
 
Pianissimo as an Aesthetic and Technical Paradigm in Opera:     

Between Vocal Control and the Expressiveness of Musical Discourse 
– from and Montserrat Caballé to the Contemporary Bel Canto 

Tradition 
 

Elena HEBEISEN-MOȘUC1 
 
 

Abstract: This study investigates pianissimo as a complex phenomenon in the art of opera singing, 
analysing its technical, aesthetic and expressive dimensions. Taking the interpretative art of the soprano 
Montserrat Caballé as its central reference point, the paper explores the ways in which control of vocal 
production at low intensity becomes an instrument of dramatic construction. A beautiful, interesting and 
moving performance cannot exist without an expressive variety of words and sound, combined, of course, 
with the appropriate timbres. Singing in piano is one of the most refined and difficult expressions of opera. 
In this delicate space, the nuances of piano and pianissimo acquire a special power, for they do not impress 
through their volume, but penetrate deeply into the listener’s sensibility. The study incorporates 
comparative perspectives on leading performers of the 20th and 21st centuries, such as Edita Gruberova, 
Beverly Sills, Joan Sutherland, Mirella Freni and Elena Moșuc. It is argued that pianissimo constitutes not 
merely a dynamic nuance, but a supreme test of vocal coordination and an essential instrument of musical 
discourse. 
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Introduction  

 
    “With the passion of a fortissimo and the delicacy of a pianissimo,  
   we journey through life allegro, but pause to savour the moments adagio”2. 

 
Singing in piano is one of the most refined and difficult expressions of the art of opera. Far 

from being a simple reduction in volume, piano singing involves breath control, impeccable 
diaphragmatic support and a keen awareness of the musical line. The emblematic figure of this art 
is Montserrat Caballé, famous for her ability to produce sustained notes of an almost instrumental 
purity, redefining interpretative standards in the bel canto repertoire. Musical interpretation, the 
nuances of piano and mezzo-piano, do not signify a lack of energy, but rather an intense 
concentration of emotions and technical details to create profound expressiveness, not merely 
whispers. A beautiful, interesting, moving song cannot exist without an expressive variety of 
words and sound, combined, of course, with the appropriate colours. The Anglo-American 
conductor Leopold Stokowski said:“A painter creates his work on a canvas, and musicians paint 
their creations in silence.”3 So, if the musician shapes silence, then the painting of sound is born 
from sound and its absence. In this fragile space, the nuances of piano and pianissimo acquire a 

 
1 Faculty of Musical Performance, National University of Music Bucharest, elena.mosuc@bluewin.ch. 
2 Modern motivational quote, author unknown. 
3 Camelia Sinca, The most beautiful quotes about music Retrieved May 4, 2026, from https://www.libertatea.ro/lifestyle/cele-mai-
frumoase-citate-despre-muzica-4677856. 
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special power, for they do not impress through their volume, but penetrate deeply into the listener’s 
sensibility. The musician thus projects their creation into the intangible substance of silence, giving 
rise to a dialogue with it, a breath of expression, and within the whisper of the nuances of piano 
and pianissimo lies that emotion which does not impose itself, but slips in and remains. 

 
1. Defining the concept of piano in vocal technique 

 
In vocal art, piano does not denote a mere reduction in sound volume, but a refinement of the 

vocal production, in which vocal energy is concentrated and sublimated. It is the expression of a 
subtle balance between breath, resonance and artistic intention, through which the voice, though 
reduced in intensity, retains its fullness and ability to traverse the stage, without losing projection, 
timbral clarity or vocal support. In other words, it is a controlled reduction of sound energy, not a 
diminishing of vocal support. 
 In an operatic context, things become even more specific: 

- Piano must be audible in the auditorium, thus requiring a specific technique of constant 
support for the air column, not merely low volume  

- It requires control of air pressure (appoggio) and precise regulation of the breath flow 
- It maintains the same timbral quality as in forte, only with a smaller amplitude 
- It involves effective resonance, not ‘thinning’ or ‘airing’ the sound.  
Richard Miller often stated in his writings that authentic piano playing is, in fact, full of 

controlled energy4. 
”Sustained piano singing should cause neither a higher mixture of breath in the tone nor an 

increase in glottal pressure as a device for diminishing volume. Dynamic variation should not be 
dependent on sudden shifts in vocal timbre caused by a series of static adjustments. Dynamic 
equilibrium, not static settings produces the capability for constrasts within the basic timbre”5. 

 
1.1. The technique of producing the piano and its expressive function 
 

A rigorous distinction between piano, pianissimo and mezzo-piano is important in opera 
because the differences between them are often confused. 
 Singing in piano involves reduced intensity, but with full vocal support and resonance. The 
voice is ‘settled’ and well projected forward on diaphragmatic support; the airflow is well 
controlled, but not weakened; the timbre remains rich and round; it is heard very clearly in the 
auditorium. In short, when singing in piano, the voice is whole, but sung more discreetly. 
 
1.2. The technique of achieving pianissimo and its expressive function 
 
 This is the extreme form of piano: the sound intensity is very low, but with maximum 
control and great stability.  
 It requires extreme economy of breath; the resonance becomes much finer and more 
concentrated; control must be absolute, otherwise any technical imbalance becomes immediately 
audible; the effect achieved is one of intimacy, fragility, and sometimes suspension. 
 Any successful pianissimo does not disappear, but seems to float. It is like levitation. 

 
4 Richard Miller. 1986. The Structure of Singing. New York: Schirmer’s Books. Retrieved May 10, 2026, from 
https://de.scribd.com/document/227624286/The-Structure-of-Singing#google_vignette. 
5 Ibidem, p. 172. 
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1.3. The technique of playing mezzo-piano and its expressive function 
 This denotes a moderately reduced intensity, situated between mezzo-forte and piano, 
characterised by a balance between sonic presence and restraint. It is that zone of balance, not a 
louder piano. 
 The sound remains warmer, stable and sustained; it does not involve the tension of control 
found in piano and pianissimo; it allows for natural phrasing, less technically exposed, and is 
widely used for expressive continuity, not for effect. It always gives the impression of controlled 
freedom and has a distinctive expressive role, suggesting calm and quiet inner reflection. It is ideal 
for narration, transitions and connecting phrases. It can create contrast without excessive drama. 

 
2. The importance of pianissimo in opera. Technical exercises  

 
         “To play pianissimo, that is true art!” 

        Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart 
In vocal art, dynamic control is one of the pillars of vocal expressiveness. Singing 

pianissimo does not mean singing softly, but learning to sustain the voice at the lowest intensity 
without losing control. It is a slow and highly conscious process that requires patience, dedication 
and perseverance, and involves complex coordination between breathing, support, resonance and 
fine muscle control, thus becoming an indicator of the opera singer’s technical maturity. 
 From an aesthetic perspective, pianissimo allows for the exploration of a subtle emotional 
palette, frequently associated with states such as intimacy, fragility, melancholy or introspection. 
In the operatic repertoire, moments of pianissimo are often strategically placed at points of 
maximum dramatic tension, where the contrast with forte passages amplifies the expressive 
impact. Thus, the ability to sustain a phrase in pianissimo without losing timbral quality or 
intonation contributes significantly to the performer’s artistic credibility. Pianissimo fully reveals 
the performer’s technique and sensitivity, which is why artists capable of this are highly respected. 
 From a technical point of view, producing a correct pianissimo requires an efficient 
distribution of breath energy, something with which most students struggle.  
 Among the exercises that form the basis for studying pianissimo, vocal pedagogy proposes: 
 
2.1. Breath control (the absolute foundation) 
 

Take a deep costal-diaphragmatic breath, then produce a sound on the vowel “i” or “u”, 
maintaining very low intensity by controlling subglottic and diaphragmatic pressure. Any 
imbalance would result in a breathy sound or tonal instability. 

In the Garcia/Lamperti bel canto tradition, “pianissimo is not a weakness, but absolute 
control of the breath”6. Garcia emphasises the fundamental idea of vocal technique: “Breath is, 
absolutely, the primary element of sound; without perfect control over it, there can be no correct 
vocal production”7. This idea is essential for pianissimo. Reducing intensity does not mean losing 
support, but increasing control over it. 

 
 

 
6 Manuel Garcia. 1911. Traité complet de l’art du chant, in the chapter “De la respiration et de l’émission du son”,14thedition. Paris : 
Heugel & Cie. 
7 Ibidem. 
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2.2. Laryngeal activity 
 

The stability of the larynx’s position in pianissimo is crucial. It must function at maximum 
efficiency with minimum energy. Any additional tension immediately affects the quality of the 
sound. The sound is produced with reduced subglottic pressure, but with precise and stable 
adduction (closure) of the vocal cords, avoiding both excessive air leakage and compression. The 
moment a loss of air is felt, it is a sign that the closure of the vocal cords is not effective. The 
vibration must be stable and of low amplitude, a sign that the oscillations are finer and more 
regular. If this balance is maintained, neither sub-adduction (a breathy sound) nor hyper-adduction 
(a strained, forced sound) occurs.  

In pianissimo, there is no muscular ‘shutdown’, but rather activation that is reduced in 
intensity yet increased in precision. 

 
2.3. Optimising vocal resonance 
 

Here we refer to the conscious and controlled modification of the shape and cavities 
through which the sound passes after being produced at the level of the vocal cords: the pharynx, 
oral cavity, and the position of the tongue, soft palate and lips. In this way, the singer influences 
the resonance (the place where the sound ‘vibrates’), the vocal timbre (more open, darker, warmer), 
the projection of the sound and the ease of production, especially in extreme registers or dynamics. 
When we raise the soft palate and widen the pharyngeal space, we can achieve a rounder and richer 
sound, whilst changing the position of the tongue influences the quality of the vowels. These can 
be easily adjusted to favour resonance at low pressure for a successful pianissimo. At the same 
time, the focal point of the sound must be maintained in one place, giving the sensation of a ‘sound 
in front’, even if the volume is reduced. From an acoustic point of view, an effective pianissimo 
maintains projection even at low intensity, which explains the Caballé phenomenon. 

 
2.4. Messa di voce 
 

This classic exercise, which is very difficult, especially for beginners and not only, involves 
starting the sound in pianissimo, gradually increasing to forte, followed by a gradual return to 
pianissimo. It is an essential exercise for developing dynamic control and timbral uniformity 
throughout the duration of the sound.  

 
2.5. Glissando in pianissimo 
 
 This involves sliding between notes (for example, over thirds or fifths), whilst maintaining 
a low volume. It helps to stabilise the embouchure across different registers and to avoid 
unnecessary tension.  
 
2.6. Exercises on voiced consonants (m, n, v) 
 
 Exercises involving the production of sounds in pianissimo using nasal or labiodental 
consonants are useful, as they help to raise awareness of resonance and maintain adequate support 
without straining. (e.g. miii, mooo, naaa, vuuu, veee, viiii with a soft attack, without losing breath). 
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2.7. Phrasing  
 
 Short musical phrases can be studied in pianissimo, with attention to legato and the 
continuity of the vocal line; first work on small segments, then integrate them into longer phrases. 

 
3. From Montserrat Caballé to the contemporary bel canto tradition 

 
In the history of opera, there are sopranos renowned for their volume, others for their virtuosity, 

and others for their drama. But few have become legendary thanks to the art of singing in piano. 
True bel canto mastery is often seen not in the fortissimo, but in that moment when the voice thins 
to the point of near silence and yet continues to fill the hall, to convey emotion and to remain 
perfectly controlled.  

Here we find several leading figures in the world of opera whom we shall discuss in this study: 
Montserrat Caballé, Edita Gruberova, Beverly Sills, Joan Sutherland, Mirella Freni and, according 
to the critics of the time, Elena Moșuc from the younger generation. They all share a rare quality: 
the ability to keep the sound fully alive in piano and pianissimo. Not a weak sound, but a 
concentrated, sustained and expressive one. 

- Montserrat Caballé – perhaps had the most famous filato in opera: her pianissimo seemed 
suspended in the air, endless.  

- Edita Gruberova – transformed subtle nuances into crystal-clear precision, and her agility 
remained intact even at the lowest volume. 

- Beverly Sills – used the piano as a dramatic and emotional instrument; her voice seemed 
to speak intimately to the audience. 

- Joan Sutherland – possessed a full, regal pianissimo, supported by monumental breath 
control. 

- Mirella Freni – created an intimacy almost impossible to explain; her piano seemed like 
breath transformed into music. 

- Elena Moșuc – according to most reviews, she impresses with the purity of her tone and 
the elegance of her diminuendos; her high notes in piano remain clear and luminous, and 
she is capable of a messa di voce, as the Italians often said, ‘da manuale’.  

For all these sopranos, the pianissimo is not merely decorative, but the supreme form of technical 
control and expressive truth. 
 
3.1. Montserrat Caballé – La Superba, the absolute benchmark of pianissimo 
 

Montserrat Caballé, the Spanish soprano, is one of the most impressive voices of the 20th 
century, not only for the breadth of her repertoire, but above all for the refinement of her vocal 
technique and artistic humanity, being a master of vocal control and sincere expression. One of 
the defining features of her art was her extraordinary ability to sing in pianissimo and to achieve 
those filati (gradual, subtle glides of sound) that seemed almost unreal.  
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Fig. 1 – Elena Moșuc and Montserrat Caballé, Teatro Liceu, Barcelona, 2015 © Christoph 

Hebeisen 
 

Thanks to her bel canto performances, and beyond, which demonstrate how the piano can 
become a dramatic instrument rather than merely a sound effect, Caballé is often regarded as the 
‘queen of the piano’. Her technique was based on:  

- Deep and steady breathing 
- Extremely economical vocal production 
- Control of vibrato 
- The ability to produce sustained notes of almost instrumental purity, redefining 

interpretative standards in the bel canto repertoire 
- Intelligent use of cranial resonances  
- Elimination of any muscular rigidity  
From a stylistic perspective, this great singer shifts the pianissimo from the realm of 

ornamentation to that of structural discourse. 
In many interviews, and also in our conversation at the Liceu Theatre in Barcelona in 2015, 

when speaking about vocal technique and her immense talent for singing in piano, she maintained 
that “piano is not a weakness, but the maximum concentration of attention.” (Fig. 1) 

Her voice retained the same timbral richness even at very low intensities, something 
extremely difficult in lyric singing. In many of her performances, the sound seems to float 
effortlessly, creating an intimate and deeply emotional atmosphere.  

Filage is considered a supreme technique of control. Her filages were considered unique 
because she managed to transition from a full sound to an extremely delicate one without any 
perceptible break. This technique requires not only impeccable breath support, but also perfect 
coordination between the diaphragm, resonance and vocal placement. He managed to transform 
these moments into true artistic effects, not mere technical exercises. (Fig. 2) 
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Fig. 2 – Montserrat Caballé, internet source 
 

 Her performances in the operas of Bellini and Donizetti—in roles such as Norma (her 
rendition of the ‘Casta Diva’ aria is legendary), Lucrezia Borgia, and Maria Stuarda—as well as 
in Verdi’s La Traviata, and in the verismo repertoire (the role of Adriana Lecouvreur, with her 
unique interpretation of the ‘Poveri fiori’ aria), remain unforgettable. 
 Critics and audiences have consistently noted this ability, particularly in the bel canto 
repertoire where control of the melodic line and subtlety of expression are essential. In slow arias, 
Caballé could sustain long phrases in pianissimo, maintaining dramatic tension without resorting 
to vocal force. It was precisely this controlled delicacy that became her artistic signature and the 
reason why she is considered one of the greatest sopranos in the history of opera. 

Davide Steccanella wrote in 2020 on the occasion of the great soprano’s passing: “A timbre of 
captivating sweetness, a firm and adamantine projection in the mezzo-forte, acciaccature of 
exquisite taste and pianissimi of legendary expressiveness were the main characteristics of a voice 
that miraculously managed to make its mark in the world of opera”8. (“Caballé, the last absolute 
soprano”) 

For her pianissimi, her regal, statuesque bearing that commanded respect in any opera house, 
from the Metropolitan to La Scala, and her ability to tackle 80 roles with astonishing technical 
ease, she was dubbed “La Superba”, a nickname cemented by leading American and British critics 
such as The New York Times and Opera News, solidifying the triumvirate: Maria Callas “La 
Divina”, Joan Sutherland “La Stupenda” and Montserrat Caballé “La Superba”. Her good friend 
and collaborator, the great pop star Freddie Mercury, with whom she won the hearts of the world 
with the duet “Barcelona”, called her “Super-Diva” or “Montsy”. 
 

 
8 Davide Steccanella. 2020, October 6. In  Due anni fa ci lasciava Montserrat Caballé: “Timbro di dolcezza soggiogante, 
emissione salda e adamantina nel mezzo-forte, acciaccature di gusto eccelso e pianissimi di leggendaria espressività, furono le 
principali caratteristiche di una voce che riuscì miracolosamente a farsi largo in un mondo lirico” in Operaclick, Caballé, ultimo 
soprano assoluto. Retrieved May 12, 2026, from  
https://www.operaclick.com/forum/cerca?chiave=Caball%C3%A9+ultimo+soprano+assoluto. 
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3.2. Edita Gruberova – Bel Canto Queen  
 
She was a Slovak soprano of great renown in the 20th and early 21st centuries, celebrated not 

only for her extraordinary technical agility, but above all for the way she could transform sound 
into an almost immaterial form of expression. Many singers can impress with volume or 
spectacular high notes. Gruberova (also known as Grubi), however, impressed through her mastery 
of the piano, her microscopic control of intensity, and her ability to distinguish between piano and 
pianissimo without losing projection, intonation or dramatic tension. Her pianissimo was dense, 
concentrated, not necessarily always warm or deeply emotional, yet even in large concert halls it 
made her voice float effortlessly. This art of nuance is essential to the bel canto repertoire which 
she performed with extraordinary success all over the world. Her interpretations were marked by 
great artistry, with her phrasing built on long breaths, delicate attacks, perfect breath support and 
a gradual diminishing to an almost suspended nuance. 

In operas such as Lucia di Lammermoor, Norma or Roberto Devereux, she constructed long 
phrases almost exclusively from subtle gradations of intensity. Sometimes she would begin a note 
on an almost impossible, then widen it ever so slightly and draw it back again—a type of control 
that is technically extremely difficult. For example, in Lucia di Lammermoor, instead of turning 
the mad scene into a purely acrobatic display, she introduced almost ghostly pianissimos, which 
suggested the character’s psychological fragility.  

The audience often felt they had to ‘breathe’ along with her so as not to break the spell of the 
sound. Personally, I had the opportunity to interact with Edita Gruberova on many occasions 
during various performances and concerts. We were colleagues for many years at the Zurich Opera, 
where we alternated in operas such as Lucia di Lammermoor (Lucia), Maria Stuarda (Maria 
Stuarda), Roberto Devereux (Elisabetta I), Rigoletto (Gilda), Ariadne auf Naxos (Zerbinetta), and 
I often had the chance not only to discuss vocal technique with her, but also to observe her in 
numerous performances, seeing how she built her character and how she paced her energy 
throughout the evening. (Fig. 3) In this way, I observed and learnt many important things that are 
worth sharing: 

 
Fig. 3 – Edita Gruberova and Elena Moșuc after the premiere of R. Strauss’s Ariadne auf 

Naxos” Opernhaus Zürich, 1993 
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- she had remarkable diaphragmatic control! The sound remained ‘in the mask’, focused and 

resonant even at very low volume, which demonstrates exceptional breath support and 
extremely precise control of the air column; 

- her vocal attack was soft and warm, without any harshness. The sounds originated from 
“within the breath”, creating an impression of continuity and controlled fragility; 

- the vibrato was very subtle, contributing to the sensation of luminosity and aristocratic 
fragility in the sound; 

- she possessed psychological control over tension. The pianissimo was not passive, but 
possessed a dramatic intensity. In the great tragic scenes, silence and the diminuendo 
became more expressive than vocal force. The expressiveness of her facial expressions was 
remarkable. (Fig. 4) 
 

     

             Fig. 4 – Edita Gruberova, internet source 

Viennese influences were strong in Edita Gruberova; her performances revealed an almost 
instrumental discipline of phrasing, combined with the Italian flexibility of bel canto. In forte 
passages, her voice was often shrill, even jarring at times, yet she was a great virtuoso and an 
elegant singer, possessing a constant inner tension, like a controlled flame. 

The critic Dagmar Pelzin wrote in 2001 following a performance of Roberto Devereux at the 
Staatsoper Berlin: “On the brink of madness. Her brilliant technique is entirely at the service of 
the music. No coloratura, no messa di voce and no pianissimo trill in the highest register are 
regarded as an end in themselves. Every ornament reflects the character’s emotions; every dynamic 
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nuance illuminates the dimensions of the text with almost seismographic precision. Unfortunately, 
such artistic mastery is heard far too rarely on today’s opera stages”9. 

 
3.3. Beverly Sills – Brilliance 

 
Beverly Sills is an American soprano of whom it might be said that her art was a rare blend 

of impeccable technique and expressiveness. (Fig. 5)  
 

                 
                                            Fig. 5 – Beverly Sills, internet source  
 

She made an extraordinary impression with her high notes and admirable agility, but also 
with her ability to control the intensity of emotion. She could sing loudly and spectacularly, her 
voice retaining its beauty, yet she also possessed the ability to sing pianos and pianissimi without 
losing breath support, intonation, timbral colour or dramatic tension. The piano is used as a 
dramatic instrument; it is emotion that dictates the dynamics and not the other way round, to 
paraphrase her interpretative philosophy10.  

She was the envy of all when it came to vocal acrobatics, which are impossible for many 
sopranos. Extraordinary! Her agility, which many sopranos lack, was transformed into emotional 
language. Even her trills and diminuendos seemed spoken, not performed in an academic manner. 
Admirable in the role of Elizabeth I. 

When she descended to a piano, the sound did not become fragile or hollow, but remained 
luminous like a ‘silk thread’, yet with substance. Her pianissimo had a theatrical quality: it was 
not merely low volume, but the impression that the character was revealing her soul in a whisper. 
Her piano sounded like a confession. 

 
9 Dagmar Pelzin, “Dicht am Wahnsinn. Edita Gruberova meisterhaft in Donizettis ”Roberto Devereux”, TAZ: “Ihre höchst 
brillante Technik steht ganz im Dienst der Sache. Keine Koloratur, kein Messa di voce und kein Pianissimo-Triller in höchsten 
Höhen verkommt zum Selbstzweck. Jede Verzierung spiegelt die Gefühle der Figur wider, jede dynamische Nuance leuchtet die 
Dimensionen des Textes geradezu seismographisch aus. So etwas ist heute leider viel zu selten auf Opernbühnen zu hören”. 
Retrieved May 9, 2026, from  https://taz.de/Dicht-am-Wahnsinn/!1185652/. 
10 Beverly Sills. 1976. Bubbles: A Self-Portrait. Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill Company. 
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In roles such as Lucia or Manon, her pianissimos are not merely decorative, but serve to 
convey psychological depth. The listener senses vulnerability, irony, seduction or melancholy 
without her ever overdoing it. Although her voice was not considered ‘perfect’ in the strictly Italian 
sense (in terms of absolute roundness), her musical intelligence and control of nuance made her 
performance extremely human and memorable.  

As she recounts in her autobiography, she was known as Bubbles, a nickname that stuck 
and suited her effervescent, cheerful and communicative personality perfectly, helping her to 
become one of the most beloved figures of opera in America. 

Of Beverly Sills’ artistry, Robert Levine wrote in 2003: “Sills was: absolutely fluid in 
passage-work at any speed, a trill to die for (though it invariably, and oddly, starts on the wrong 
note), solid up to an E-flat, no fear of chest voice (the finale of Anna Bolena is very potent), capable 
of glorious, sustained pianissimo singing (in Manon, Louise, the “Vilja” lied, and Elisabetta’s first-
act aria), dead-on staccatos (as Linda di Chamounix and the Hoffmann Doll), and glorious legato 
(the Daphne final scene is riveting). Her tone might have been slim and a bit wiry, but dramatically 
she could easily transform herself with her phrasing and attitude”11.  

 
3.4. Joan Sutherland – La Stupenda 
 

Joan Sutherland, an Australian soprano, managed to make her mark on the world opera stage 
when she turned her attention very seriously to bel canto, rigorously honing her vocal and 
interpretative technique under the exacting guidance of her husband, the great conductor Richard 
Bonynge. Joan had an impressive voice. Due to her wide vocal range, she sang several roles early 
in her career that were later considered unsuitable for the true nature of her voice. The problem 
was that, in her younger years, no one had fully understood what kind of vocal instrument she 
possessed. Her voice was very powerful, very expansive, but still technically unrefined and 
masked by a heavy vibrato. For this reason, she was initially directed towards a German dramatic 
repertoire and demanding roles, before her talent for bel canto was discovered. For example, the 
role of Aida did not suit her at all. Although she possessed the necessary vocal range, the Verdi 
style demands a dramatic incisiveness and clarity of diction that did not come naturally to her. Her 
voice was too fluid and rounded, too focused on sonic continuity for Verdi’s more sculptural 
drama. Neither Tosca nor other verismo roles, which demanded sharp accents, immediate dramatic 
outbursts and a direct relationship with the text, suited her artistic temperament. She built her sound 
in broad, continuous lines, not in fragmented dramatic gestures. In Puccini roles she often seemed 
too noble and too abstract. In the Wagnerian repertoire the mismatch was even more evident, as 
her nature felt too bel canto for the tectonic drama of the composer whose music is celebrated 
lavishly at the Bayreuth Summer Festival.  

Her reinvention came in 1959 in London with her performance of the title role in Donizetti’s 
Lucia di Lammermoor. From that moment on, the right repertoire was clear: Rossini, Bellini, 
Donizetti and French operas of lyrical-dramatic virtuosity12. 

Her enormous yet fluid voice retained an incredible agility. Her high register opened with an 
almost unearthly freedom and created emotion through pure vocal substance. For some critics, her 
less incisive diction was a limitation, but for her countless admirers it was precisely this that gave 

 
11 Robert Levine. 2003. The Art of Beverly Sills, Classics Today. Retrieved May 9, 2026, from  
https://www.classicstoday.com/review/review-8714/. 
12 Joan Sutherland. 1999. The Autobiography of Joan Sutherland. Washington D.C: Regnery Publishing Inc. 
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her art its almost abstract character. She was a perfect singing machine, and yet the emotion came 
from the colour of the sound, the breadth of her breath and the melodic continuity. (Fig. 6) 

 

      
 

            Fig. 6 – Joan Sutherland, “Norma” © Ron Scherl/Redferns 
 

She never broke up the line; she conceived the phrase in broad, architectural arcs. A profoundly 
distinctive feature of hers was the monumentality of her legato, and her phrases possessed infinite 
elasticity. 

Her almost unrivalled virtuosity never seemed detached from the substance of her voice. Her 
coloratura was rapid, highly effective and very precise. The reason I personally tackled 
Semiramide’s aria first, and then the full role, was the inspiration I drew from listening to her 
performance in that role. I am not a Rossini soprano, but the way she performed this Assyrian 
queen’s aria impressed me so much that I studied it for six months until I managed to master her 
coloratura exactly. I was deeply honoured and impressed by the naturalness of her personality 
when I met her in Zurich in 1996. (Fig. 7) It was a historic moment, having known her only from 
recordings until then.  

In the relationship between coloratura and piano, the latter possessed the amplitude and fluidity 
of an organ. Something unique about this ‘sacred monster’ of opera was the way her powerful 
voice could be scaled down without breaking. 

Dramatic sopranos attempting pianissimo often give the impression of a voice held in 
check. With Sutherland, this tension did not exist. The sound was elastically compressed, like light 
filtered through a crystal. That is why her pianissimos did not have a confessional or intimate 
character in the human sense, as with Caballé or Gruberova, but rather an almost surreal, 
otherworldly quality. Her piano often became a hypnotic state, a sonic space. Her pianissimos were 
dramatic expressions; her voice floated above the orchestra, creating an atmosphere of mystery 
and melancholy. The audience had the impression that the sound came from a very distant space 
and yet penetrated directly into the listener’s sensibility, as has been widely written about online 
by both critics and many fans of this soprano, a true majesty. She was rightly nicknamed “La 
Stupenda” following her performance in the opera Alcina (Handel) at the Teatro La Fenice in 
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Venice in 1960, where Italian critics were amazed by the purity of her tone and her ability to 
nuance the dynamics of her sound13. 

 

                                  
 Fig. 7 – Joan Sutherland and Elena Moșuc, Kongresshaus Zürich, 1996 © Christoph Hebeisen 
 
3.5. Mirella Freni – a model of the lyric voice 

 
Mirella Freni, the Italian soprano, possessed one of the purest and most moving voices in the 

history of opera. Her lyrical voice, luminous and deeply human, without harshness or artificial 
effects, impressed with the naturalness of its sound, phrases sung effortlessly, like a breath 
transformed into music. The timbre of her voice possessed a velvety warmth and a typically Italian 
clarity; her projection was even across the entire vocal range. In roles such as Mimi in La Bohème, 
Micaela in Carmen, Desdemona in Otello or Amelia Grimaldi in Simon Boccanegra, her voice 
conveyed tenderness, melancholy and nobility. Unlike Maria Callas, she did not dominate the stage 
through dramatic intensity, but through the pure beauty of her singing and discreet emotion. The 
public always appreciated her because she was authentic on stage. Her art was not that of the 
‘fireworks’ of the coloratura sopranos we have discussed so far, but of perfect melodic line and 
intimate expression. In her youth, her voice possessed great freshness and flexibility, enabling her 
to perform certain Mozartian and bel canto roles that required elegance and ease of phrasing, such 
as Zerlina in Don Giovanni or Susanna in Le nozze di Figaro. Yet even there, the emphasis was 
not on ornamental virtuosity, but on naturalness and lyricism. 

I have had the opportunity to listen to her on many audio and video recordings, and even 
had the privilege of performing alongside her on stage at the Zurich Operahouse in La Bohème 
when she was celebrating her 40th anniversary in the profession. (Fig. 8)  

 

 
13 Noel Goodwin. 1960. Daily Express, Monday 22 February 1960 edition, entitled: “The Critics. Noel Goodwin flies to Italy and 
hears them call Joan Sutherland LA STUPENDA”.  
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Fig. 8 – Mirella Freni (Mimi) and Elena Moșuc (Musetta), the opera “La Bohème”, Zurich Opera 
House, 1995 © Christoph Hebeisen 
 

I was struck by the beauty and freshness of her voice, which she handled with great 
intelligence across all registers. She never strained for effect. Although her voice was powerful 
and dramatic, she was able to control the nuances of piano and pianissimo to portray a Mimi as 
authentically as possible. Her pianissimo was always well supported by her diaphragm and she 
sang on the air column, as prescribed by correct Italian singing technique, which is why she never 
lost the roundness, brilliance and velvety quality of her voice. When I wasn’t on stage, I would sit 
backstage and weep at the beauty of the voice I was listening to so intently, and at the emotions 
that Mirella Freni’s voice conveyed. 

Throughout her career, she was committed to singing with a healthy vibrato, the right tone 
colour and dynamics that were as varied and interesting as possible. Speaking of her art in piano, 
the delicate sounds evoked the tradition of Italian bel canto and were part of her performances of 
great poetic intimacy.  

She was Maestro Herbert von Karajan’s favourite soprano and, having been born in 
Modena and grown up alongside the great tenor Luciano Pavarotti (they were ‘milk brothers’, 
nursed by the same wet nurse), the two formed a solid artistic friendship, based on a special vocal 
chemistry. 

“In the early part of her career, Mirella Freni shone in light and agile roles, often slightly 
mischievous country girls to whom her crystalline voice, her aversion to sentimentality, and her 
apparent fragility were well suited. Her vocal flexibility and maturity then allowed her to infuse a 
new and unusual freshness into highly dramatic and regal characters. In all cases, her 
interpretations are never exaggerated, never ‘veristic’, but natural, literally lyrical, delicate and 
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incisive at the same time. Whilst always retaining her characteristic airy spontaneity and 
preserving the transparency of her timbre, over time she has acquired pride, dramatic fibre, strength 
and passion”14.  

 
3.6. Elena Moșuc – Singing in filigree. The inner experience of pianissimo 

 
As a (Romanian) soprano, I cannot view the art of pianissimo merely from the outside, as 

a mere analyst of great voices. For me, this issue has, over time, become a deeply personal and 
even existential one. Thirty-six years on stage, decisive artistic encounters and direct contact with 
some of the most important sopranos of my era have compelled me to constantly seek that sound 
situated on the borderline between voice and silence. I first sought it by studying authentic Italian 
vocal technique intensively in its homeland, Italy (Milan), and for many years under the guidance 
of an excellent singing teacher, Mildela D’Amico, who, in turn, had studied with the teacher of 
such famous singers as Renata Scotto, Alfredo Kraus and Anna Moffo, namely Mercedes Llopard.  

I have had the privilege of performing alongside great sopranos such as Edita Gruberova, 
Mirella Freni and Cecilia Bartoli, and of hearing Montserrat Caballé perform live. On numerous 
recordings, I have listened to inspiring sopranos such as Joan Sutherland, Beverly Sills, Anita 
Cerquetti, Antonietta Stella, Anna Moffo, Renata Scotto and, of course, Maria Callas. All of these 
have had a profound influence on me. Beyond differences in style, repertoire or artistic 
temperament, they all possessed that rare ability to reduce the sound without losing its core, its 
inner vibration and expressive tension. For them, true pianissimo was not an external effect, but a 
form of extreme concentration of vocal energy.  

In my own experience, I have gradually come to understand that pianissimo cannot be 
achieved simply by lowering the volume. On the contrary, it demands an almost paradoxical 
control: deep, sustained , stability of the air column and, at the same time, a sense of total freedom. 
The voice must remain alive even when it seems to be withdrawing into itself.  

There is also a distinct psychological dimension to this type of singing. Pianissimo exposes 
the voice more than a full, triumphant sound does. You cannot hide within it. Any unnecessary 
tension, any insecurity or lack of sincerity becomes immediately perceptible. Perhaps this is 
precisely why the great pianissimos of opera history remain so moving: they convey not only 
technical mastery, but also human vulnerability.  

Personally, in all the bel canto roles I have performed (Lucia, Gilda, Violetta, Elvira, Maria 
Stuarda, Anna Bolena, Elisabetta I, Giselda, Lucrezia Borgia, Norma), or  verismo roles (Cio-cio-
san, Tosca, Nedda, Adriana Lecouvreur), as well as those from the German (Zerbinetta) or French 
(Olympia, Antonia, Giulietta, Micaela, Marguerite), I have had the opportunity to experience the 
fascinating world of pianissimo singing with the specific aim of singing as distinctively, nuanced 
and authentically as possible, and to create those artistic emotions that many of my die-hard opera 
fans will never forget.  

 
14 Silvia Camerini Maj. 2020. Mirella Freni, una diva normale, MyWhere: Nella prima parte della sua carriera Mirella Freni rifulge 
in personaggi lievi e agili, spesso paesane leggermente maliziose cui bene si adatta la sua voce cristallina, la sua avversione al 
sentimentalismo, la sua fragilità apparente. La duttilità vocale e la maturità le hanno poi consentito di infondere una freschezza 
nuova ed insolita a personaggi altamente drammatici e regali. In tutti i casi, le sue interpretazioni non sono mai esasperate, mai 
<veriste>, ma naturali, letteralmente liriche, delicate e incisive al tempo stesso. Sempre conservando la sua tipica spontaneità ariosa 
e custodendo la trasparenza del timbro, con il tempo ha acquistato fierezza, fibra drammatica, forza e passionalità”. Retrieved May 
9, 2026, from https://www.mywhere.it/69397/mirella-freni-una-diva-normale.html. 
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I have often been told by my admirers, and it has been written by many critics, that my 
strength lies in this pianissimo, which I always render with great mastery. And personally, in many 
interviews I have stated that singing is a delicate art that requires great attention and patience to be 
performed ‘by the book’ (‘da manuale’), as the Italians say. 

“What truly leaves one astounded about this artist, with a thirty-year career behind her, are 
her technical prowess, perfect musicality and charisma; qualities that enable her to portray a 
genuinely bel canto-style High Priestess. Ethereal messa di voce, extremely long breaths allowing 
for vast legato and dynamic range, mezza-voce at any point on the staff, perfectly executed agility, 
and a dazzling high and upper-high register constitute a showcase of technical skills befitting a 
true star. The particularly slow, detached tempos for ‘Casta Diva’ helped to make the prayer to the 
moon even more intense and imploring. The subsequent cabaletta “Ah! bello a me ritorna” is 
tackled with the necessary strength and incisive accents, whilst the da capo is downright 
electrifying, with all the Cs and C-sharps as written in the score. The concertato at the close of the 
first act is spectacular, ending with a brilliantly clear high D. The icing on the cake is the beautifully 
executed E-flat at the end of the duet with Pollione, a gem rarely heard live: there are few and 
prestigious precedents, including Sutherland (in the studio) and Deutekom. Mind you, the 
exceptional nature of this lies not so much in the note itself (which, for artists with a light opera 
background, such as those just mentioned, is part of their natural repertoire) but in the fact that it 
is tackled after having sung the entire opera and, above all, at the end of a scene that begins with 
a C3”15 (Fig. 9). 

     

 
15 Danilo Boaretto. 2021.  Vincenzo Bellini: Bucharest – National Opera: Norma, Operaclick 20 December 2021:   “Quello che 
lascia veramente sbalorditi di questa artista, con trent’anni di carriera alle spalle, sono le proprietà tecniche, la perfetta musicalità 
ed il carisma; doti che le consentono di plasmare una Sacerdotessa autenticamente belcantistica. Eteree messe di voce, fiati 
lunghissimi che le consentono legati e dinamiche ampissime, mezzevoci a qualsiasi altezza del pentagramma, agilità perfettamente 
sgranate, registro acuto e sopracuto sfolgorante costituiscono un campionario di doti tecniche da autentica fuoriclasse. I tempi 
particolarmente lenti staccati per "Casta Diva" hanno contribuito a rendere ancora più intensa ed implorante la preghiera alla luna. 
La successiva cabaletta "Ah! bello a me ritorna" è affrontata con la necessaria forza ed accenti incisivi mentre il da capo risulta 
addirittura elettrizzante con tutti i do e do# previsti in partitura. Spettacolare il concertato in chiusura di primo atto chiuso da un 
lucentissimo re sopracuto. Ciliegina sulla torta il mib di meravigliosa fattura emesso in chiusura del duetto con Pollione, chicca 
che raramente si è sentita live: pochi e prestigiosi i precedenti, fra cui Sutherland (in studio) e Deutekom. Si badi bene, 
l’eccezionalità non sta tanto nella nota in sé (che in artiste di ascendenza lirico-leggera, come quelle appena citate, fa parte del 
bagaglio naturale) ma nel fatto che viene affrontata dopo aver cantato tutta l’opera e soprattutto al termine di una scena che inizia 
addirittura con un Do3”. Retrieved May 12, 2026, from https://www.operaclick.com/recensioni/teatrale/bucarest-opera-nazionale-
norma?fbclid=IwAR0rZ3obv7ckVXz_gVunWcrtzBfslhmAov1FIAE5SaTo4zCS4VDocdOnnrw. 
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         Fig. 9 – Elena Moșuc, ”Norma”, Bucharest National Opera 2021, © Andrei Grigore 
  
“After a duet with Enrico, rendered both heart-rendingly and desperately, after the moving 

encounter with Raimondo, after a harrowing wedding scene, the ‘madness’ aria arrived with an 
almost unreal atmosphere, created from vocal colours and nuances, in sounds floating in the void, 
weightless. The combination of Elena Moşuc’s voice with the pure crystal of the glasharmonica 
(it’s a shame I couldn’t find the musician’s name in the programme) was impeccable. With a stage 
presence full of commitment, singing in impossible positions (lying on her back), the artist’s 
immersion was total”16. (Figs. 9, 10 and 11) 

Through my art, in the contemporary era, I have sought to faithfully continue the bel canto 
tradition through exacting control of the pianissimo in all the styles I have tackled, combining 
flexibility with precision.                    

 

 
16 Costin Popa. 2015. “Elena Moșuc’s fifth role at La Scala”. Adevărul.ro. Retrieved May 12, 2026, from  
https://adevarul.ro/blogurile-adevarul/al-cincilea-rol-pentru-elena-mosuc-la-scala-din-1634935.html. 
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Figs. 9, 10 and 11 – Elena Moșuc,”Lucia di Lammermoor”, Teatro alla Scala, 2015 © Marco 
Brescia 

 
In examining the great sopranos of the last century, I have always found this common thread: 

authentic pianissimo does not signify a lack of volume, but rather inner strength controlled with 
extraordinary intelligence. Faced with such a sound, the audience does not react with immediate 
outward enthusiasm, but with that rare silence that arises only when emotion becomes profound 
and genuine. Perhaps this is, ultimately, the true art of pianissimo: the ability to transform apparent 
fragility into the most intense form of expression. 
 
4. Conclusions 

 
The pianissimo, viewed beyond its status as a vocal effect, reveals itself as a true paradigm 

of operatic art. It is not a mere reduction in sound intensity, but an extreme concentration of 
musical meaning, a form of refining expression to the fragile boundary between sound and 
silence. In the great traditions of singing, from Montserrat Caballé to Edita Gruberova, Mirella 
Freni and right up to the present day, the pianissimo does not appear as an exception, but as a 
sign of artistic maturity. It requires “perfect control of the breath, the continuity of the air 
column”17, an inner economy of vocal gesture and, above all, a form of interpretative truth that 
no longer needs force to convince. From this perspective, the pianissimo becomes a space of 
embraced vulnerability. The voice does not hide, but exposes itself in its most essential form. 
Every vibration gains weight precisely because it is reduced to a minimum, and emotion is 
conveyed not through amplitude, but through the concentrated intensity of detail. Viewed in this 
way, the pianissimo is not merely a form of vocal technique, but an aesthetic of discretion and 
inner refinement. It defines a certain ethic of singing in which power is not measured in volume, 
but in the ability to sustain musical meaning right up to the barely perceptible limit of sound. 
Perhaps that is why, in opera, the great moments of truth are not always the loudest, but those in 

 
17 Manuel Garcia. 1911. Traité complet de l’art du chant, in the chapter “De la respiration et de l’émission du son”,14thedition. 
Paris: Heugel & Cie. 
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which the music dares to come closest to silence.  
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