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‘Sheikh Jackson’ moonwalks
into Toronto film festival

Chinese artist Liu Bolin takes part in a performance with a “Galerie Party” set, created by designers Gaelle Gabillet et Stephane Villard, during an event to mark the 40th anniversary of the Pompidou Centre in Paris. — AFP

Maria Callas died 40 years ago but her status
as one of opera’s greatest stars remains
undiminished, with new releases of CDs

and exhibitions planned to mark the anniversary.
Here are some of the turning points in the life of
“La Divina”, drawn from archives of AFP’s reporting
on the woman whose voice and style forever
marked the world of opera.

Maria Kalogeropoulou blossoms into a diva 
On August 2, 1947, the curtain falls on the last

act of Ponchielli’s “La Gioconda” in Verona, Italy. The
standing ovation that follows hails the arrival of
Maria Callas as a new star. She was born Sophia
Cecilia Anna Maria Kalogeropoulou on December
2, 1923, in New York, her family name later short-
ened to Callas. Educated in Greece, she started per-
forming at the age of eight.  In Verona she meets
Giovanni Battista Meneghini, a wealthy industrialist
who is passionate about opera. Twenty-eight years
her senior, he becomes her impresario and then

husband in 1949. 
In 1954 she loses around 30 kilos (66 pounds)

and transforms into the ultimate diva, taking top
parts in the most well-known operas. An AFP corre-
spondent wrote at the time of her death in 1977
that Callas reminded opera that it is also theatre,
and that the “long lines of paunchy and plump
singers that come along to push out a tune on cen-
ter stage are no longer acceptable”.

The Rome scandal 
On January 2, 1958, Callas opens the Rome sea-

son with “Norma” in the presence of Italy’s presi-
dent, Giovanni Gronchi. But at the end of the first
act, she says she has lost her voice and refuses to
continue.  The temperamental diva is accused of
being capricious as there had been whistles during
one of her arias. But she insists to the media: “As
you could see, I could no longer speak.” Two weeks
later in Paris, it is a star “exhausted and worn out”
that an AFP journalist interviews in the morose

atmosphere of a private room at the famed restau-
rant Maxim’s. “I suffered a lot that evening in Rome,”
she says.

Onassis, her great love 
In 1959 Callas leaves Meneghini to embark on a

passionate nine-year affair with shipping tycoon
Aristotle Onassis. “Late at night one could see him,
with Callas, in an Athens taverna where, having tak-
en off his jacket and undone his tie, he showered
the orchestra with gold and broke, as is Greek cus-
tom, piles of plates,” AFP reported at the time.  Their
idyll ends in 1968 when Onassis leaves Callas to
marry the widowed Jackie Kennedy. 

Curtain call 
Callas turns her back on opera in 1965. On

February 20 she triumphs in “Tosca” in Paris, with
an AFP journalist describing the public’s passion for
a singer “more sensitive than ever, even if she
sometimes lacks range”.  “ The moment she
appeared in the church in the first act, in a pink
dress wrapped in a large deep-orange scarf, her
arms full of flowers, the applause was such that it
drowned out the music and the first lines were
inaudible,” the report says.

During a performance on May 29, she falls ill.
On July 5, “despite the advice of her doctor,” she
takes to the stage for the last time in London, with
Queen Elizabeth II in the audience.

A final tour 
In 1973 Callas undertakes an international tour

of recitals. In Paris, AFP wrote, “bouquets rained
onto the stage”, accompanied by standing ovations
and cries of “Viva Maria”, even if the critics were
“less enthusiastic”. “If the technique, the musicality
of the voice are not in question, the high notes are
judged as particularly painful.”

Her last breath 
Callas dies at her Paris home on September 16,

1977, aged 53, having suffered a heart attack. “I
have just seen her on her bed,” says Michel Glotz,
her former artistic director, in an AFP report. “It was
the image itself of ‘La Traviata’ as she performed it
in 1956 at Milan’s La Scala. There was not a line on
her face. It seems like she was just resting.” — AFP

Italian tenor Andrea Bocelli’s voice soars to
the rafters of the Tuscan theatre, but all
eyes are on the orchestral conductor

beside him-a-robot with an apparent pen-
chant for Verdi. The concert in the heart of
Pisa is a world first, with two mechanical
“arms” conducting live music at the grand
finale of the first International Festival of
Robotics. The Swiss-designed YuMi sweeps its
baton skywards with one hand, while the oth-
er curves around in a caress that spurs on the
strings as the operatic “La Donna E’ Mobile”
(“Woman Is Fickle) reaches its climax.

But music lovers beware: YuMi can con-
duct set pieces, but cannot improvise, react
or interact with the musicians. “I t was
extremely difficult to train,” says Andrea
Colombini,  the conductor of the Lucca
Philharmonic Orchestra which performed
with Bocelli and soprano Maria Luigia Borsi
on Tuesday. YuMi, designed by robotics
leader ABB, was taught to mimic Colombini’s
gestures. The maestro said the automaton
was far more sophisticated than its “rival”
Asimo, the white four-foot (1.2-metre) robot
designed by Honda which conducted the
Detroit Symphony Orchestra in 2008. “We’re
not talking about Asimo’s limited up-and-
down, one-arm movement... 

YuMi is extremely flexible and its arms
have the same mobility as mine,” he told AFP.
YuMi does not stand, however: It sits on a
pedestal that gives it the support it needs to
move its long arms.

‘Just an arm, not the brain’ 
It ’s not a particularly friendly looking

robot, and Colombini acknowledged that
they did not get on at first. “It was not love at
first sight. At the start I kept getting wound
up because it kept getting stuck, and when
the robot gets stuck it takes 25 to 30 minutes
to reset it,” he said. “It took a long time,” he
added: Training YuMi to perform six minutes
of music “took 17 hours of work.” Borsi looked
apprehensive as she stood in her shocking
pink concert gown, waiting for the robot to
begin directing the classic soprano aria “O
Mio Babbino Caro” (“Oh My Beloved Father”)
by Puccini. The effect is somewhat odd: the

musicians watch for the first baton stroke and
gamely follow it throughout the aria, but the
traditional vitality of a human conductor-
keeping tempo with the whole body, even
through the breathing-is missing.

Bocelli, who is visually impaired, had to
remember the tempo YuMi had been taught
down to the second. Any unprogrammed
“accelerando” or “rallentando” would have
been disastrous, as he had no way to get the
conductor to follow his lead. “There’s no way
it could replace the sensitivity and emotion of
a conductor, because a robot has no soul. It’s
just an arm, not the brain, not the heart,”
Colombini said. Later, when the conductor
himself takes to the stage, his whole body
sways and thrusts-and the difference is star-
tling. “There’s not much room unfortunately
for improvisation, you have to go with the
robot,” says American violinist Brad Repp, who
took part in the concert. “It’s a cool effect...
but there’s no way this could be the future,”
he said. — AFP

This photo shows Italian flutist Andrea Griminelli (left) and Italian tenor Andrea Bocelli
(center) as they and The Lucca Philharmonic Orchestra are conducted by robot ‘Yumi’ for
the first time at The Teatro Verdi in Pisa. — AFP photos

This photo shows musicians of The Lucca
Philharmonic Orchestra as they are con-
ducted by robot ‘Yumi’ for the first time at
The Teatro Verdi in Pisa.

Robot ‘conductor’ steals the 

show from Italy’s top tenor

A diva remembered: Key 
points in the life of Maria Callas

This file photo taken on May 16, 1964 shows American
singer Maria Callas arriving at the Opera de Paris. La Seine
Musicale displays an exhibition about Callas from
September 16.  — AFP photos

A file picture taken circa 1970’s shows Opera
soprano Maria Callas giving autographs to fans
in Paris.

This file picture taken on May 23, 1964 shows
Opera singer Maria Callas per forming in
Vincenzo Bellini’s “Norma” in Paris.

A file picture taken on January 5, 1966 of US Greek-singer soprano Maria Callas, being
applauded by the audience of the Odeon theater in Paris during the premiere of “The
Barber of Seville”, presented by the Metropolitan Opera of New York.


