Certainly some do it for those reasons).  It should be about keeping it fresh, not 
falling into a rut of the same old thing on every album. 

And this brings me to what bugs me the most about all this.  Millo actually said she refused to 
"cheapen her art."  Huh?  What does that mean, exactly?  Let me let you in on a little secret, here:  Art 
is in the eye of the beholder.  If Millo doesn't view popular music as artistic, so be it.  We all have to, 
at some level, agree to disagree about what really constitutes art.  It seems like a terribly 
condescending, egotistical, elitist statement, however, to assert that singing anything other than opera 
"cheapens her art."  I take issue with the statement because her art isn't her voice anymore than da 
Vinci's art was his paintbrush.  Her art is what she does with that voice.  The artistry of singing is in 
taking a text and a melody and making them come alive for an audience.  The artistry of singing is in 
moving an audience, making them feel something they couldn't have felt otherwise, getting them in 
touch with… whatever you want to put here is fine.  Art, at its most fundamental level is an 
examination of the human condition.  I'm sorry, but Verdi didn't have the market cornered on that and 
singing opera isn't the only way to accomplish it, either. 

Optimistically, I'd like to believe she didn't intend to offend her colleagues that have been successful 
with Crossover projects.  Does Millo really mean to imply that Renée Fleming's disc of jazz 
influenced pieces or Anne Sofie von Otter's collaboration with Elvis Costello is less artistic than her 
discs of arias?  Does she really mean to call into question the artistic merit of these projects? 

The author of the Times article said that sometimes these projects come off as "pretentious."  
Sometimes, sad to say, this is true.  Not every venture works as well as we might like.  Certainly some 
egos got bruised along the way when they tried to sing lighter material and couldn't.  But, should we 
forget Michael Bolton's dreadful attempt at singing arias a few years ago?  Yes, we should… please… 

The bottom line is, those singers, even Bolton, tried something.  They pushed themselves and their 
artistic muscles to the limit, trying to find new ways to be artistic and creative with their music.  These 
efforts (even, grudgingly, Bolton's) are to be applauded on at least that point.  They grew as artists in 
the attempt.  Millo is quite successful at what she does; she doesn't need Crossover projects to be 
successful or to continue to have a career.  That said, she should refrain from criticizing, even 
indirectly, those with more artistic flexibility. 


