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I once walked on the beach with Mrs. Kennedy. It was after
both her boys had been murdered, and I said to her, “I just
don't know how you've stood what you have.” And she said,
“Well, I think that sometimes God inflicts the most suffering
on the people he loves the most. And every once in a while, I
clench my fist and I shake it up to heaven and I say, I won't
be defeated!” I've kept that with me a long time.

There's a little plant over there with printing on the pot
that says, “I won't be defeated.” That plant was one leaf,
and I clipped it off a great big thing that was dying and
stuck it in the ground. This whole office got hysterical be-
cause, as you can see, we're undergound—we have no win-
dows, no light. They all laughed at me. Look at the size of
that plant now. I think you have to take everything that
looks like a blow and turn it into a triumph. This is where
my energy comes from: I just won't be licked.

—BEVERLY SILLS, 1984

apparent immediately upon meeting Beverly Sills. Tall and
solid, she gives off the air of being utterly unshakable—not a
nervous giggle or fidget to be seen. She is calm, stately, large, and
*ven a trifle stern, in spite of a curly, feminine hairdo and heavy
eup; she is a mixture of queen and mother. But her assurance
0 makes her easy to be with, and she laughs readily and merrily,
expressive eyebrows arching high above her lively eyes. Indeed,
er face changes dramatically with her moods, perhaps a result of
many years performing the melodramas of opera, perhaps a
al talent that added to her acting. When she smiles, her round
bunch up into a happy, girlish grin, which is enhanced by
ddish-blond curls that frame her head. When she is serious—
she often is—the lines circling under those cheeks pull her face
1 into an expression that is achingly sad. But capability ra-
from her every move. She makes you, somehow, want to lay
ur fate in her hands.
flIs capability, which she probably possessed ever since the age

T he powerful will and self-confidence that this story reveals is
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ter have to meet her at Lincoln Center and take her out for the
meal. Sometimes her husband brings his books and sits quietly in
the office with Sills as she works. )

Because she spends so much time at work, Sills has decorated

her office to look like a home. It is a surprising sight, for the rest of
the “backstage’ area of the opera house, which is really under-
ground, has the cold, institutional look of a hospital: corridors of
white tile and brown metal lockers in dim electric light. Her living-
room-like office is clearly a haven: overstuffed chairs, couches, and
a chaise lounge rest on the thick carpet, knickknacks given to her
by fans crowd the coffee table, and posters of past operas adorn the
walls. On one wall hangs a lush blue-velvet curtain that sweeps
from ceiling to floor. It is embroidered with elaborately bejeweled
queens, representing the many queens Sills has played in her oper-
atic roles. “I'm here so much and so long that sometimes, I'll
stretch out on that chair and put the light on and do my work, just
so that I can get the feeling that I'm not surrounded by desks and
typewriters” she says.

Beverly Sills did not have the beginnings one might expect of an
opera “superstar,” as the press has often labeled her. Born Belle
Miriam Silverman fifty-five years ago, she grew up in what was
then a typical middle-class Jewish area of Brooklyn—Coney Is-
land. It was a far-from-affluent neighborhood, and the family often
experienced hard times.

“At one time we had to move to a one-bedroom apartment,” Sills
recalls, “and the three of us slept in the hallway. My two brothers
shared a hide-a-bed and I slept on a cot. We only had a radio
because my grandfather built us one, and when my father got a
car, the whole neighborhood had a ride in it. And we all wore hand-
me-downs. But my father made a good living and we never went
without food.”

- Her father, a Rumanian Jew who came to this country as an

fant (“I don't want to forget that I have some gypsy blood in me,”
lls says, “I kind of like that”), was the undisputed head of the
sehold. He laid down the law, was served first at every dinner
¥, paid all the bills, and even accompanied his wife when she
nt clothes shopping. “She never paid a bill in her life!” Sills
laughing. “When she went to buy her clothes, he went with
He thought she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen
1e told everybody so. He loved to dress her and take her and
OW her off, and she really was beautiful. In the early days, when
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I was auditioning—it was the time of Shirley Temple and all the
child stars—we’d g0 to the movie companies and they were really
much more interested in my mother than in me. She was really a
knockout.”

In spite of her father’s old-fashioned values, he encouraged his
only daughter to achieve in school as much as his two sons.

“He gave me my sense of discipline,” she says. “He didn’t have
any respect for people who would not finish what they had set out
to do. He was also very practical.” He made her g0 to summer
camp once, for example, because he wanted her to have interests
other than singing, in case that didn’t work out for her. “You can't
be single-minded about anything,” he told her.

When Sills won the Most Distinguished Athlete Award at camp
that summer, her father was proud. When she got top grades
throughout school and showed an amazing aptitude for languages
—by the age of ten she could speak French, Italian, and a little
Russian—he was proud, too. He wanted her to be smart. But he
never dreamed of her being an opera star. He didn’t approve when
she began doing radio commercials and programs as a child. The
dream of being an opera singer come from her mother.

“My mother wasn't a stage mother, but she gave us the dream
that we could be anything we wanted, that nothing was out of our
reach and that she was there to help us achieve whatever the dream
was. And that’s exactly how it turned out—we all became what we
set out to be, and it’s all due to her. My mother is without question
the most dominating force in my life.”

The discipline from her father, the dream from her mother—
perhaps the perfect combination for the making of success. Yet,
probably none of it would have come to anything if Sills herself
hadn’t had an extraordinary drive and an extraordinary gift— her
voice. When did she realize that she had such a talent?

“I knew later, not right away. When I was three, I was having
such a good time singing and tap dancing and going on the radio
and my Mama making me pretty dresses—it was just a lot of fun.
It was really much later, when I began to listen to my mother’s
collection of recordings, that I got terribly enthralled with the
sound of a trained human voice.

“My mother took me to my first opera when I was eight, and I
was hooked. I thought it was the most beautiful thing I'd ever
heard and I only knew that I wanted to sing like that and be on
that stage. And when I told my mother, she hadn'’t the slightest
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operatic and chorus parts, and she got almost everything she tried
out for. But, until she was fifteen, her father wouldn’t hear of her
going on stage. “First you go to college, then try the stage,” he
insisted. Finally, however, when she got a chance 10 tour Europe
singing in a Gilbert and Sullivan repertory, he gave in. To make it

up to him, she won a mathematics scholarship to Fairleigh Dickin-

son College before she left.
Sills was never to take advantage of that scholarship or to go to

college, for her career quickly took off. By the time she was nine-
teen, she was an opera singer. Looking back now, how much does
she thing her success Was due to her talent and how much to sheer
hard work?
«well, I think having 2 singing voice is 2 unique talent. It’s kind
of like a diamond. You can’t manufacture a diamond —if you do,
it's a fake. But, it does have to be polished and put in its proper
setting in order t0 be appreciated. In the case of a creative talent
such as singing or painting, I think quite a lot is God-given. Then it
is honed and polished on earth.
“But opera is a highly disciplined art form. You have to know at
least two languages, you have to be a musician. It's a lifetime of
study and discipline, not just an overnight thing.”
Many people don't realize this. Movies and gossip magazines
habitually depict opera stars as leading glamorous and fast lives.
“Forget all that—it's all a joke!"” Sills exclaims. “you can't sing
with a hangover, you can’t sing with a sore throat from a lot of
smoking. You can't sing if you're tired because breath control is
the key to all singing, and you get winded. It's a very athletic art
form, and you have 10 be fit. It’s not an art form that goes on in
spite of the way you feel either, it goes on because of the way you
feel. Yelling at football games is not for a singer. Nor is yelling at
the children! My children were blessed because 1 was SO aware of
those vocal chords that I never raised my voice!”
Sills laughs her merry laugh, and leans back against the couch.
Cool and unruffled in a plain white summer dress, she nevertheless
looks weary. Her lifetime of discipline is apparent in her controlle
demeanor, and her fifty-odd years of singing can be heard in the
huskiness of her voice.

Wwith a life that has always been and s
sills to find the time to relax. She tries to take six weeks off a

now, although the opera’s s
time all at once, and during the season she never gets a Sunday ©

till is so busy, it is hard for

e —
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toward the camera, reaching down toward a child in a wheelchair,

her eyes fixed on him. Her brow is furrowed and the lines that

encircle her cheeks are deeper than ever. In that picture, she is not

a star—there is no thought for herself or her looks. She quite

plainly just hurts.

Yet, she has enjoyed the work, and says that if she had chosen a
career other than singing, it probably would have been in the social
services, an avocation that is evident in the work she does do. She
has, for example, initiated a program to bring opera to disadvan-
taged children in their own environments. She sends out busloads
of singers with costumes and props to schools, where they perform
a forty-five-minute excerpt from an opera. According to Sills, they
are reaching about 35,000 children a year now in New York State.

“I don'’t believe in busing children into Lincoln Center and show-
ing them this glamorous, gorgeous theater that they might never
go into again. I believe in bringing it to them in their ambiance so
that it becomes part of their everyday life. I'd like them to know
that every week, somebody’s going to come and tell them a story

and sing to them a little bit. I don’t care if they become opera
lovers or rock lovers, it’s just that music should be an integral part
of their lives.”

She has also worked to make the New York City Opera available
to people who like it, regardless of how poor they are.

“People think, ‘Opera—big, fat ladies with horns coming out of
their heads. That’s dead and buried,” she says vehemently. “Opera
is not just for the rich lady who has lots of pearls around her neck.”

Opera was originally a popular, family entertainment, and in
most of Italy it still is. Opera companies tour the country and
perform in large theaters for low prices. People come with food and
wine and, instead of acting hushed and reverent like American
audiences, they cheer the heroes, boo the villains, and throw flow-
ers at the heroines. Grown men cry at the tragedies, and everyone

jumps up and down and yells at the end. Sills wants to revive this

rit in the New York City Opera, so she sells tickets for $5.50 and
, instead of the $75 they can cost at the Metropolitan; sometimes

ial performances sell for even less. She has seats in the Stand-
Room Only sections, so that no one has to be uncomfortable,
she is constantly seeking out corporations willing to under-
e tickets to make them even cheaper. In a truly revolutionary
hove, she has hung a screen above the stage on which the words of
e opera are translated into English, so that everyone can follow
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no habit of winding away on distracting diatribes—she is always
quotable. The one problem was her fame. She was so used to being
interviewed: how was I going to get something different? -
I collected the usual wad of files on her from the library, plowed

through the interviews, and read her autobiography, Bubbles (her
nickname). Naturally, I was struck by the tragedies she had under-
gone in her personal life—a singer, a lover of music, whose chil-
dren were both deaf; a highly accomplished, brilliant woman whose
son was retarded and autistic..The juxtaposition of the effervescent
image of “Bubbles” with these private tragedies intrigued me, and
I wanted to explore them. But I was also struck by the fact that
she’d been in the public eye since she was three. What is it, I began
to wonder, that makes people like Sills ambitious and successful?
Where did her drive and talent originate? Was she pushed by

someone, or did she push herself > Where did she get the confidence

to keep trying, even in the face of defeat? Is there something differ-
ent in the life of highly successful people that makes them able to
push so far above the crowd? These questions were not the ones
Sills had usually been asked. Perhaps, I thought, this theme could
make the piece different.

Sills made the interview easy for me because she was unabashed
and not at all secretive about her struggles. She spoke honestly and
with affection about her childhood, her parents, and her career.
The only time I felt she dissembled was when I asked her whether
she was attracted to the idea of being famous as a child, and she
insisted that she didn't see opera singers as associated with fame.
“Thad no idea these were famous people, I just knew that whatever
that woman was doing, [ wanted to do.”
As I listened to Sills, I quickly began to see the power of her will.
It was hard to know whether that power was a result of being used

fame or was an attribute that pushed her toward the fame to
in with, but it was unmistakable. She had the same kind of
edged confidence I would see in Susan Sontag but was much
Te at ease with her prominence. She was clearly used to being a

S, to being obeyed, and to being efficient. She was not the sort
erson one would easily cross.

the interview went on, I began to notice other sides of her
nality that might have made her “different,” too. Her irre-
ible humor, her articulateness, her intelligence, her talent, her

ence,” and her extraordinary level of energy. She was, in
Ny ways, larger than life.
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I also discovered another aspect of her fame as we talked—a set
of pet peeves she was going to bring up regardless of my questions.
(People who are used to being interviewed often have a range o
pat statements they depend upon to get them through interviews. I
don’t think Sills was particularly guilty of this, but 1 was wary of
the danger. As said earlier, the only way around this is to study up
on one’s subject enough to find the questions that will elicit origi-
nal answers.) One of her pet peeves was the importance of family
life. “Don’t forget I was born fifty-five years ago and ‘women’s lib’

was an absolutely unknown phrase,” she said. “So, although I'm
very enthusiastic about the liberation movement, the liberation of
the woman’s mind is what I'm enthusiastic about. I'm not enthu-
siastic about the destruction of the family unit.” She talked about
the importance of family, in her own life and in general, for pages.

“There are so many changes from the time that I grew up,”’ she
said. “We were more physically affectionate, very demonstrative.

There was nothing self-conscious about it. Now we have such diffi-

culty with relationships that, if we see two men earnestly talking

with one another, we immediately decide that they are homosex-

ual. Two women walking down the street holding hands, we im-

mediately think they are gay women. But when we were kids it was

a very affectionate society. I never saw my brothers leave the house

without kissing my father goodbye, even when they were adults.”

Sills also was unstoppable when she got into memories of her
childhood. Her father died when she was twenty, leaving her ob-
viously sad that he didn’t live to see how his children and grand-
children have done, and in a sense she seemed to be reiterating her
memories for him. She glowed with love for her parents.

“They were a marvellous team,” she recalled. “He had a volatile
temper, she had no temper at all—always cheerful, always giggling
and laughing. She’s sixty now, and she still giggles! She could talk
him in and out of anything. But he could shoot off in a second. It

wasn't frightening, though.

“1 remember we all had chores. My o
take the garbage out. There were no disposa
fancy garbage bags—it was really a kind of unpleasant ta
mother had asked my older brother several times to do it and he
just didn't, so finally she lifted up this heavy thing and took it out -

herself.
llMy
seated and suddenly

ldest brother’s chore was _tO
bles, none of the big

til the next night at dinner. We were a.ll

father waited un
t over to the garbage palt

he got up and wen
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;z(;k outbthe F)ag {)f garbage and put it in the mid
m table, right in front of my brother. M n
my father said to him, ‘Since you s ; 'y
much, you might as well eat it.’ possnd
out after that!” ‘
The only drawback to Sills’ ili
P ack s volubility was that i it di
questi;‘nrrslﬁctl(]) ;rslz,a‘latalndf:ontrol of the interview. It\)l\/touml?id:sll:f(lefﬁ
R s Of(f)\'/v id your mother influence your ambitio erﬁ
e lmto a fifteen-minute digression on the i e
B Oxto e r}rllo'de.ls. I'would then have to steer he:‘nbpor-
et itpsemt she’d just made and applying it to m -
B e it lefms that the combination of your parenty' -y
— wamead tzrazll:courzll]ging ambition.” Or, "TalkingsabI:)eur;
an: hfow sk ot sl r}ll(‘):lxorl(()y'much you think talent is innate,
s for tackling the delicate -
e question of her childre
e fir S;nrlf:et,i rtnoo I ha.d planned to wait until V\r/le illz:lnl;ade
i;lup' e jumpez—thtzn;ﬂnwsnw:]re bo(;h comfortable—to br?relg
e : e and mentio i
philo:fpﬁseélfeﬁftehz ns;l;};sct, 1}: e}r:abled me to dracveﬁellf (f)i:f[ e
ot w she has managed to kee ing i
relemlessaé;:i)r';n/?s s}?e spoke about her children, I}:a%tl)l?hgem thf
R ambfltz_itlon to do her best for them that she hadsams
;b Optin;ilons. Wl?en sh.e went into her speech aboutlged
B oo i j,vm, lend’mg with the story about Rose Kenn 3
;P that tou dn’t be defeated with which I opened (:hy
- an(.?hmy two themes—the tragic history behins
T I,Saw Ow a person gets famous—had finally united
charm. She v, R i o oo B
F . ' ‘ , undefeatable.
g t;:nstaasts:lgn:fd“t/hls proh]e'by the New York City Commi
= Status < omen, which was putting together a b L
aking History, a collection of fifteen portraitso (:)l;

W York women desi
igned fo in hi
B [ and four Co-am; use in high schools throughout New

dle of the dinin

brother looked up ang
enjoy living with it so
So my brother took the garbage

on her

I
of ethnic, raci
, racial, and economi
1€r profiles, for i omic backgrounds. (So
» Ior Instance, were of a Puerto Rican éoctrge 0Mf -
r, Maria
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Rodriguez-Trias; newscaster Charlayne Hunter-Gault; vice-presi-
dential candidate Geraldine Ferraro; and handicapped marathon
champion Linda Down.) This brings up another point I haven’t yet
mentioned—the demands of the market. As “free” as profile writ-
ers are to interpret their subjects, the market—the house style of
the magazine, the editor’s perceptions of the readers’ tastes and
prejudices—slill controls the form, and to some extent, the lan-
guage of the piece. Had I been writing a profile of Beverly Sills for
New York Woman, it probably would have been more irreverent
and gossipy; for. the New Yorker, more thorough, with more empha-
sis on backstage at the opera; for a music magazine, more tech-
nical.

Looking back on this and on the other four profiles I did for that
book, I regret that I was forced to write them so fast. If one is to
regard a profile as a complete portrait, as a record for posterity—
and now that Sills is retired from her position of director of the
New York City Opera this piece does take on the aspect of history
__one wants it to be thorough. My twenty-two pages of notes con-
tain a lot more of her than 1 managed to get across in this relatively
small, tight piece.
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