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MAIN STAGE | Albina Shagimuratova

Russian soprano Albina Shagimuratova has been winning accolades 
around the world for singing that combines seemingly effortless 
virtuosity with dramatic and emotional heft. Robert Levine discovers that 
behind the soprano’s dazzling success on the international stage lies a 
story of family upheaval and personal tragedy

HIGH PRAISE

nce or twice in a generation comes a type of 
high coloratura who must be compared, in terms 
of stratospheric pinpoint accuracy and a flawless 
trill, with the likes of Frieda Hempel, Luisa 
Tetrazzini and Amelita Galli-Curci – singers 
who reigned during a golden age of sopranos at 
the start of the 20th century. One such rare bird 

to be sighted in today’s opera houses is Albina Shagamuratova (accent 
on the ‘ra’), just 36 years old.

Shagimuratova first came to international attention as the Gold 
Medal winner in the 2007 Tchaikovsky Competition in Moscow; a 
few months later Riccardo Muti asked her to sing Mozart’s Queen 
of the Night at the Salzburg Festival. Plácido Domingo said of her 
Lucia with the Los Angeles Opera, ‘Albina has a phenomenal vocal 

technique that reminds me of the golden age of bel canto. 
Her voice is placed high, bright and very agile, but it 

also has great size and presence.’ Of her Queen 
of the Night, the Times said ‘every note is 

luminescent, star-bright and perfectly 
placed in the constellation;’ the 

Guardian called it ‘electrifyingly 
accurate.’ As for Gilda in 

Chicago, the Chicago 

Tribune wrote: ‘[In] her Lyric debut, the company has found a shining 
star indeed. She walked away with the show […] Not for nothing did 
the soprano receive a rapturous standing ovation on opening night.’ 

Accolades have been heaped on Shagimuratova from early in her 
career: in 2009, the President of Russia awarded her the title of 
People’s Artist of Tatarstan; and in 2011, she was personally awarded 
the Tukai State Award by President Minnikhanov of Tatarstan. In 
2012, she won the 23rd Russian National Theatrical Golden Mask 
Award in the Best Opera Actress category for her portrayal of the 
title role of Lucia di Lammermoor.

This sort of éclat can go to a young woman’s head, but apparently 
not so with Ms Shagamuratova: ‘Yes, I know it is a difficult name,’ 
she says gently as I burble my way through the syllables. She is 
very unpretentious. We meet in an office in the bowels of the 
Metropolitan Opera House; I am a few minutes late, she a few 
minutes early, but I am quickly forgiven. Her photographs are often 
dripping with the glamour of high fashion, but today she is dressed 
in a sensible navy dress and matching shoes. Rather than being 
a diva, she is reserved. She sits, hands folded on her lap, in one 
of the room’s three uncomfortable chairs (opting out of the more 
luxurious desk chair), where she looks solid and perfectly collected. 
The most instantly noticeable thing about her is her open, pretty 
face and alabaster-white skin. 

Having heard her Lucia and Konstanze live at the Metropolitan 
Opera – the latter in her role debut under James Levine during the 
maestro’s farewell performances – it’s clear that the notes come very 
easily to her. I wonder how she feels as she stands in the wings as 
the curtain rises on act two of Die Entführung aus dem Serail. Ahead of 
her are the sorrowful, long-lined ‘Traurigkeit’, and then ‘Martern aller 
arten’, a song of insolence packaged in staggering vocal fireworks, with 
outlandish dips below the staff to low B immediately followed by a run 
up to the high D more than two octaves above it. It will be 17 minutes 
of almost nonstop singing. Is she nervous? What is she thinking? Her 
answer is laconic: ‘Just go and do it. Be strong. Go and do it.’

This, I realise, is Shagimuratova’s mantra. Shagimuratova’s early 
life explains her stoic resolve. She was born in Uzbekistan, but is 
an ethnic Russian, a distinction that counted for a great deal when ⌂
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the Soviet Union was collapsing: ‘When there was no more USSR 
we were all of a sudden outsiders. I could not go to music college 
in Tashkent because I am not Uzbek.’ She explains that country 
and nationality are very important in that part of the world. She 
and her family left for Kazan, the capital and largest city of the 
Republic of Tatarstan in Russia, where she was able to study. They 
took everything they owned in three suitcases. ‘It took three weeks 
to reach Kazan. It was a scary time – difficult, no money, all of us 
in one room with an empty refrigerator. But everything you go 
through in your personal life, you can bring to the stage. My early 
life was not easy, but it’s OK because it made me strong.’

The picture is starting to come together. By the time she got to 
Kazan Shagimuratova was 14, but she arrived in September 

and the exam season had passed. She had been playing piano since 
she was five years old, and was thinking of becoming a professional 
pianist. Her father – a lawyer, later a judge – went to speak with 
the rector of the music college and asked if they could listen to her. 
She agreed, but said Albina didn’t have a big enough span with her 
hands to become a concert pianist. 

She wanted you to have hands like Rachmaninov?  ‘Exactly!’ the 
singer laughs, ‘But then she told me they had availability to train as 
a chorus conductor, instead of piano. I said OK – it’s still music, so 
why not? I don’t want to sit at home waiting for something, just go! 
So I started to sing in the chorus; that is how I figured out I have a 
voice. My father asked me to sing one of his compositions on the 
phone to a Russian opera star, Khaydar Begichev, to see if he would 
perform it. When I finished Begichev asked, Can you pass the phone 

to your father? Then I overheard: She needs to go and learn opera, she has 
a great voice! This was 1997. I applied to the Moscow Conservatory. 
The first time, they said come back next year. Then they told me, 
sorry you don’t have a good enough voice. The third time they said 
they would accept me, but only if I paid to get in. I was helped by 
some family and friends.’

Not that life was plain sailing from then on. It was a personal tragedy 
that impelled Shagimuratova to keep going: ‘My younger sister – two 
years younger – had recently switched from studying law to studying 
voice. But she died in a car crash in 2004. I said to myself, This must 
make me stronger. Now I am living for us both. I found myself singing 
Violetta – and I really should not have been, with my voice! Later, 
when I was singing Violetta again, Diane Zola of the Houston Grand 
Opera came to hear me and she invited me to the HGO Studio, where 
I learned my English, too! Diane Zola is like my surrogate mother.’

To date, Zola has perhaps been the key figure is establishing 
Shagimuratova’s international career: ‘There are a lot of good 
voices, but there aren’t extraordinary voices like Albina’s,’ she says, 
acknowledging the hurdles that the singer has had to confront. ‘It 
hasn’t all come easily. She has worked for everything she has gotten.’ 

I asked Albina if Zola liked her Violetta: ‘She said, Don’t start 
with Violetta, and I listened to her and stopped. She said, Go with 
Mozart, start learning Queen of the Night. And I did. Mozart helped 
me to learn to have a long breath, to have a good language style in 
German and Italian. I must never push my voice, and there is no 
place in Queen of the Night or Konstanze where you can push. 
Mozart is very clever. Mozart doesn’t let you make your voice 
heavier, like Verdi, for example. Even in “Martern aller arten”, you 
cannot be too angry; if I will be too angry, my technique will just 
(whew!). I got a note from Maestro Levine in our first rehearsal 
when I sang very full – AAAHHH!  He stopped me and said, You 
won’t get through the aria like that! Even the long high-C is not a 
push; you shouldn’t try to make it sound big.’

Life has come a long way for Shagimuratova from the times of 
struggle and tragedy in the aftermath of the fall of the Soviet 

Union. Has her voice changed with age and experience, I wonder? 
‘After pregnancy I heard a change. I have a child, she was born in 2014, 
now she is 18 months old, and my middle range has become bigger; 
but I am glad that my high notes didn’t disappear. I am still continuing 
to sing Queen of the Night. I must keep my top F!

Looking towards the immediate future, we come to two surprises: 
Rossini, and a film debut. ‘It’s a wonderful coincidence,’ the singer 
explains. ‘I named my daughter Adelina and then I was asked to 
play the legendary Adelina Patti in a film of Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina 
which has just been filmed in Moscow. There will be worldwide 
distribution. Anna Karenina comes with her husband to my recital. 

 Highly coloured: as the Queen of the Night in San Francisco Opera’s Magic Flute

‘Everything you go through in your 
personal life, you can bring to the stage’
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DAN REST

 As Konstanze, with tenor Paul Appleby, in the Metropolitan Opera’s  
Entführung aus dem Serail

 Going mad in Lucia di Lammermoor at La Scala

 ‘A shining star’: as Gilda in Chicago’s Rigoletto, with Giuseppe Filianoti as the Duke
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This is in Leo Tolstoy’s novel, but nobody did this in previous 
movies. I sing two arias – one is “Casta diva”.’ 

As for Rossini, Shagimuratova will be tackling the composer’s 
last great opera, singing the demanding title role of Semiramide, 
Queen of Bablyon, at the BBC Proms in London this month 
(and recorded for release on the Opera Rara label later this year). 
‘I know that people think it is heavier than what I am used to 
singing, but I couldn’t refuse because the conductor is Mark Elder 
– a fine conductor, very professional, and he loves singers. We met 
last October in San Francisco and I had so many questions about 
singing this role. But he knows my voice; he wouldn’t have offered 
the role to me otherwise, and he knows that I’m not a big lyric 
soprano. I am a high coloratura soprano. The maestro will add 
embellishments. It will be very exciting!’

At home in Moscow, Albina spends time with her husband, Ruslan 
and her daughter ‘dear Adelina’. She likes watching soccer and 
occasionally teaches. ‘I am receiving so many Facebook messages and 
posts on my website from young Russian singers: Could you please give 
us a half-hour masterclass or some coaching? I say I would be happy to, but 
I don’t have time. But sometimes young singers can be very insistent. 
Now I have one singer, she is a soloist at the Mariinsky Theater and 
singing Queen of the Night. I gave her maybe five, six lessons. She 
didn’t have a high F when she started; now she catches the high Fs 
– and it’s easy.’ Ah, yes, I remember: Just do it. Be strong. It is so easy! ON
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ALBINA SHAGIMURATOVA’S DIARY

2016
September 4 
LONDON, UK
Rossini Semiramide/ title role
Orchestra of the Age of Enlightenment, 
cond. Mark Elder
BBC Proms, Royal Albert Hall

October 15 to Nov 6
CHICAGO, US
Donizetti Lucia di Lammermoor/ title role
Lyric Opera of Chicago

November 19 
ST PETERSBURG, RUSSIA
Recital with Mariinsky Orchestra
Mariinsky Theatre

2017
Jan 23 to Feb 20
PARIS, FRANCE
Mozart Die Zauberflöte/ Queen of the Night
Opera Bastille 
 

 
March 2 to 9
VIENNA, AUSTRIA
Mozart Don Giovanni/ Donna Anna
Wiener Staatsoper

March 22
MOSCOW, RUSSIA
R Strauss Four Last Songs
Concert arias by Mozart
Russian National Philharmonic Orchestra, 
cond. Vladimir Spivakov
Svetlanov Hall, Moscow International 
Performing Arts Centre

April 28 to May 12
HOUSTON, US
Mozart Die Entführung aus dem Serail/ 
Konstanze
Houston Grand Opera

June 26 to July 7
LONDON, UK
Mozart Mitridate, re di Ponto/ Aspasia
Royal Opera House

www.albinashagimuratova.com

 As Donna Anna at the Bavarian State Opera, with Erwin Schrott as Don Giovanni
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