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TAPE NUMBER: I, SIDE ONE 
MAY 16, 1990 

HAST: Good morning. Today we are so happy to welcome, in 
the name of UCLA, Dorothy Kirsten, famous, famous opera 
soprano. We're delighted that you have agreed to have 
interviews with us. I may call you Dorothy? Is that what 
you said? 
KIRSTEN: Please do. Please do. 
HAST: All right. Let's start from the beginning, because 
you've had a very dramatic life. Now, did you have an easy 
entrance to this life? Or was it dramatic from the 
beginning? 
KIRSTEN: It has been dramatic from the very, very 
beginning, I think. I think you're thinking about my story 
that I told you about my father [George W. Kirsten]. I was 
the apple of my father's eye. He wanted so much to have a 
son at the time I was due. I learned that he was a little 
bit disappointed when I arrived. However, I was so noisy 
when I arrived and so loud and acted more like male than 
female, I'm sure Dad was very excited about it. 

I think I told you this story about my aunt [Catherine 
Hayes] who lived about three blocks from where we lived. 
He had made a suggestion because she was so anxious. She 
knew that my mother [Margaret Beggs Kirsten] was again 
pregnant, poor thing, little bit of a lady. My mother was 
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a very, very fragile woman. Amazing that she had four 
children--amazing to all. Well, the day that I was to be 
here, I was to make my first entrance into the world, was 
evidently a very exciting one for my father. He wanted a 
son so much, but I was such a noisy child that came into 
the world and seemed more like a boy-- I was demanding 
everything right from the beginning, including my poor 
mother's attention at every moment. My aunt lived about 
three or four blocks away. Father had made a suggestion 
that when the child arrived, he would come out on the back 
porch with his two-barreled shotgun, and if it were a boy, 
he would shoot three times, and if it were a girl he would 
only shoot once. Well, it happened that he was so excited 
with this wild little girl that was coming into the world, 
so different than my brother [George W. Kirsten, Jr.] who 
was to come a year after that, that he just shot and shot 
and shot, and my poor aunt had no idea what was going on 
whatsoever. [She] came down to the house immediately, and 
he said, "Well, she's really something. This girl is going 
to be my tomboy." Which I certainly was. 

HAST: So, from the beginning, you learned how to make a 
dramatic entrance, right? [laughter] 
KIRSTEN: Yes, I made the entrance a dramatic one. And my 
childhood--heaven help my poor parents—was also. It was a 
very dramatic one. 
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HAST: In what way? 
KIRSTEN: Well, I was very strong-minded, very stubborn. 
As I say, the same life I'm leading at this point. But one 
story that-- I don't know whether I told you about this, 
Sybil, but the story about my going in— I was always with 
the boys. I was never with the girls. Never played with 
them. 
HAST: Oh, is that right? 
KIRSTEN: Very seldom played with dolls and things like 
that. I was very, very, very much more like a boy than I 
was like a girl. And my father tried very hard to be very 
strict with me, which he really was, quite strict, in my 
early age. 
HAST: In what way? That you had to obey when he gave you 
orders? 
KIRSTEN: No. He was constantly saying, "You're acting 
like a boy. You have to remember you are a woman. You're 
going to be a woman, a lady, and I'm going to see to it 
that you're going to be a lady." 
HAST: Well, in those days, that was thought of very 
differently, wasn't it? Yes. 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes. Oh, yes. He was very-- And my poor 
mother. My mother would always break up the arguments. 
Well, she was the sweet, sweet, adorable, wonderful woman. 
HAST: And very feminine, I trust, yes. 
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KIRSTEN: And very feminine, yes. And Dad was the 
disciplinarian. And he, this one particular day, I 
remember I was out, of course, playing with boys. We had 
what we called a club. And they said to me, "Well, you 
just want so much to belong to our club. The only way 
you're going to do this is if you will climb that tree." 
The boys had a house in the tree, you know. They used to 
always do that at that time. And they said, "If you can 
climb it and get up in that treehouse, you may be--" 
HAST: You're in, yes. 

KIRSTEN: "You're with us." Which I did, of course, 
tearing my knees apart. I got up into the tree, but I 
couldn't get down. Of course, I cried, like all girls 
would do. I said, "You go get my daddy. You go get my 
daddy." And they did. They brought my father over. He 
came over, and he said, "All right. You made it up 
there. Now you just get down by yourself." And he left me 
there, went back into the house. Of course, my mother 
talked to him immediately and said, "You can't do that. 
You have to get her down." He said, "I can't get her 
down. I can't climb the tree." So he called the fire 
engine and--

HAST: He didn't have a ladder or--? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, not a ladder that tall. I was way up there. 
HAST: This was really high up? 
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KIRSTEN: This was really high up. 
HAST: Oh, my goodness. 
KIRSTEN: He called the hook and ladder, which came over. 
They put a ladder up to the tree and finally got me down. 
But it was kind of a lesson for me, because I was really 
much-- I wasn't that brave at all, and I really was very, 
very sad that I put them through what I did, because they 
were frightened to death I was going to fall. 
HAST: Yes, but isn't this, as you said, a lesson? 
Because, from reading your autobiography, which we, of 
course, have to mention on the tape, A Time To Sing, which 
is fascinating to read about your life, it comes through 
again and again that you knew what to do and when to do it, 
but you always put limits on it. And you were too young at 
this time to know that you couldn't get down. Isn't that 
true? 

KIRSTEN: Yes, I had to— 
HAST: But later on, then, you applied this. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, I was an obedient child, but I was a 
rascal. I was more like a young boy than I was a girl. 
HAST: A tomboy. 
KIRSTEN: I was a real tomboy. 
HAST: We forgot to mention, actually, that you were born 
in Montclair, New Jersey, on July 6, 1915. Is that 
correct? 
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KIRSTEN: That's right. 
HAST: And your father was a building contractor in New 
Jersey. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes. 
HAST: And your mother was a church organist. 
KIRSTEN: Yes. 
HAST: So you had music in your life from an early age. 
KIRSTEN: My mother was born in Brooklyn when it was the 
old age of those beautiful homes where she lived. She was 
an only child. And my grandfather [James J. Beggs], who 
was a great man-- We'll talk about him later. She was a 
city girl, if there's such a thing. Of course, it was 
quite different when-- I was talking of the time when we 
had moved already to New Jersey, and as much in the country 
as we could be. It was a wonderful, wonderful youth. I 
was very lucky to have those parents, because they were 
disciplinarians to an extent, but gave me my way a great 
deal, too. 

HAST: Yes, that's a real form of love, yes. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, they spoiled me. 
HAST: Well, you were athletic from an early age, so— 
KIRSTEN: Yes. Oh, yes, very, very. I've always been 
athletic. I'm a golfer, and I love it and live for it and 
always have enjoyed the out-of-doors and the country. 
Having my youth in the country, I remember tripping through 
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the woods looking for violets and finding them and racing 
home with a yellow violet, which was so unusual, anyway. 
HAST: A yellow violet? 
KIRSTEN: A yellow violet, a wild violet. I was always 
entranced with flowers, always. As I sit here in my own 
home and look out at my new garden that became yesterday--
That's why today I'm exhausted, because I spent a lot of 
time. I love to look at the flowers, and they're right 
there where I can see them every day, breakfast, noon, and 
evening. 
HAST: Yes, well, there are lovely roses on the table. How 
long have you actually been in this house? Just a short 
time, right? 
KIRSTEN: This house? I believe it's about four months, 
four or five months, yes. I'm delighted to be here. It's 
quiet. 
HAST: Oh, it's lovely. 
KIRSTEN: It's very private, and we're rather fussy who 
visits us. 
HAST: Yes, I can imagine. [laughter] 
KIRSTEN: I can hide out here, too, and that's very good. 
HAST: Yes. So you had a very close family. Now, were you 
close, also, to your two sisters [Ethel Kirsten Anderson 
and Eleanor Kirsten Parker] and your brother? Your brother 
is a musician, right? 
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KIRSTEN: My brother-- I was very close to my brother. 
We're only a year and a half apart. I was very close to 
him. 
HAST: Did your father shoot off any guns when he was 
born? [laughter] 
KIRSTEN: Yes, I believe he did. He was so glad to at last 
have a son. He's exactly like my father today. 
HAST: Is that right? 
KIRSTEN: Whenever I have a picture of him, it's my father 
over and over again. 
HAST: How interesting, yes. 
KIRSTEN: He's going to come visit me in about a month, and 
I can't wait. 
HAST: I can imagine. Oh, yes. Now, let me ask you, you 
started to mention your grandfather, James J. Beggs, right? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, that's right. 
HAST: Who was, as I read, a conductor of the famous 
Buffalo Bill Band. Is that right? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, he traveled all over the world with Buffalo 
Bill. 
HAST: Can you tell us a little bit about him? 
KIRSTEN: Well, of course, I can't tell you about his 
trips, because I never heard about that, but I do remember 
that he was-- My grandfather was a grand old man with a 
wonderful mustache that curled up and typical-- He looked a 

8 



little like, well, Teddy [Theodore] Roosevelt. Remember, 
he had that moustachio that-- He was a grand old man. 
Unfortunately, he did not live long enough to know that I 
was to have this kind of career. 
HAST: Oh, that's a shame, yes. 
KIRSTEN: And that's too bad, yes. But we were very close. 
HAST: But you knew him when you were little. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, I did. I remember him very well, very well. 
HAST: And then, your great aunt was Catherine Hayes. 
KIRSTEN: Yes. 
HAST: Known as the Irish Jenny Lind. 
KIRSTEN: Exactly, yes. 
HAST: Do you remember her well? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, no, no. She was way before. Before our 
family. Oh, yes, yes. 
HAST: I see. So you had family stories about her, I 
imagine. 
KIRSTEN: Yes. 
HAST: Now, didn't she sing in all the great opera houses 
in Europe? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, she did. She was the Irish Jenny Lind. 
HAST: And then, your brother is a professor of music. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, I'm very proud of George. He's--
HAST: Where is he, actually? 
KIRSTEN: North Carolina. 
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HAST: Oh, I see. 
KIRSTEN: Yes. We've lived too far apart for a long time. 
HAST: Now, your mother, who we said was a church organist, 
she gave you your first piano lessons. Is that correct? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes. Our family insisted that we learn some 
kind of instrument. We were naturally musical people, and 
we each had to take at least one year in school of piano or 
whatever we wished. But that had to be. I'm so glad, 
because, as I say today and teach today, piano is the 
beginning of anyone's career. Every singer should take 
some time with the piano to be able to accompany oneself. 
It's a wonderful thing. I never got that good, but I'm so 
glad I had that background, at least. 

HAST: Yes. I notice with our young students, they don't 
know how to do that at all. In fact, they're totally lost 
if they don't have an accompanist. 
KIRSTEN: And they don't read music. 
HAST: They can't even just sing-- Yes, yes. 
KIRSTEN: They can't read music. 
HAST: No, no. 
KIRSTEN: And that's dreadful. 
HAST: That's very interesting. Well, I'm still hoping--
and we'll talk about this later, you know-- You mentioned 
giving a master class at UCLA. I talked to John Hall and 
people, and they're very excited about it. But we may have 
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to wait a couple of months or so, you know. 
Anyway, then, the thing that-- Oh, and your mother. 

We should mention she was the one who also said that 
Dorothy was born to sing. Now, she said that later, of 
course, when you started your singing career, right? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes. 
HAST: But that's so nice. It says it in so few words. 

You told me the last time that Helen Hayes, the 
actress, is a cousin of yours. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, she is. 
HAST: And you didn't know that for many years, did you? 
KIRSTEN: Not for many years, no. When I was beginning to 
think about the book and was looking up my ancestors, I 
discovered this. We call ourselves country cousins, 
because it goes back quite a distance. 
HAST: And you've corresponded in the meantime and you see 
each other and so on? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes, yes. Well, that was a very interesting 
thing. I had a friend of mine-- When I learned this, a 
friend of mine told me where Helen was. I wanted to know, 
because I wanted her to know that we were cousins. 
HAST: She didn't know it, either? 
KIRSTEN: No, at that time she hadn't discovered that, and 
I had. I said to this friend, "Now, I want to get in touch 
with Helen. Who do you know in town that knows Helen?" I 
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learned of a friend who did, and he gave me her phone 
number. I called her and said, "Hello, Cuz!" From then 
on, it has been "Cuz." Not cousin, but just Cuz. 
HAST: That's funny. 
KIRSTEN: "Hello, Cuz." 
HAST: Well, she must be a delightful lady. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, she is. 
HAST: I don't know how old she is now. 
KIRSTEN: She is going to be ninety. 
HAST: You showed me some photographs the last time I was 
here, and your good friend and companion for so many years, 
Vicki [Hillebrand], pointed out to me that there is a 
family resemblance in profile. 
KIRSTEN: Many people say so. 
HAST: Yes, extraordinary. Well, I could see it. 
KIRSTEN: It's the same square face, you know. The wide 
cheekbones, and I think it's probably--
HAST: Yes. Oh, that's lovely. That really is. 

So we've talked about your family life and the fact, 
also, that you were so athletic as a child and preferred 
gym and basketball to dolls. How about when you got into 
grade school? In your autobiography, you said that you did 
not like school very much. [laughter] 
KIRSTEN: That's right. Well, I think that's rather 
typical. I did have other ideas about life and what I 
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should be doing, but I never was crazy about school. 
HAST: But you were good in mathematics, am I right? 
KIRSTEN: I was quite good in mathematics. 
HAST: That was always my weakest subject. 
KIRSTEN: Oh, really? Many people say that. 
HAST: Well, I think you have to have a good teacher. Did 
you have a good teacher for it? 
KIRSTEN: I must have. My teacher had the most strange 
name that I will never forget. Isn't that strange? It was 
Miss Higroom. Now, I tell you, this is very hard to live 
with, I should think, but that was her name. I remember 
her being teased for it. 
HAST: So you had to do well in that class. 
KIRSTEN: I had to do very well. 
HAST: But you liked it, anyway. And then, you liked to 
draw. 
KIRSTEN: Yes. 
HAST: Now, that became very important, of course, later 
on, because you are a painter, also, and we'll talk about 
that later. But from an early age you liked to draw? 
KIRSTEN: I enjoyed drawing. In fact, I was pretty good in 
school, later in school. I was very proud of that. I 
enjoyed it. 
HAST: And then, I also found out that you took a 
secretarial course. Now, was that in high school? Or was 
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that later? 
KIRSTEN: No, I don't know where you got that. 
HAST: Maybe that's the wrong Information I got. 
[laughter] Anyway, so all the girls, it said here in the 
book, studied piano, and your brother also played the 
trumpet? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes. 
HAST: Your father played the mandolin, and your mother 
sang, besides being a church organist, of course. 
KIRSTEN: Yes. 
HAST: So it sounds like a really happy musical family. 
Now, at the time you did not think of theater, is that 
right? 
KIRSTEN: No. 
HAST: That didn't enter your mind? 
KIRSTEN: No. I was too boyish for that. They used to 
have-- Gymnastics were more important at that time in my 
life. 
HAST: Yes, yes. Now, speaking of that, I was intrigued to 
read about your experience in the circus. Can you tell us 
about that? I couldn't believe what I read. [laughter] 
KIRSTEN: Oh, my word. Well, it must have been a feeling 
that I had to be on the stage. 
HAST: This was in high school, was it? 

KIRSTEN: This was in high school, yes. It must have been 
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that I was ambitious to be on the stage, to show off. I 
end up-- I had learned about— Close to where my aunt 
lived, there was a circus, a small group that were the Barr 
and-- What was it? 
HAST: Barnum and Bailey. 
KIRSTEN: Barnum and Bailey Circus. A small group of those 
people had their own little— 
HAST: Oh, it actually was an offshoot of that main 
company? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, it was an offshoot. They had some great 
horses, and I would go up and watch those beautiful 
horses. One day they saw me and asked me to come in. 
"Come on in, we'll give you a job." I said, "Wonderful!" 
They said, "You may hold the reins of this horse and 
exercise him around the ring." 
HAST: Oh, just to walk the horse around? 
KIRSTEN: That was the first thing that I was allowed to 
do. Then I became so in love with this gorgeous horse that 
they said, "Well, how would you like to learn how to ride 
him?" I said, "I would love it." So they put me up on 
this enormous horse. I never will forget. There is a 
place on the back end of a horse where the circus people 
dig their feet in. It's just above the sort of hip of the 
horse. 
HAST: To give them balance? Yes. 
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KIRSTEN: That way they can hold on. They taught me all 
that. And first thing you know, I was going around the 
ring all by myself. Of course, they always had a strap 
around my waist and a pulley that would pull me up if I was 
to fall--
HAST: Yes, I wanted to ask you about that. It sounds 
dangerous! 
KIRSTEN: If I went to fall, they would pull on the pulley 
and I would go around without any horse. [laughter] So it 
was a very wonderful time of my life, then, actually. 
HAST: Oh, it sounds marvelous, yes. It was really fun. 
KIRSTEN: It gave me a chance to get close to animals. I 
adore horses. 
HAST: Those people must have been lovely people. You 
actually did tricks on the back of the horse? 
KIRSTEN: I learned how to do that. Not only that, but I 
learned-- They taught me how to hang by my teeth. 
HAST: From where? From where, Dorothy? 
KIRSTEN: And that was the end of my career in the circus. 
HAST: Hang from your teeth from what? 
KIRSTEN: My father came up one time to see what I was 
doing and found me hanging by my teeth, and he stopped that 
immediately. 
HAST: But I thought you kept the whole thing secret, 
didn't you? And then somebody--

16 



KIRSTEN: I tried to. Until I was caught, then, finally. 
My aunt, you see, lived near where this was going on and 
never told on me. She was a very wonderful woman, and she 
never told on me. But, finally, I think, when I started to 
hang by my teeth, she was worried and told my father. He 
came up and shortened my career. 
HAST: Oh. That must have been devastating, though, from 
one day to the next. 
KIRSTEN: It was devastating to me, but--
HAST: Yes, I can believe that. Oh, my goodness. 

All right. So then you decided, actually, you didn't 
want college, and then also the Depression came, and that 
affected your family. 
KIRSTEN: Yes. 
HAST: Now, let's see, was that around 1929, '30? 
KIRSTEN: No, don't ask me for dates. 
HAST: No, that's all right. I'm trying to get it straight 
myself. But it's probably in the early thirties, isn't it, 
that we're talking about? 
KIRSTEN: I can't-- I don't remember, but I--
HAST: Yes, but, at any rate, I remember reading in your 
autobiography that it did affect your family. 
KIRSTEN: At that time, my father was beginning to have 
problems physically, and it worried us very much. 
Therefore-- We were three girls. My sisters had already 
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gone to work to help out. They worked for the Prudential 
[Insurance] Company [of America] for years, both sisters. 
And then, when it came my turn--I was old enough to do 
something to help the family--I decided I was going to do 
the same thing, and I joined the telephone company. 
HAST: What did you do there, exactly? Bell Telephone 
[Company], yes. 
KIRSTEN: I was called the troubleshooter. When people 
would call and really get angry and call the telephone 
company all kinds of names, I was to soothe them and try to 
get them to change their minds about all that kind of 
thing. So I would get on the telephone and they-- I guess 
it was because I already had a good voice at that time. 
HAST: And also, this was good experience in dealing with 
different people. 
KIRSTEN: It was wonderful, and I enjoyed it so much. When 
I was to succeed in really getting people to stop their 
arguing about it being the most awful company in the world, 
then I was really--

HAST: Well, it was the only one at the time in the States, 
wasn't it? Am I correct about that? That there was no 
other telephone company? Wasn't there just one? Or am I 
wrong about that? 
KIRSTEN: Well, I don't know about that. I know that this 
was a New Jersey company. 
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HAST: Oh, I see. Yes, yes. Well, It was probably a 
branch. But how much better to get you instead of a 
computer, right? [laughter] 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes, indeed. It was a good experience. 
HAST: But then you started to realize that you really 
wanted to perform, and you found a singing teacher in New 
York [City]? 
KIRSTEN: Well, again, we were living in New Jersey, and I 
used to go down to the beach. I joined a group down there 
that were just marvelous young people just about my age. 
One time we were all singing-- We used to all sing 
together. One time they said to me, "You sound the best of 
us. Why don't you sing for us?" Which I did. And then, 
from that time, they said, "Now, we want to help you get a 
career in singing because your voice is different than 
ours, and you really have something there." 

So, to make a long story short, one of them knew a 
contact in New York, a singing teacher. I went to this 
singing teacher and that was my first experience of having 
any education in singing. 
HAST: And you said he really wasn't the best, but he did 
not hurt your voice. 
KIRSTEN: This man was not a teacher. He was an 
accompanist. Of course, I didn't know that. So I started 
to work with him. But I met someone who said, "You're not 
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getting anywhere with that voice, and you've got to do 
something about it." They suggested someone in New York. 
I came home to the family and said, "I'm going to New York 
to study. Can I? May I go to New York to study?" They 
had found me a little apartment. I lived by myself. My 
family really raised all kinds of--
HAST: Well, a girl alone in New York. I mean--
KIRSTEN: And they really-- I begged them. I said, "You 
know I'm going to behave myself. It's not far. It's only 
one block from my teacher, and they'll watch out for me." 
Because I first worked for him, for the teacher. 
HAST: It just came back to me. That's where your 
secretarial work came in, yes. 

KIRSTEN: Yes, I first was his secretary. I wasn't a very 
good secretary, but I did everything for them. I tried to 
cook. I did everything to earn my lessons. 
HAST: Oh, to earn-- Yes, yes. 
KIRSTEN: Which I did. But that was nothing. That taught 
me absolutely nothing. 
HAST: But you said, I think, that he didn't damage your 
voice, so you were lucky in that. Isn't that true? 
KIRSTEN: That's right. That's right, he didn't. And his 
wife was a fine pianist and an accompanist. So they taught 
me how to perform. That was the first-- At the end of 
about two months or so, they would have a little soiree, 
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they called it. They would present me as their prize 
pupil. So that was a nice experience. 
HAST: Oh, yes. Then you met a dancer by the name of Ruth 
Moltke and you took some dance lessons? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, aesthetic dancing. 
HAST: What is aesthetic dancing? 
KIRSTEN: And this, of course, worked out fine, because 
it's an exercise. It's a wonderful exercise, the aesthetic 
dancing. I was very pleased to do this, because it was my 
first opportunity to learn how to walk on the stage and how 
to move. This was just perfect for what I needed, not 
knowing it then, of course, because I had no-- I wasn't--
HAST: Here again, when you give this master class, we've 
got to have you mention that, because I find with modern 
students they haven't got the faintest conception of how to 
stand on a stage. 

KIRSTEN: That is the thing that I'm most anxious to teach. 
HAST: Well, this is what your specialty is, also, from 
everything I've read--all the reviews, you know. So that 
will be exciting. 
KIRSTEN: Well, when you're very young in doing this, you 
think a voice is all you need. You get out there and just 
give the voice. It isn't so. Your appearance-- The first 
appearance is the most important. If, walking on the 
stage, you can prove to people that you are a star, you 
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feel you are a star, and you are a star. Even from the 
very beginning. That is what youngsters must learn. 
HAST: Yes, and that you take the time to let your 
audience--before you do anything—that they get that, 
right? But this is very hard for young people to learn. 
But you did it probably very naturally, I would assume, 
right? Because of the kind of person you always were. 
KIRSTEN: Well, I learned very well how to present myself 
on the stage, and that was a great asset for me in my 
beginning, the beginning of my career. 
HAST: Oh, heavens, of course. How did you meet Eddie and 
Grace Albert? 
KIRSTEN: They were pupils of this teacher. 
HAST: And they were studying voice. Am I right about 
that? 
KIRSTEN: And they were studying voice. Both studying 
voice. 
HAST: And they were doing "The Honeymooners" [radio 
show]? I was trying to think--
KIRSTEN: At that time they were "The Honeymooners," yes, 
in New York. 
HAST: And then they changed, of course. Later on it was 
Jackie Gleason and the other people. Was that the same 
kind of series? 
KIRSTEN: I don't think it really had anything to do with 
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that. 
HAST: I wondered, because I'd never heard of this earlier 
one. That's interesting. 

Now we get to your audition at the [William Randolph] 
Hearst radio station [WINS]. I mean, that was the 
beginning of everything, wasn't it really? 
KIRSTEN: I met, at the— 
HAST: WINS in New York? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes. My beau [Edward Oates] was an engineer 
at WINS in New York. He said, "Come on over. I might be 
able to get you a job." I went there and met, first, a man 
by the name of J. E. "Dinty" Doyle. Dinty Doyle really 
became a wonderful friend. However, I was a little afraid 
of him because he-- Well, he made some advances to me. 
HAST: Oh. Was he older? Was he quite a bit older? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes, yes. He was at that time--
HAST: But he wrote wonderful things, flattering things, 
about you. 

KIRSTEN: He made my name in New York before I ever dreamed 
of it. In every column that he wrote, he had something 
about me. And he really--
HAST: Now, this was after WINS, where you-- Let's see, you 
had a fifteen-minute spot every day, and you earned five 
dollars, which, in those days, was great. 
KIRSTEN: Yes. You see, his office was in that building. 
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That's how I met him. And this was just-- I have been the 
most fortunate girl in the world. 
HAST: But radio was big in your life, wasn't it always? 
KIRSTEN: Radio was very big in my life. I fell in love 
with the engineer, my first husband [Edward Oates]. 
HAST: Oh, he was your first husband. 
KIRSTEN: I fell in love with him. He taught me everything 
in how to manage a microphone. [It was] so terribly 
difficult in those days, because they didn't have the fine 
microphones that they have today. Like this thing 
[microphone] that I'm wearing-- It doesn't allow the voice 
to go-- Any loud sounds would be static, would be full of 
static. 
HAST: But in a studio microphone even today-- I do 
voiceovers, and I had to learn how to speak into a 
microphone. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes. It's another art. 
HAST: Isn't it though? Yes. 
KIRSTEN: Of learning how, and how to pronounce certain 
letters. If you don't pronounce--
HAST: And not to breathe into them. 
KIRSTEN: And not to put-- You know, some things just pop 
in the microphone. 
HAST: Yes. I always dread that. Tell me-- What I'd like 
to know is, now, when you were singing on the radio, did 
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you have to use a different technique for that? 
KIRSTEN: I knew nothing about technique. Nothing. That 
teacher didn't give me anything. I got nothing in that 
beginning of my life with that teacher who knew nothing 
about this. All that I got from that was something that 
should have come a lot later, and that was how to perform, 
how to present myself. Because, at the same time, while 
learning this from them, I was also studying with this 
woman who taught me how to dance. In fact, she even had me 
do one of her shows in aesthetic dancing. This was a 
marvelous addition to the body-- How to perform and use the 
body in attractive ways of presenting oneself. 
HAST: Of course, it was easier for you than for most 
girls, from what I've read. I mean, every review I've read 
about you says how gorgeous you were. Your body, your 
hair, your face, the way you moved. I mean, it wasn't 
flattering you, it was a fact, in the pictures I've seen. 
So you were fortunate that you had such a beautiful body to 
learn to move properly on the stage. 
KIRSTEN: Now, that was one of God's gifts to me. 
HAST: Yeah, but you used it properly. So let me ask you, 
speaking of the radio shows, you were the top singer on the 
"Kate Smith Show"? 
KIRSTEN: Yes. Oh, yes. 

HAST: I remember Kate Smith when I first came to this 
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country. 
KIRSTEN: This was another thing that I met through WINS, 
this station, and Dinty Doyle. Dinty Doyle said to me one 
day, "How would you like to meet Grace Moore?" 
HAST: Yes. Now, that starts a whole other chapter, yes. 
KIRSTEN: I said, "I would love to meet Grace Moore. I've 
just admired her so much." Well, you know, for as much as 
I knew how to admire anyone who was a singer at that 
time. He took me to-- She was then working for a soap 
company, and she was doing a broadcast, and I went to visit 
her. He took me to visit her while she was rehearsing. 
HAST: Are we talking about Grace Moore? 
KIRSTEN: Grace Moore. 
HAST: Yes. Not Kate Smith, right. 
KIRSTEN: No, no. This is before. I'm sorry, I--
HAST: No, it's me. It's me. No, you didn't, because you 
said that she heard you on the "Kate Smith Show." That's 
the connection. Is that right? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes, the "Kate Smith Show" was connected 
with WINS. 
HAST: Yes, right. And then he took you to meet Grace 
Moore, which was the big event of your life, wasn't it? 
Your career? 
KIRSTEN: He said, "You are more like Grace Moore in looks, 
in your body and everything, than anybody I've ever 
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known. I think you can make it, girl, and I'm going to see 
that you do." I wish I could say in this interview some of 
the things that he said, but they're-- He was a very coarse 
person. 
HAST: Earthy. Earthy. 
KIRSTEN: Earthy, I would say. That's a much nicer way of 
putting it. [laughter] Anyway, that was— 
HAST: But, I mean, that was the big beginning, really, of 
your career, meeting her. 
KIRSTEN: Yes. 
HAST: So you became her protege, is that correct? 
KIRSTEN: Yes. She said, "I will make you a star. I will 
take you to the film people. I will make you a star." She 
was the first one who really gave me an interview with the 
people of the Chicago Opera [Company]. She said, "You're 
going to sing opera." 
HAST: Yes. But the first thing you had to learn was how 
to sing an aria, isn't that right? 
KIRSTEN: Yes. 
HAST: Didn't she make you learn two arias? 
KIRSTEN: Yes. She said, "I want you to prepare two 
arias." I chose two from La Boheme. One-- Yes, I chose 
one from La Boheme and, I think, one from La Traviata. 
HAST: Did you know how to go about it? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes, because I had learned-- These people at 
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least taught me-- They insisted that I learn these 
operas. They didn't know anything about voice or anything 
else, but--
HAST: I see. I see, yes. Yes, that's right. From the 
first act of La Bohfeme and then Riseta's aria, also. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, that was it. Yes, those two arias. 
HAST: Yes, right. And then you had to sing that for her? 
KIRSTEN: I was taken to her hotel, and the strangest, 
awful things happened. She had been hit by a taxi that day 
and injured. I was sitting, and a half hour went by. Can 
you imagine? I was so nervous by that time, I was just 
shaking like a leaf. Finally, her husband [Valentin 
Parera] came in with her, with Grace, and she had been 
hit. I said, "Oh, please, let's do this another time." 
She said, "Now, no, indeed. You're going to sing for me 
right now. I want you to sing the two things that you have 
prepared for me." She insisted. Which I did. And she 
said, "I will make you a star. I have all the connections 
to do everything for you." 
HAST: And she followed through. 

KIRSTEN: From then on, she really even-- Including-- There 
was a conductor that I worked with, a French conductor that 
I worked with, whose name I will not mention, whom I worked 
with at the Met [Metropolitan Opera, New York City], who 
was a very rough kind of person. She wanted me to--
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Something was coming up where I would get a small role in 
the opera he was conducting. She said to me, "Oh, don't do 
what I do; do what I say." There were many reasons why she 
said that, which we can't mention. [laughter] 
HAST: Well, she's the one who then insisted that you go to 
Italy and helped you with that. But before that, now, I 
read that you also had parts on Broadway and so on. That 
came after Italy, didn't it? I think so. Didn't she first 
say that you should go to Italy and study with Beniamino 
Gigli's teacher [Astolfo Pescia]? 
KIRSTEN: Yes. 
HAST: And then you went to Naples. And that was an 
experience, going by yourself. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, that was a-- My family just--
HAST: That they agreed to this is amazing. 
KIRSTEN: They agreed to it after much bending at the knees 
and getting on the floor and begging them to let me go, 
because I said, "This is an opportunity." But I was 
fifteen years old or something like that, and, you know, I 
had to travel to Europe all by myself. They just couldn't 
believe it. But my mother, being an artist's daughter, 
said, "I think she can do it, and I think we should let her 
go." My father was very much against it. But I went. I 
was very young. 

HAST: Well, he was feeling protective, I suppose. 
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KIRSTEN: I was frightened to death. "How could I be so 
stupid as to insist on something like this?" But I got on 
the ship. All kinds of experiences happened there. I got 
to Europe— 
HAST: And when you got to Rome, that's when— 
KIRSTEN: I got to Rome. I got off that ship in Naples and 
was confronted with thousands of soldiers all going up to 
Rome. I had to take the train to Rome. I sat in that 
train opposite all these soldiers making all kinds of 
remarks about the blond and the American. They knew only 
that I was a blond and American, and they really 
entertained me all the way up. 
HAST: Up to a point, yes. 

KIRSTEN: That's another whole story we couldn't go into. 
HAST: Well, it's actually also in your autobiography. In 
the pensione in Rome, in the Villa Fiorita, that was pretty 
bad, wasn't it, till somebody came to your rescue? Do you 
remember that? You were lonely, and then a man who'd been 
on board--

KIRSTEN: He was on board and--
HAST: What was his name? Ben Stern, I think, yes. 
KIRSTEN: Yes. He had watched me, and he knew that I was 
very inexperienced. When I got off the ship and was 
starting, who did I confront but-- No, I-- We went up on 
the same train, and he had watched me all the way and saw 
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what I was going through. I was met by someone who knew 
Grace, but this girl-- Oh, that's another story. 
HAST: Oh, yes. That was a horrible story. I remember 
now, yes. 
KIRSTEN: This girl was madly in love with this man that 
she was with and was paying no attention to me. I'm sure 
that Grace paid her to meet me and to take me to the 
pensione, but she didn't do that. She did not take me. I 
had to get there by myself. I met this man who had been on 
the ship with me, and he didn't know I was going to be in 
that hotel. He was my best friend. 
HAST: How nice. A real gentleman, yes. 
KIRSTEN: He really was wonderful, yes. 
HAST: Yes, that's lovely. He took you to a better 
pensione. 
KIRSTEN: Yes. 
HAST: Near your teacher's studio, right? 
KIRSTEN: Right. 
HAST: And you studied Italian. And then you studied with 
maestro Astolfo Pescia, right? 
KIRSTEN: That's right. 
HAST: That was a big change in your life, wasn't it? 
KIRSTEN: It was an enormous change because, for the first 
time in my life, I fell in love with an Italian. Not only 
an Italian, but a Sicilian. This Sicilian was a very warm 
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gentleman. 
HAST: Is this the tenor I read about? 
KIRSTEN: A young tenor with the most magnificent, 
beautiful voice. And the teacher said--
HAST: His name was Ugo de Caro? Is he the one? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, Ugo de Caro. 
HAST: Oh, he sounds divine. I was going to ask you a 
little later about him, but if you want to talk about him 
now, why don't you? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, well, he was a virgin, and so was I, a 
virgin. 
HAST: Oh, really? [laughter] 
KIRSTEN: Yes. And this was quite an experience for us, 
because we went-- The maestro, when things got a little hot 
and--
HAST: Yes. 
KIRSTEN: Grace Moore then had decided she was going home, 
and she wanted me to go back with her. She was afraid. 
The war was coming on. She said, "You must go." I begged 
her. I begged her. It cost me every cent I had in my 
purse to call her where she was in Paris and talk to her 
and beg her to let me stay, that I was learning something 
that I never dreamed I could do. My voice was beginning to 
develop. This teacher did develop my voice, but I was a 
rough stone. 
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HAST: He was really good, yes. 
KIRSTEN: And he was very, very-- He really didn't know how 
to take care of--
HAST: Oh, he didn't? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, no, no. No, he was not a good teacher, 
because he wanted me to be a dramatic soprano, and I was 
not a dramatic soprano. So we overdeveloped a little bit, 
which we had to calm down when I got--
HAST: Too fast. He made your voice too large too fast. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, he had me giving entirely too much. But he 
was a wonderful example, too, of learning how to sing and 
learning discipline. He was the kind of teacher that if 
you didn't do something right he'd throw the book at you. 
Throw the book. 
HAST: Really? Literally, eh? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes. He was a really rough gentleman. 
HAST: Well, he had the Italian temperament. 
KIRSTEN: Yes. Well, he was a Sicilian. 
HAST: Oh, he was Sicilian, also? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, he, too, was a Sicilian. 
HAST: Well, didn't he take all of his students, then, when 
the war clouds gathered, to a villa in Capri? 
KIRSTEN: Yes. He said, "Come, we'll fly to my pensione in 
Capri." Anacapri, actually. 
HAST: And that must have been wonderful there. 
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KIRSTEN: It was beautiful. What a wonderful experience 
that was. It was lovely and--
HAST: Oh, it sounds divine, yes. That's right on the 
Mediterranean. 
KIRSTEN: Then I told you all about the bottle of wine. 
Before I left the county-- Oh, I never told you about that? 
HAST: No. 
KIRSTEN: Before I left my country, I said to my doctor, 
"The only thing that worries me is eating the food over 
there. How will I balance it? I'm really afraid." He 
said, "I want you to be sure that you drink a very light 
wine, a light white wine with your meals, and it will 
balance what you're used to." Because there was so much 
pasta and so much grease and oil and-- You know. So I did 
this, but I used to have to hide my wine under the bed. I 
would buy it by the gallon, and I hid it under the bed. 
HAST: Like a true alcoholic, right? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, right, right. It was so bad. 
HAST: At the age of-- Oh, my. I can't believe this. Yes. 
KIRSTEN: Oh, my goodness, the things we had to do. 
HAST: Yes, but did it really-- I mean, you had no 
problems, then, with the food? 
KIRSTEN: None whatsoever. I was--
HAST: Do you think the wine did it, frankly? 
KIRSTEN: I'd say I was very healthy. I was a very healthy 
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girl. And we ate--
HAST: You stayed happy, anyway, that way, right? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, I did, indeed. He had a fabulous garden of 
vegetables. 
HAST: Oh, how nice. 
KIRSTEN: When my birthday came around, the first birthday 
came around, I was presented by this young boy--this is 
what made me fall in love with him--with a bouquet of 
vegetables, the most gorgeous vegetables you've ever seen, 
in a beautiful bouquet. 
HAST: How unusual, yes. 
KIRSTEN: How romantic it was. It was very romantic. 
HAST: Oh, that sounds absolutely marvelous. But you kept 
studying in that villa in Capri, right? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes. 
HAST: I mean, you kept working? 
KIRSTEN: Yes. 
HAST: And you kept in touch, also, with Grace Moore during 
this time. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, I did. 
HAST: And, of course, she was wise to return, wasn't she, 
when she did? 
KIRSTEN: Yes. In fact, she wanted to study with him, 
too. She wanted to study with the maestro. But then it 
came-- The war really began-- It began to be difficult for 
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Americans to stay, so she finally said, "I'm going, and I 
want you to come with me. I've got a place on a ship--" 
HAST: It was really good advice, actually, yes. 
KIRSTEN: It was very— Oh, thank God she didn't make me do 
it. I mean, she didn't insist that I do it, because I 
said, "I feel very safe here," when we were in Capri. I 
said, "I'm finally learning how to sing and I can't 
leave. I will trust my--" 
HAST: Well, I can understand that. 
KIRSTEN: My parents were begging everybody and getting--
In fact, they got a congressman to come after me, a 
congressman who was coming over to a meeting or something 
in Naples, and she sent this man to bring me back--my 
family did. I said to him, "I want you to meet my 
teacher," and he did. That's another story. 
HAST: Yes. You know, one thing we didn't mention about 
Grace Moore is that she actually lent you $5,000 to be able 
to take this trip to Italy, which is lovely. 
KIRSTEN: They put $5,000 in the bank for me. 
HAST: In those days, that was a great deal of money. 
KIRSTEN: The only restrictions were that I was to keep 
every five cents that I spent down on paper. 
HAST: Really? 
KIRSTEN: Well, this was her husband. Her husband was very 
cross with her that she--
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HAST: That she did this? 
KIRSTEN: That she did that, yes. And so I agreed to do 
that. I kept books, and that was a very good experience, 
too, and a valuable one about how I spent the money. I was 
very careful. 
HAST: You were so young to learn how to do that. Can you 
tell us some more about Grace Moore, what kind of person 
she was? I would love to know. 
KIRSTEN: A warm, wonderful, warm, sweet, great friend. 
HAST: Beautiful, also, yes. 
KIRSTEN: Great friend. And when we came back-- We came 
back, and she was singing in several places. I would go 
with her occasionally. Grace had lovers all over the 
world. Everybody knows that. 
HAST: I didn't, but that doesn't mean anything. 
KIRSTEN: I had to learn how to keep out of the way and 
make sure that I wasn't around when she wanted her privacy, 
which I gave her. I learned a lot from that lady. 
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HAST: Dorothy, you said one thing about Grace Moore that I 
thought, again, is so important for young opera singers to 
learn. You said that she suggested that you study Italian 
opera in Italy and French opera in France. Do you want to 
enlarge on that a little bit? 
KIRSTEN: Yes. Well, that's quite understandable. I took 
some very quick lessons, before I went over, in Italian. 
That was marvelous, because I sat with Italian people on 
the ship. I got my chance to talk with them. 
HAST: Oh, you could practice, yes. 
KIRSTEN: They were Italian people who were moving over. 
This young girl was moving over, and she was happy to be 
with me because I was American. I wonder whatever happened 
to her, of course. But it was a marvelous experience to 
be able to discuss things with her and learn a little bit 
more about Italian, because it was a very quick study that 
I had to do because I had to be ready to go. Grace had 
insisted that I go with this baritone [George Czapliski] 
who was a friend of hers. He was traveling over to 
Europe. 
HAST: Oh, yes. You mentioned him in the autobiography. 
KIRSTEN: Yes. But that never happened. He bowed out and 
I was all alone. 
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HAST: Oh, that's right. I'd forgotten. 
KIRSTEN: So that was a difficult thing, because I had 
never been on a ship like that in my life. I had, of 
course, my own cabin. But I was frightened to death and 
wouldn't show it. I was too stubborn to show it. I was a 
prima donna already. 
HAST: Is that right? 
KIRSTEN: I knew exactly what I was there for, and it was 
just marvelous. [tape recorder off] 
HAST: So you knew already you were a prima donna from the 
beginning? 
KIRSTEN: It seems so. It just seemed to be a natural for 
me. We went to Capri, Anacapri, and I studied together 
with the tenor [Ugo de Caro]. It was marvelous because we 
could sing together. We learned a great deal about-- I 
learned a lot about everything. 

Then came the news that Grace was going back to the 
States and she wanted me to go back with her. I was 
heartbroken. I said, "I can't. I just can't. Only now 
I'm beginning to learn how to sing, and I feel it, and I'm 
so happy here. And besides, I'm in love!" She nearly 
died. 

HAST: That did it. [laughter] 
KIRSTEN: That made her more determined than ever that I 
had better get back. But she said, "I'll tell you what. 

39 



I'll come and see you, and I want to see what you're 
doing. I want to see where you are." So she was coming to 
see me. She never made it because things got worse and she 
couldn't get over the border. She could not go from France 
into Italy to get over there. And I could not get out 
without going back and forth. I went once a week to 
Naples, where we had to check in as Americans. 
HAST: Did you realize at all what was going on in Europe 
at that time? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes. 
HAST: You were fully informed on all this? This was 
really frightening, that experience. 
KIRSTEN: I came to realize much more the danger I was in 
on the way back, because the way back was this terrible, 
terrible, terrible trip. The ship was jammed with many too 
many people. We knew we were overloaded, and we had to go 
up to Genoa to pick up more people before we left that 
area. So all the way up there, more people-- And they came 
on the ship and tore it apart. They were looking for 
something or someone, and they tore every single cabin 
completely apart. 
HAST: Were these soldiers? 
KIRSTEN: Soldiers, yes, yes. 
HAST: Oh, how frightening. 

KIRSTEN: Yes, that was kind of frightening. 
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HAST: And to get onto the ship, you wrote that you had to 
sell everything you owned. 
KIRSTEN: I sold all my clothes— 
HAST: Because they wanted dollars, right? 
KIRSTEN: They wanted dollars, and I had to pay my way 
back, and I had no way of getting it from my family. 
HAST: Unbelievable. 
KIRSTEN: So I just gave everything away, even my 
suitcase. I left myself with one little suitcase and came 
home in my clothes and stayed in my clothes that whole 
time. 
HAST: And then you said it was so jammed on board. 
KIRSTEN: It was so jammed on board. There were meetings 
all the time. That frightened me, because people would all 
get together, and you'd see them wondering whether they 
should-- And then they sent a note around that we had to 
vote for whether we should turn back. We had been up to 
Genoa. Genoa? Is that what I mean? Yes, we went north 
first and then came back. Coming back down, every once in 
a while we'd see a ship of a-- What do you call those ships 
that are under the water that--? 
HAST: Oh, a submarine? 
KIRSTEN: A submarine would come up to look us over, and, 
of course, the ship had red crosses all over it. It was 
painted and all, but--
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HAST: Which doesn't necessarily mean they won't--
KIRSTEN: No, no. They looked us over, and we were not yet 
across down through the— You know, we were still in the 
Mediterranean. So that was very exciting. And I found a 
place-- Oh, yes. Then, when I got back in my room, my 
cabin, there were five other women in there. I said, "I 
can't put up with this. I can't." I went up on deck and 
found myself a chair and put all my belongings in that 
chair and put a note on it, "Please do not disturb" or 
something like that. I remember I put a note on it. By 
golly, it was waiting for me. That was my living 
[quarters] right there on that ship. God knows how many 
days it took us to get home. I know it took way over a 
week. 

HAST: It was probably safer, as far as seasickness goes, 
because they say if you're on deck it's better. 
KIRSTEN: I never got-- I never get it. 
HAST: Oh, you never get seasick? 
KIRSTEN: I'm the best sailor in the world. I never-- The 
ship could go like that and I would be-- I'm still a very 
good sailor. So that didn't worry me at all, but, of 
course, I had to live on the deck. And my friends brought 
me food. That's how I--

HAST: Yeah, well, how about food? I was just going to ask 
you. 
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KIRSTEN: My friends brought me things up from the— And we 
took turns bringing things up to each other. That was 
fun. That was lots of fun. 
HAST: A frightening trip, I'd say. 
KIRSTEN: And then, I had to send a wire to my folks to 
please bring money to the ship, because I owed-- You know, 
I gave away everything I had, and I had to pay off my 
friends. 

There was one [other] American girl [Phyllis Piquett] 
there who was a student of this maestro [Astolfo Pescia], 
and her father was traveling with her. They were my 
constant friends. So that was good. We were frightened to 
death together. 
HAST: Yes. Well, it took fourteen days to get home. 
KIRSTEN: Yes. 
HAST: And then, when you got home, your family was there 
waiting for you. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, they were. 
HAST: That must have been wonderful. 
KIRSTEN: With money. [laughter] With money to pay off my 
debts. 
HAST: And then, a whole new life started for you and a new 
career, and we'll do that the next time, Dorothy. 
KIRSTEN: All right. 
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TAPE NUMBER: II, SIDE ONE 
MAY 31, 1990 

HAST: Good morning, Dorothy. It's good to be back with 
you. 
KIRSTEN: Sybil, it's great to be with you again. 
HAST: The last time, on the first tape, we talked about 
your return from Italy at the outbreak of [World] War [II], 
and you were home again. And then you found you had to 
decide what to do and how to go about your career. So the 
first thing, you decided-- Grace Moore was going to open a 
school. Is that correct? And you were going to help her 
with it? 
KIRSTEN: Yes. Grace had a lot of friends in the South and 
lots of little girls from the South who wanted to be 
singers. So she decided she wanted to have a school when 
she discovered that this gentleman that I brought over from 
Italy, who was my first teacher over there--
HAST: [Astolfo] Pescia? 
KIRSTEN: Pescia would teach this school. And, of course, 
he was delighted, because that was just a marvelous 
business for him, with all these little young, rich girls 
to teach how to sing. However, there wasn't much material 
there to teach, unfortunately. But that's another story. 
HAST: Yes, I can believe it. How did you get him out of 
Italy during the war? That must have been something. 
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KIRSTEN: It wasn't easy, but with the recommendation of me 
and of Grace and of this one newspaperman that I have 
spoken about before, [J. E.] "Dinty" Doyle, we managed to 
get him [Pescia] over here. He had a wonderful school. It 
lasted quite a while. 

Incidentally, his wife [Olga Pescia] was a great 
singer, was a fine singer in Italian. 
HAST: Oh. You hadn't mentioned her. Was she living at 
the time? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, she was. I cannot remember her name now. 
HAST: Did she come with him? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes. He couldn't live without this lady. 
HAST: But Ugo de Caro, now, he must have been of draft 
age. How did he come over? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, I was really afraid for him, because I 
thought that Italy would probably snap him up, but he had a 
very rich father. His father had owned all the business in 
the-- The Sicilians, you know, make wonderful shoes. That 
is their business. His father had an enormous company 
where they made shoes. And Ugo-- Well, Ugo had such a 
magnificent voice material, but I don't know whatever 
happened to him, now, of course. But he had been in a 
private school for a long, long time and protected by his 
family. And that's another whole story. 

HAST: Yes, I can believe that. And he was mad about you, 
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wasn't he? I mean, that's why he came over. 
KIRSTEN: Well, this was a grand love affair. 
HAST: Yes. So, anyway, when the school failed and Pescia 
went on to New York and had a very good-- He formed his own 
school, did he? 
KIRSTEN: Well, he started in New York, of course. That's 
where he began. 
HAST: Oh, I see. I didn't realize that. 
KIRSTEN: And it was through his success that way and all 
these young girls that we had in our class-- This was his 
livelihood here. He started his business here with all of 
them. 
HAST: So he was fine in New York. Did you study with him 
for a while, still? Is that correct? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes. Yes. 
HAST: And then you had a coach--or, rather, an 
accompanist--by the name of Maurice Abravanel. 
KIRSTEN: Yes. 
HAST: And he became a conductor later? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, Abravanel was. I wanted to say one thing 
about—before we get off-- Astolfo Pescia was his name, the 
teacher. 
HAST: Yes, right. 
KIRSTEN: Now, this gentleman was a wild Italian. Well, he 
was also Sicilian. 
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HAST: That would make him wilder, yeah. 
KIRSTEN: If you didn't do exactly what they said, he'd 
throw the book at you. It was a case of first discipline 
and then teaching. This man did not really give me my 
voice. It was not he who gave me my voice. He started me 
off singing entirely too heavy things and considered me a 
dramatic soprano, which I never was. I have been a--
Lirico spinto is what they called me. But he tried to 
overdo with the voice. Thank heaven the Lord was taking 
care of me, because it wasn't a long time that I was with 
him. 
HAST: Did Grace Moore help you make that decision? Or did 
you feel this yourself? 
KIRSTEN: Well, Grace was just mad to work with him 
herself. She wanted to. She never got to do this, because 
she was entirely too busy and running back and forth from 
Europe at that time. He was a fine teacher, in a way, but 
his wife was more helpful to me than anything, because she 
was a fine pianist and a very, very fine coach. She was 
wonderful, because she taught me a lot of things about 
singing in concert. 

HAST: Yes, which is different, again. 
KIRSTEN: Quite. 
HAST: Entirely. Yes, in fact, we want to go into those 
differences later on, too. At the same time, you were 
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taking more Italian lessons, I read. And then, you did 
some radio shows. Now, was that to make money? You said 
most of the radio shows, actually, that you'd been in 
before you went to Italy you didn't have anymore. But then 
some new ones came up. 
KIRSTEN: Well, at that time, you see, I was singing with a 
group. This was another completely different experience. 
This was a very dangerous one at that early time of my 
career, because, singing with groups, one is sometimes 
giving too much of the voice when it's very young, and you 
find yourself pulled along with the other voices. I 
believe that that wasn't any too good for my voice. 
HAST: That's very interesting. So, in other words, if 
young singers sing in choral groups, you don't think--? If 
somebody's serious about being--? 

KIRSTEN: Now, it just depends on the-- A choral group is 
not the kind of group that I was thinking of. On these 
shows, at that time, you see--
HAST: Oh, you're thinking about popular music, Broadway, 
and--? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, popular music. The groups were entirely 
different. They always had me take the lead, because I had 
the widest voice. I had--
HAST: The widest range. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, in fact, at that time, Kate Smith was very, 
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very important in my life, because she Invited me to come 
to sing with her group, and I did that for several years. 
HAST: That's where you started out in radio, yes. 
KIRSTEN: That's where I started, really, and that's where 
I made my living. However, that, too, as I say, it's not 
terribly good to sing in groups unless you really have your 
voice trained properly. 
HAST: That's very interesting to know. How about 
Christine Johnson? Now, she was in Carousel and different 
Broadway [shows]. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, this girl, she was one of my dearest 
friends. Christine was a darling person. When we were in 
New York together, we lived together, roomed together, 
catty-corner from Carnegie Hall. We had a little tiny 
apartment. She was a marvelous close friend. 
HAST: All right. So, actually, you were not so much 
interested in Broadway anymore. Then, in 1939, big things 
really started, and you sang at the New York World's Fair, 
which was your first professional appearance? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, that's true. Really the first time ever to 
sing as a professional. And this was a-- Well, it was, of 
course, a strange time, you know. It was a frantic time, 
that. But it was very good for me, and I didn't do much of 
that. I went on from there. 

HAST: Well, it was a frantic time. Let me ask you about 
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that, while I think of it. In Europe, of course, it was a 
frantic time, because World War II had broken out, as you 
know, coming over from Italy. But in the States, when we 
came here from England, a lot of people didn't seem to 
realize what was going on in Europe till our own war 
started. How was it for you? I mean, were you affected by 
the war itself when it finally did break out? 
KIRSTEN: I don't think so, no. You know, right from the 
very beginning, I had a dream. My dream was to become a 
great singer, right from the very beginning. And I was 
told by Grace that I could, that I had the material, and my 
family were very, very helpful and very supporting. So I 
believed it right from the beginning. And you have to 
believe it, but you have to be careful who tells you 
this. It has to be people who know voice, know what 
they're saying, because-- I wish everyone were as fortunate 
as I was to have the people who really gave me my start by 
making me believe in myself as a singer. Because, as a 
very young singer, it's kind of hard to do that, you know, 
because, from the beginning, it's so hard to get the voice 
going and learn which is the right place for it. You're 
not overdoing it. You're not trying to be a coloratura, or 
you're not trying to be a dramatic soprano, mostly. 

The natural way-- And I will get into a little bit of 
this. The natural way of a voice, I believe, to grow, 
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would be to be a very light soprano first, which I was. 
Very light. Therefore, I was able to manipulate the voice 
and have a very, very good chance to sing very light 
roles. But later on, through teachers, I suppose, also, 
who made the voice grow and brought it out a lot more, I 
was becoming a middle soprano, a mezzo. Not a mezzo, but, 
I mean, a middle soprano, which would mean a-- I just said 
it a minute ago--
HAST: Not lirico-spinto but--
KIRSTEN: A lirico-spinto. It was what they called it. 
Right from the beginning, when I began to be a 
professional, I was a lirico-spinto. Which means that I'm 
a lyric soprano with the possibility of moving the voice in 
a spinto manner, which is a much, much more dramatic way. 
But that's another thing. We don't need to go into that. 
HAST: That is extremely interesting, you see, for singers, 
of course. Well, let me ask you a question, now, in 
reverse. Supposing somebody comes to you or to anybody 
else who really knows, somebody who doesn't really have the 
talent. Do you believe that this person should be told 
right then and there? 

KIRSTEN: Definitely. I had a way of saying this from the 
beginning. When people asked me to listen to their voices, 
I would say first, "I will listen. However, if I--" This 
is, of course, farther on in my career, when I knew what it 
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meant to have a good, solid, operatic voice. Because I 
thought operatic very young, you know. Because I wanted 
the stage first, number one. The voice came second. I 
wanted the stage. I wanted to be an actress. And it's 
hard to know yourself. You have to depend upon people that 
you admire and that you trust to lead you. 
HAST: You have to be careful whom you pick for this, don't 
you? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, indeed. You should know who have they ever 
taught who has become something, who has really helped the 
voice to develop in a natural way, not pushing one way or 
the other. There are too many of those teachers now. Now 
and forever there were. Too many who have their dreams 
about a person maybe having a lovely voice to push them 
into being a dramatic soprano when it's not really there. 
And this is why one should always start, as far as sopranos 
are concerned, the very light way. Learn coloratura first, 
which is the lightest, and it will help you, indeed, help 
you more than anything else to keep it light and learn how 
to be a coloratura. Get the agility into the voice before 
you decide to sing in a heavier manner. 

HAST: From what I have seen, there are an awful lot of 
voice teachers around--not just here in Los Angeles, but 
everywhere--who sometimes just need students, really, to 
make a living. 
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KIRSTEN: Yes, that's right. 
HAST: And they will push them and take them on. 
KIRSTEN: In the wrong way. 
HAST: And they don't tell them the truth, you know. 
KIRSTEN: That's true. 
HAST: Or maybe they are not qualified themselves. 
KIRSTEN: That's the best way to break down a voice. 
HAST: Yes, yes, well, I've seen examples of that. It's 
very sad. 
KIRSTEN: It's miserable to hear some of these people 
trying-- It's not what you are trying to do, it's what 
you're-- Which is the positive way to go? How are you 
going to develop this voice? Carefully and slowly? Are 
you going to take it easy? Are you going to allow it to 
first become very slowly what it wants to be, not what you 
might dream that it should be? You just can't be a 
dramatic soprano unless you are one. You cannot be a 
coloratura unless you have the background and you are 
one. That's the trouble. People try too hard to be 
something that they're not. They choose someone that they 
admire and they'd love to be, and they feel that they can--
You can't do anything you want to. God's given us these 
voices, and we have to go his way. 

HAST: Well, let me ask you, now, if God has given you this 
special voice and you pursue it, or whoever else does--
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which is marvelous, I mean, that has to be pursued--that 
person will then rise to the top, we hope. But then there 
are so many people who just love to sing, opera or 
otherwise, and do you feel that there is a place for them 
in, like, the kind of workshops we have? Just to enjoy 
singing for its own sake and not to make careers out of 
it? But that's a totally different thing, isn't it? 
KIRSTEN: Then be sure you have a good job. [laughter] Be 
sure you have it first. Be sure you know where you can 
find money before you give yourself that kind of life where 
you sing. Then you sing for pleasure, you don't sing for 
money. 

HAST: Exactly. That's the difference, really. 
KIRSTEN: If you need to earn money, first have that down 
pat so that you don't worry about it, because your mind has 
to be free and on one particular thing. 
HAST: The difficulty, Dorothy, from what I see—not just 
at UCLA, but also in the outside world--is so many of the 
young people are not really directed. They don't know, 
should they pursue this seriously or shouldn't they? And 
that's a real problem, isn't it? Because they need 
somebody to advise them who really knows and who is 
professional. 

KIRSTEN: Exactly. They really do. But that's the 
trouble: finding someone. It's very difficult. You 
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should go to someone who is an established singer, someone 
who is willing to teach, or even-- Not necessarily even 
that. Someone who would listen and would know what it's 
all about. But your type of voice. Don't go to a 
coloratura if you, you know, if you--
HAST: Oh, now that's an interesting point. Would you 
explain that a little more, please? 
KIRSTEN: I would say-- Well, of coursc, I am, you see, in 
the middle. I am a lirico-spinto, which means the voice 
spins. The voice is the middle. It is not ever going to 
be a coloratura. It is perhaps not ever going to be a 
dramatic soprano. I could have developed it more dramatic 
if I wanted to, but I had in my mind the vision of what I 
wanted to do on the stage. And the stage being most 
important to me, next to my voice, was a very important 
reason why I decided, no, I want to do the leading dramatic 
and romantic roles, therefore. That's what I--
HAST: But do you think that young people, then, who are 
serious, or think they are serious about a career like 
this, they should go to somebody who has a similar voice, 
in other words, has the voice range, rather than--? Let's 
say a tenor. If a tenor wanted to get the advice, should 
he go to another tenor who is established? 
KIRSTEN: I have taught tenors. I have taught baritones. 
HAST: [laughter] Well, that is my question. 
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KIRSTEN: Well, you know, because singing is all one way. 
There isn't any other way to do it. If they learn how to 
do it that way, then they're in, and it doesn't matter 
whether they're a tenor, bass, or what. Bass, of course, 
is a little bit different. 
HAST: It is? 
KIRSTEN: Bass uses more of a chest tone than a singer with 
a light soprano or a tenor or-- And, of course, that's very 
dangerous. And people have to learn what does that mean, 
now. You know, if I try to make my voice more loud-- Not 
beautiful, but loud-- If I want to be somebody bigger, I 
have got to be careful, because this is one way to just 
kill it right off. 
HAST: Yes, that is very dangerous, too, isn't it? The 
wrong teacher can ruin your voice in a very short time. 
KIRSTEN: Oh, indeed. It's certainly true. 
HAST: All right. Now, you had your performance at the New 
York World's Fair, and then, August 8, 1940, you had your 
first professional appearance as a concert singer in New 
Town, Connecticut. The exciting thing about that was Grace 
Moore and Dinty Doyle and all the people who came. Do you 
remember that to talk about it a little bit? 
KIRSTEN: I certainly do remember that. I was terrified, 
because here were all my peers and all my people that I 
wanted so much more to do for them. I wanted to be 
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something for them, too. That was a very exciting night, 
but I evidently did pretty well. 
HAST: Yes. You sang an aria from Mozart's The Magic 
Flute, I believe, then, didn't you? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, my goodness! Now, that's another thing 
that's very important. If a soprano wants to get into 
singing opera in any way, they should start with Mozart. 
Mozart is the best. His music is the best way to go for 
learning how to sing. I remember learning the arias from 
Mozart. 
HAST: It's so delightful, the music, isn't it? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, but, you see, it keeps you in form and keeps 
you light. It doesn't bear upon singing dramatically. 
HAST: Good. Very good. 
KIRSTEN: You can sing dramatically without pushing your 
voice out of shape, too. Of course, I mean, because— 
HAST: But you have to know how to do that. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, you do. 
HAST: Yes, indeed. So you had your first standing 
ovation. How exciting. And then, Dinty Doyle, who was 
always your friend and wrote about you, he called you 
Mademoiselle Wonderful. [laughter] 
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes. 
HAST: That must have pleased you. So then on with the war 
years-- From 1940 on, you took at first comprimario 
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[second-lead] roles in Chicago, right? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, seventeen. 
HAST: You said you worked terribly hard during that time. 
KIRSTEN: I certainly did. I learned seventeen second-lead 
roles, comprimario roles, in that season in order to 
prepare for that season. I was only there a few days 
before the season began, so I had very little time. Well, 
I was working, of course, on things that were coming along 
as the season went on. But that was--
HAST: Well, on November 9, 1940, you were in Massenet's 
Manon, and you were Pousette. 
KIRSTEN: Yes. 
HAST: Yes. The Chicago critics were so favorable at the 
time that it was really exciting, right? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, it was. 
HAST: And then, next, you did Flora in La Traviata? 
KIRSTEN: Yes. But the most exciting part about Chicago 
was that was the first time I ever saw my name up in the 
lights. That was a thrill to me. We took all kinds of 
pictures of that, of course. That was the beginning of it 
all. 

HAST: You also said that you learned so many good lessons 
by observation from the great ladies of the opera world. 
Grace Moore, of course, we mentioned. And Helen Jepson 
and-- Do you want to talk about any of these people? Helen 
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Jepson, Jarmila NovotnS and, of course, Lily Pons, who was 
married to [Andre] Kostelanetz. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes. 
HAST: And Gladys Swarthout. 
KIRSTEN: Yes. 
HAST: I mean, all of these are exciting names. 
KIRSTEN: Well, I met Gladys through Grace Moore. Gladys 
Swarthout became a friend through Grace Moore, you see, 
because they were very close friends. They were constantly 
giving me ideas and telling me what to do and what not to 

HAST: So they were very kind and helpful to you? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, they were wonderful. I would wish on every 
young singer friends like that who would really--
HAST: Do you think that has changed today, that people are 
much more self-centered and maybe don't give as much of 
themselves? 
KIRSTEN: I think so. I'm afraid so. I'm afraid so. 
HAST: I wanted to ask you about that, because you really--
From everything you've told us here, everybody was so kind 
and helpful. 
KIRSTEN: Well, I was fortunate. I was very fortunate in 
finding that kind of help along the way, and I wish 
everyone could have the same. But I think today is a more 
nervous-- Careers today are a little more frightening, 
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because you're in and you're out. And the demands with 
management now are quite different. Management hardly ever 
knows what goes on in voice. They know nothing about what 
the voice is and what-- So you're on your own. You've got 
to be able to have at least one confidante, if you can, who 
knows something about voice, who would say, "Look, you're 
pushing," or "You're doing something wrong now. You ought 
to get back on the track." 
HAST: Somebody you can trust for good advice, yes. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, and that's not easy to find. 
HAST: And then, of course, the other thing-- I learned 
this, also, from Mehli Mehta when I interviewed him. Zubin 
Mehta has to jet all over the world all the time. And this 
is also true of singers nowadays, isn't it? 
KIRSTEN: Yes. 
HAST: I mean, somebody like Placido Domingo, I don't know 
how he does it. There aren't really enough rehearsals that 
way, are there? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, no, there is very little rehearsal 
nowadays. You're on. You're just on. This is the reason 
why the youngsters of today are going to have it so 
difficult. 
HAST: Now, in your day, were there a lot of rehearsals? 
KIRSTEN: Yes. Much more than there are today, I think. I 
think. But I think, also, for one reason, I would ask for 
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rehearsal. I would say, "Well, aren't we going to get 
together again before we do this?" or something like 
that. And the conductors at that time-- I remember 
especially one conductor who used to insist upon 
rehearsals, and lots of them. You know, how can you 
possibly walk on the stage not having sung, especially if 
you're doing trios or whatever with not having been with 
them? You have to learn how to blend. And there are so 
many things in preparation for opera. Of course, I have 
opera on my mind more than anything else. 
HAST: Well, of course. Now, let me ask you this: did you 
ever do any piano rehearsals first with piano 
accompaniment ? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, always. Oh, yes, indeed. 
HAST: For duets, I mean. Or not just for yourself, 
obviously, but also for duets and things like that? 
KIRSTEN: You were supposed to be prepared before you came 
to those rehearsals if it-- I'm speaking of the Met 
[Metropolitan Opera, New York City] and the big companies. 
You were supposed to be prepared absolutely with everything 
and ready to go. And if you didn't, if you couldn't, it 
was sometimes a very wild rehearsal, believe me. I have 
seen Fausto Cleva-- I'm sure you have heard of him. 
HAST: Yes. 

KIRSTEN: He was one of the great Italian conductors of our 
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time and taught me so very much and led me into things 
that-- Maybe sometimes a little ahead of my time, because 
it was a little too quickly into [Madame] Butterfly, but I 
learned how to save myself in Butterfly. Now, that's 
another entirely different subject, and sometime you and I 
will talk about it. 
HAST: Well, we are going to talk about it, because I have 
it also on my list to ask you, because that is something 
that is important that young singers don't even know about, 
I don't think. No, I just wondered if [when] you have to 
sing a duet with somebody whom you don't even know, it's an 
adjustment, isn't it? Because you have to communicate with 
each other? 
KIRSTEN: A very big adjustment. Very big adjustment. I 
would always try very hard, in doing duets that were love 
scenes or something like that, to at least stand together, 
to have contact with that person when you're singing. And 
it seems to help. Whether you like him or not, take his 
arm, hold his hand, or do something to be able to feel that 
you are singing together as you should be. 

HAST: Well, you have to as an actor, anyway. You have to 
learn how to do that. 

How about Gladys Swarthout as a person and as a 
singer? Did you get to know her well? 
KIRSTEN: I knew her quite well. In fact, I went to Italy 
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and stayed with her for a little while. As I said, she 
came to me through Grace, because she was a very close 
friend of Grace. Gladys is— 
HAST: Was she considerably older than you at the time? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, quite a bit. Well, you see, Gladys and 
Grace were about the same time, Grace Moore. They were 
both my seniors, quite my seniors. But Gladys was one 
person whom I remembered so well. I never saw much of her 
in my early career on the stage, but I remembered that she 
never walked on that stage without looking absolutely 
gorgeous. 
HAST: Well, you did mention in your autobiography that you 
learned from these ladies about owning your own costumes 
and staying healthy and looking beautiful at all times, 
which is a wonderful way to learn it. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes, those were the three do's and very 
important to us, very important. 
HAST: Now, Lily Pons has always fascinated me. First of 
all, Roger Wagner was talking about her when I interviewed 
him. You said you had a funny story about Lily Pons, about 
what she said to you? 
KIRSTEN: Yes. Of course, Lily was my senior, too, and she 
was at the same time with Gladys and Grace. Lily had moved 
to Palm Springs, and I had some performances there. Of 
course, I invited her. I had a Butterfly. She came 
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backstage to see me after the first performance. She said, 
in her way [with French accent], "Dorothy, when will you 
ever quit?" In other words, when will you quit this 
business? You know, "You're getting up there," she 
thought. 
HAST: Meaning you were too much competition? 
KIRSTEN: And I said [with accent], "Lily, dear, never." 
[laughter] So we had quite a thing going. She was-- No, I 
was right in my prime then, just right in my prime. 
HAST: Well, how is that, now, when you're first starting 
out? I mean, Grace Moore brought all her friends-- That 
was her idea, right? When you're first starting out, you 
can't really invite the big names on your own, can you, 
unless you're very sure of yourself? I mean, you couldn't 
have done it without Grace in the beginning, could you? 
KIRSTEN: Well, no. Grace introduced me to many, many— 
HAST: Right. I just wondered. It's just that so few 
singers would have that chance to have many marvelous 
people listen to you. 
KIRSTEN: Well, that's true, very true. She used to say to 
me always, "Don't do what I do, Dorothy. Do what I say." 
HAST: [laughter] So, anyway, you became more and more 
interested in acting, and you were with Lily Pons in Lucia 
di Lammermoor? 
KIRSTEN: Yes. 
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HAST: And then, you were the governess in Rigoletto with 
Grace? 
KIRSTEN: Very small roles. 
HAST: And in L'Amore dei Tre Re. And later on you took 
the lead in that opera. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes. 
HAST: Now, how did all this come about, then, finally, by 
1941, which was your second year with the [Chicago Opera] 
Company, all small roles were dropped, and you were 
assigned Musetta in La Boheme and Micaela in Carmen? You 
got all the leading parts, didn't you? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, well— 
HAST: Such a short time. That's extraordinary. 
KIRSTEN: Well, it was a short time, in general. But I had 
my plans all made. When I decided I was not going to sing 
those small roles anymore, I just decided and said, "This 
is it. If you want me, I'm going to sing the second lead, 
at least. No less." 

HAST: Yes, yes. Well, I think, in other words, what 
you're also saying is that you have to have confidence in 
yourself and let other people know it. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, and then again--
HAST: And you were always good at that. 
KIRSTEN: And once again, it comes back to having someone, 
a confidante, someone who will say, "Dorothy, it's not 
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quite ready yet." Now, I had Mr. [Kurt H.] Adler, who then 
was the head of the San Francisco Opera. Adler was the--
He's the one who got me to sing Butterfly, actually, before 
I really wanted to. I was a little afraid of it, because 
it was rather dramatic for me. But he was very, very kind 
and very nice, and he said, "Okay, you know what you're 
doing. You just do it if you feel it." 
HAST: Was he very knowledgeable? 
KIRSTEN: Quite, quite. Yes, he was. Now, that's--
HAST: Yes, that's the impression I got. 
KIRSTEN: And that's the thing now that's so terrible at 
some of the leading houses in the world. The people who 
run them, the people who are the boss, just don't know 
anything about singing. They don't know what it takes to 
become a singer, what it takes to continue to be on top. 
HAST: Is this the time to bring up something I remember 
hearing about Ernest [M.] Fleischmann and your costumes? 
Do you remember? I remember reading-- I think I must have 
read about it, where you were always known for your 
beautiful costumes—and we'll talk about this again later, 
because it's important--and you always knew exactly what to 
wear, and you had your own costumes, and you had famous 
costume designers. You did something for, I guess, the Los 
Angeles Symphony, and he said, "Dorothy, I don't want you 
to wear this costume. I'll give you a costume." Do you 
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remember? And you said--
KIRSTEN: [laughter] No, I don't remember that at all. 
HAST: You said, "Absolutely not." 
KIRSTEN: Oh, my goodness. 
HAST: You were not on very good terms with him from then 
on, I believe. [laughter] 
KIRSTEN: Oh, I don't know where that story came from. I 
really don't remember it. 
HAST: I think it's actually in your autobiography. I'll 
have to check it. I'll have to double-check it. 
KIRSTEN: Is it really? I guess I'm going to have to read 
that book again! 
HAST: But it's just so funny because everybody I've 
interviewed in music has told me different stories about 
Ernest Fleischmann, including Mehli Mehta and Roger Wagner 
and everybody. I may end up interviewing him one day, so 
I'll keep my fingers crossed. 

All right, let's see. I did want to ask you--
Dusolina Giannini. She was a great performer, also. I 
think you did Carmen with her. You were Flasquita, is that 
right? 
KIRSTEN: She was quite an old lady when I was singing. 
HAST: Oh, really? Was she? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, she was already toward the end of her 
career. You're talking about Chicago yet? 
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HAST: Yes, yes, yes. 
KIRSTEN: Oh, I admired her tremendously. She was just 
beautiful. 
HAST: She was one of the great ones, yes? 
KIRSTEN: Beautiful, beautiful. One of the great ones, 
yes. 
HAST: Very interesting. All right. Why don't we move on 
to 1942? 
KIRSTEN: All right. 
HAST: You were a guest artist with the San Carlo Opera, 
and you were Mimi [in La Boheme]. 
KIRSTEN: Now, you see, I was living in New York. I had to 
stay there in order to be near my teacher, which I wanted 
to do, and, therefore, I decided that perhaps it might be a 
good idea, even though that was a very second-class 
company, to go and do some work with it. I sang with them 
in New York first--I think it was first—and then went and 
did a few of the dates on tour. I did that all for my 
experience. It was the first time to really get my feet on 
the stage and really-- Now, you must remember that I 
studied aesthetic dancing before I was ever an opera 
singer--

HAST: Yes, yes, you mentioned that. 
KIRSTEN: And also took dramatic lessons, some dramatic 
lessons, so I wasn't queer on the stage. [laughter] 
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HAST: I'm sure you weren't. 
KIRSTEN: I knew where I was going. 
HAST: Is this, then, where you met Edith Mason and you 
sang Boh&me together? Is that right? 
KIRSTEN: That was Chicago [Civic Opera]. 
HAST: Oh, was that Chicago? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes. 
HAST: I see. I got that wrong, I guess. So, anyway, the 
Chicago Opera was your stepping stone. And in 1945 you 
were engaged by the Metropolitan [Opera] and the San 
Francisco opera companies and-- Well, that was a tremendous 
jump right there, wasn't it? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, it was. It was, yes. But thank heaven for 
all that marvelous experience that I had before that. 
HAST: Yes. You mentioned Gaetano Merola as the 
director. Was that of the San Francisco Opera Company? 
KIRSTEN: Yes. Merola was a wonderful man himself and he 
was very, very helpful to me in-- I remember when he first 
engaged me. He wanted me to come and sing Butterfly, and I 
was not quite sure that I was yet dramatic enough vocally 
to do Butterfly. But we worked it out, and he listened to 
me do it. I took his advice and I was ready by that 
time. 

HAST: Yes. And then, you mentioned, also, Italy's leading 
operatic conductor, Tullio Serafin, and you said he was at 
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the Met for years, and then he went on to Rome, and he was 
already seventy-seven years old at the time that you met 
him. 
KIRSTEN: I met him— 
HAST: And apparently he had an influence on you, also. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, an influence, because I admired him 
tremendously, but we never really had anything to do 
together. I never sang with him. 
HAST: I see. Very good. But you mentioned, also, that he 
was a tremendous connoisseur of voices, so he probably 
approved of yours. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes. He complimented me. 
HAST: Yes. Now, can we go to Havana [Cuba], where you had 
your first operatic appearance outside of the United 
States, which was in the pre-Castro days? Can you tell us 
a little bit about Havana? 

KIRSTEN: Yes, yes. Well, of course, it wasn't anything to 
be afraid of in those days, because people had really 
enjoyed the opera there. It was a strange thing, though, 
because they would divide the performance. They would have 
dinner in between, I guess it was, the second and third 
act, and that made it very difficult. I didn't like 
that. I didn't care for that. 

HAST: Well, you couldn't eat in between, could you? I 
mean, can you--? 
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KIRSTEN: Well, if that was the only time that you were 
going to get food, you had to. It was rather strange, 
but--
HAST: That is odd. How much of a time period between, 
say, the first act and—? 
KIRSTEN: At least an hour. At least an hour, yes. The 
audience would all go out and all come back. It was a 
strange setup which I'm sure has been changed many years 
since. 
HAST: It must be hard, then, to get back into the mood of 
the opera and--
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes, it was, it was. But, you know, I was in 
heaven. I was walking on air all during that time. 
HAST: Well, they probably treated you like a queen, right? 
KIRSTEN: Kind of, yes. [laughter] 
HAST: Well, I just wondered, do you--? I think most 
performers don't eat before they perform, do they? Whether 
it's any kind of music or--? 
KIRSTEN: I have a ritual. I always have my dinner, 
whatever my dinner is, four hours before singing. Always 
four hours. 
HAST: And probably a light-- Not too heavy, right? 
KIRSTEN: No, no. I eat a steak. 
HAST: Oh, you do? [laughter] 
KIRSTEN: I eat a steak. I usually have a filet mignon or 
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something like that. 
HAST: Yes, for energy. 
KIRSTEN: And a little salad sometimes, and a little piece 
of pie or something like that, because I have a sweet 
tooth. But I always have that at least four hours before I 
go on. 
HAST: Yeah, but four hours, that's quite a time span, yes. 
KIRSTEN: In four hours, I've worked out-- And then, of 
course, I consulted with my husband [John D. French]. I 
said, "Now, why do I enjoy this and why does it feel 
comfortable?" He said, "Because by that time you've really 
devoured your food. It's not going to bother you." 
HAST: I meant immediately before. I think most performers 
don't do that. 
KIRSTEN: Oh, I can't do that. But I have known big fat 
sopranos that have had a sandwich waiting for them on the 
sides. 
HAST: Probably because of nerves or something like that. 
KIRSTEN: I don't know, but they don't need the food. 
HAST: But then, afterwards, are you ravenously hungry at 
the end of a performance? 
KIRSTEN: No, I'm not. I'm too worked up. 
HAST: You're high, yes. 
KIRSTEN: I'm on a high then, and I want to then go back to 
my apartment, put my feet up somewhere, and have someone go 
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down to the best deli and get me a lovely, big, hot corned 
beef sandwich and a bottle of beer. [laughter] 
HAST: Oh, that sounds good. That sounds very homey and 
cozy. 
KIRSTEN: Well, being a tiny bit, slightly a heinie, I 
enjoy-- And beer was always very settling of my stomach. 
Beer helped me digest. 
HAST: Well, how about all your fans after the 
performance? They come swarming around, yes? 
KIRSTEN: A few of those very, very close friends I would 
invite to be with me. 
HAST: But you didn't want a whole big hullaballoo, 
usually? Unless it was a special--? 
KIRSTEN: No, I didn't. I didn't enjoy the big parties. I 
did not enjoy the big parties. But I liked the intimate 
ones when I had friends around and where they--
HAST: Oh, that's lovely, yes. So, anyway, Havana was 
nice. It sounds wonderful. You sang Musetta. And then, 
later, again, in Chicago, you sang that. And then, we have 
the Teatro de Bellas Artes in Mexico City. 
KIRSTEN: Yes. 

HAST: You appeared there for several seasons, 1945, 1946. 
KIRSTEN: The first time I went there, you know, that was 
when they were-- The theater-- The opera house was 
sinking. We had to walk steps down to get into the door. 
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HAST: It was sinking? 
KIRSTEN: Yes. That was when they were having that very 
bad time with the opera house sinking. I don't know what 
they ever did about that. But several years after that, 
too, it was— 
HAST: I see. Well, I was interested to see how you dealt 
with them just in a business way, because I've heard from 
not just Roger Wagner, but other people, that Central 
America, South America, they are so casual. Everything is 
manana, so it's hard to make any definite arrangements. 
Did you find that also, or not? 
KIRSTEN: I think probably because I was such a 
disciplinarian myself, I don't think I ever noticed 
anything like that. I always had to have and insisted upon 
rehearsals. And as far as I remember, we had good 
rehearsals. We would have a dress rehearsal. There's a 
story I can tell you about that, too, doing Madame 
Butterfly. 

HAST: Yeah, please. 
KIRSTEN: Of course, at those times, I was lying on my 
tummy for the second act with a pillow and just sort of--
You know, she-- I feel that she's talking to herself a 
great deal. I was lying on my tummy. I had just gotten 
off the plane two days before, and my stomach did not like 
this at all. I remember I was trying to get a signal to 
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the man on the curtain to bring the curtain down, bring the 
curtain down, because I was sick to my stomach, and I was 
lying on my tummy. 
HAST: My word, really? 
KIRSTEN: Yeah. Oh, that was a very, very exciting time of 
my life. 
HAST: So did he bring the curtain down? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes. Well, this was a dress rehearsal. 
HAST: Oh, it was? Thank goodness for that. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, I really had my lesson with that. 
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HAST: Now, some of the parts that you did in Mexico City 
were Manon Lescaut, La Boheme, La Traviata, Romeo et 
Juliette, and then, as you mentioned, Madame Butterfly, 
right? And you said before what a demanding role Madame 
Butterfly i s. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, it was. 
HAST: Wasn't there a story you had about wearing special 
stockings or something that--? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes, I remember. I remember what happened. 
Licia Albanese came to me after a performance and said, 
"You should wear white stockings like I do." I said, "Oh, 
that's an idea. I will do that." And that's how the white 
stockings began, so that you didn't see any-- Evidently I 
had shown a little of my leg or something. I don't know 
what it was. 
HAST: Yes. But she actually brought you some stockings, 
did she not? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, she brought me white stockings. 
HAST: And then, you said from then on that's what you did 
all the time. 
KIRSTEN: That's what I always wore. 
HAST: Yes, I thought that was fascinating. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, it was very nice, very kind. 
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HAST: So one thing also I wanted to ask you is that when 
there is altitude, now, do you have to rest up before? 
Does that affect the voice? 
KIRSTEN: Especially going to Mexico. When we were going 
to Mexico and anyplace where the altitude is above normal 
for us— 
HAST: Yes, Denver also, yes. 
KIRSTEN: One should be there at least two days before. At 
least two days. And then, of course, that worked out fine, 
because usually the two days before we had a rehearsal, so 
it didn't matter. 

But I remember when I was called in to-- I've 
forgotten now who it was to-- I had to fly down quickly for 
someone who was ill. I remember not having any time to 
rest at all, and, oh boy, it was quite an effort to get the 
voice-- You know, to have the support of the voice in that 
kind of altitude. That's 7,800 [feet]— 
HAST: I imagine, because everybody has to get adjusted, 
really, physically, I think. 

KIRSTEN: Yes, isn't—? I think Mexico City's 7,800. 
HAST: That's why I wanted to know. Yes. Oh, is it 
really? Oh, my goodness. 
KIRSTEN: I think so. I'm not sure. 
HAST: The thing that intrigues me so much about you is 
when you talk about the importance of being a prima 
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donna. Everybody who's written about you has always said 
that you were the prime example of a prima donna. May I 
just read a little quotation here? I read a book The Last 
Prima Donnas, by Lanfranco Rasponi, and he said two things 
I'd like to bring up. And then, you tell me what you think 
of this. 
KIRSTEN: All right. 
HAST: First of all, in the introduction, the author said, 
"Kirsten is the outstanding American lyric, and with her 
wonderful instinct of knowing just what was right for her, 
she lasted longer than any of the others." Well, that's 
what everybody has said, because you know always what to do, 
and you've even explained that. But then he also said-- He 
told this story about [how, quote], "The New York City 
Opera was in its infancy and had planned a program in which 
young, relatively unknown American singers could perform 
and gain experience." And then, when you arrived, you 
said, "Where is my dressing room?" Giannini replied that 
nothing was organized as yet and you all had to share the 
same one. "To which Dorothy said, 'I would think that if 
anyone had the right to a private dressing room, it would 
be me.'" And then, the author says, "'I had a feeling 
right away that this girl would go places,' Giannini told 
me. She was at the very beginning of her career, but she 
behaved like someone who had already arrived." [laughter] 
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KIRSTEN: Well, I guess that's true. 
HAST: That's such a fun story. And, of course, that is 
exactly what you did do, isn't it? I mean, being a prima 
donna, you learned at a very early age to decide. 
KIRSTEN: When you get there and you know that you've made 
it, that's the time to then act like one. 
HAST: To let them know that you know who you are. 
KIRSTEN: If you're going to be a prima donna, act like 
one. I cannot stand the horrible things that people arrive 
in for rehearsals. Ridiculous! 
HAST: Oh, talk about it. Please do. 
KIRSTEN: Well, I think when you're a prima donna and you 
come into that stage door as one, you should look like 
it. You should look like a prima donna. I used to always 
look like one and bring clothes to put on for rehearsal, 
because most of my roles were on the floor, you know. 
Butterfly and those kinds of things, where you'd have to--
You couldn't really be dressed in some tight skirt or 
something like that. I thought that was terribly 
important, always. For the public, you must always look 
like a prima donna. 
HAST: Yes. Well, that's right. And even just going into 
the theater, you know, or the opera house, that the people 
who see you on the outside--
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes. 
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HAST: That you look terrific. But I think you just manage 
this better than most people. Here's another one that I 
wanted to just quote for the tape here. There's a thing, 
Visiting Cards of Prima Donnas, by F. C. Schang. He said 
that when you were at the New York City Opera, Bruno 
Zirato, then the manager of the New York Philharmonic 
[Orchestra], saw her story in the papers and called up to 
ask if she could sing in an oratory by Lukas Foss. Miss 
Kirsten asked, 'Is there a part for a soprano?' 'Yes.' 
'Well, then, of course I can sing it.'" [laughter] You 
see, this is so lovely. And then, you were engaged and--
KIRSTEN: Of course, of course. 

HAST: But this, again, shows how one has to act if one 
really knows what one is doing. 
KIRSTEN: And, of course, I did not know this by heart, 
because of it being that kind of thing, and I had to read 
it from my score, therefore. I also had a pair of those 
glasses that sit on the edge of your nose, and you dare not 
get it down too far because it closes your nose. And I had 
to read it. There's a doll in there, one of my doll 
collection-- Someone that made one and made me in my 
costume with the glasses sitting on the end of my nose, 
because, of course, I'd have to look over the glasses to 
see the conductor. So this was a rather difficult 
situation. 
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HAST: Well, what you said about always looking like a 
prima donna, of course, really, actors should always look 
all right, too, and nowadays what one sees is unbelievable, 
isn't it? 
KIRSTEN: Yes. If you demand the respect of your people, 
your audience, I think you have to appear as to what you 
think you are. If you think you're a prima donna, you 
should be a prima donna. And a prima donna, for the 
public, should always be dressed to the hilt. 
HAST: Yes. All right. Now, to change a little, I wanted 
to ask you what the general attitude was towards American 
opera singers during the war years, especially in the 
United States and also abroad, of course, because I heard 
there wasn't enough recording of American singers like 
yourself. 

KIRSTEN: Well, unfortunately, the companies were taking 
singers to Europe in order to make these records, make 
these beautiful records. And that was very difficult, 
because those of us who had so much--
HAST: Now, which companies? Excuse me. Which companies 
are we talking about? 
KIRSTEN: Well, I belonged first to [RCA] Victor [Records] 
and then to Columbia [Records]. I was traded. 
HAST: You mean they took American singers to Europe to 
record? 
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KIRSTEN: To Europe, because they-- Yes, because the 
orchestra was much less cost to them, and therefore, if 
they could make the records in Europe, it was a much 
cheaper way to go. That's why they went to Europe. But I 
wasn't terribly interested in that, and, unfortunately, my 
manager made one of the faux pas of his career and life, I 
think, in me, because he kept me with Columbia, where I 
could have really sung a lot of operas--which they were 
doing at that time--with another company. 
HAST: RCA [Radio Corporation of America] and so on. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes. 
HAST: Yes, that was really a shame. One of my colleagues 
at UCLA said that it was actually in this country that the 
problem was that they didn't want American artists. They 
wanted European artists. Is that true or not? 
KIRSTEN: Well, I wouldn't put it that way. I would never 
put it that way. A company such at the Met or Chicago, 
when they had a certain part for a role and they knew that 
that role was very well done by a foreigner, I think they 
just invited the foreigners to come. That's okay. That 
was all right with us. I never resented my colleagues 
that came from Europe, never, because they were wonderful, 
and I don't feel that they were really taking work away 
from Americans, which a lot of Americans thought they 
were. 
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HAST: I see, I see. You see, this is the way I heard 
it. This is why I'm very much interested to see how you 
saw that. Yes. Now, as to the recording industry itself, 
you know, I talked to Louis Kaufman, the violinist, when I 
interviewed him, and when he started out recording, he 
always felt that the sound of the violin was not really 
well reproduced. He did not like recording. And from what 
I have read, there were many musicians, instrumentalists, 
who felt the same way. I wanted to ask you, how about 
voice reproduction in the early days? 
KIRSTEN: Well, I think the violin is such a delicate 
sound, I think probably this was a little bit more 
difficult to-- Now, I'm speaking as an amateur, because I 
don't know anything about the violin, but I think that it 
would be much more difficult to record than the voice. 
HAST: Is that right? 

KIRSTEN: I would think so. Therefore, I think violinists 
would be very fussy, naturally, with what came across. 
Does that answer your question? 
HAST: Well, in part. The CDs [compact discs], now, he 
didn't like that either, but he says there have been 
tremendous improvements. 
KIRSTEN: So I understand, yes. 
HAST: From what I've heard, there really have been 
improvements. But I just wondered whether, for instance, 
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if you did popular songs— Now, you also recorded popular 
songs. 
KIRSTEN: Yes. 
HAST: And Broadway songs and so on, which sound lovely to 
me when I hear them. But I just wondered whether you felt 
there was anything in the tone quality that bothered you, I 
mean, that the ordinary person wouldn't hear? 
KIRSTEN: No. No, that didn't bother me. Incidentally, I 
sang five hundred performances of operetta before I became 
an opera singer. 
HAST: Five hundred! 
KIRSTEN: And I think this is the platform. Never think 
that you can walk on the operatic stage without having the 
experience of walking on the stage. The best way to do it 
is to join a small company wherever you live in the 
country. Join a small company and get your feet on the 
stage. If you're not secure with standing on the stage and 
having thousands of people looking at you, you're not ever 
going to be able to do your best. I feel it is very 
important for youngsters to have experience with whatever 
small company. It doesn't matter. 

HAST: So smaller opera companies-- And they are all over 
the country, yes, yes. 
KIRSTEN: A lot all over the country now. 
HAST: Now, it doesn't hurt if you have a bad director or 
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bad coaching? 
KIRSTEN: Well, you have to use your head about that. I 
mean, it's for the voice to grow, and if you have a good 
teacher that will keep you controlled--
HAST: Yes, that's right. Keep you in line. Yes, yes, yes 
indeed. 
KIRSTEN: That's the best way to go. It's experience that 
you need before you step onto the larger stages. 
HAST: Of course. [tape recorder off] I wanted to ask 
you, Dorothy, about the importance of studying foreign 
languages for opera singers, and how you went about it, and 
what you think. 
KIRSTEN: Well, I have always believed that if you don't 
know what you're saying, how can you interpret a role? You 
must study the role very, very thoroughly, know who you are 
in that role. In order to speak in the role, you have to 
know what you're speaking, what you're talking about. And 
if you're singing in a foreign language, at least you have 
to know the translation and think in the translation. I 
think that's the way I did it. I studied always first the 
character and found out who she was and what kind of person 
she was. Then I would work. I would work on it. I would 
prepare. I had a very peculiar way of doing this. I would 
prepare all of the lyrics. I would type them personally. 
In this way I was already beginning to memorize. I typed 
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them in Italian-- Most of my things were Italian or French, 
and I was fluent in that, so I could very easily type those 
words down and have for me just the written words. And 
when I went to a rehearsal, the very earliest rehearsals 
where I had never even gotten accustomed to all of the 
music, I had it there before me so that I could refer to it 
any time I wanted, any time I felt a need of it. And this 
way, that became a part of--

I still have books of my notes that I've had for all 
these years. And those are going to go into the archives, 
I think, in Boston [University]. I promised them 
something. Those are all my notes, and on those notes I 
would have special little signals to myself. I would 
underline certain words, those that would remind me of 
something that was coming up. I would do all kinds of 
things like that. I had all kinds of notes that nobody 
else would understand but myself. They were a godsend, 
because in that way I never had to carry scores around with 
me. I already knew the music, you see, by heart. I knew 
the music. And about knowing the music--
HAST: So which came first? The words? 
KIRSTEN: I would find the most exact and most admired 
person-- Being the conductor-- I would find a record, a 
recording of that role, of that opera, and I would study 
from that, trying not to listen to any voice technique or 
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anything, but learning it, just learning my entrances and 
exits and all this kind of thing. That was very helpful, 
because my notes were with all my little special notes on 
them, extra notes on them, and I would underline my part in 
the score in red. That was the first step, to go through 
the score and underline my part in red, so that I knew 
where it was coming up. I would prepare myself for it. 
There were all kinds of tricks that I learned to do. 
HAST: But how about the story line? Did you have to do 
some research first on that? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes. Oh, as I said, I learned who the person 
was. I studied, got every bit of material I could find on 
the character first to find out who the character was. And 
then, after that, what is she saying? And from there, 
study the lyrics, and then study them in between what my 
colleagues were saying to me. 
HAST: In relationship to your character. 
KIRSTEN: In relationship to my own lyrics. We all have 
our ways, I think, of doing these things. And you have to 
find your own. You really do. 
HAST: Well, I just think it's so vital that-- What I've 
been running into for years at UCLA is, you know, somebody 
says, "Oh, Sybil, I have to do a Faust aria." And I say, 
"Fine. Now, who was Faust?" "Well, I haven't had time, 
you know, to find out." It almost boggles the mind, 
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doesn't it? 
Now, let's say something like that where there is a 

whole history, you have to be acquainted with it, don't 
you? 
KIRSTEN: Well, knowing the entire role. I mean, you're 
not doing just an aria, but you're doing a role, and you 
have to know the character in order to get the right kind 
of idea of what they're saying and their expressions. That 
is very important, to study the character first. The 
character first. Find out who it is you're singing. What 
is she? Is she an old woman? Is she a young woman? Is 
she beautiful? Is she ugly? What does she wear? She 
wears these gorgeous gowns? Then she's in that kind of 
category. Then, of course, as you know, I always had my 
own costumes. I was very fussy about what I walked down 
that stage the first time in, because you never get another 
chance to make an entrance. The first entrance is always 
remembered, and if you don't get the audience right there--
You have to do that. You have to. 

There's one terrific entrance I remember in Tosca when 
she's coming on to have this big fight with the baritone 
and all this. If you don't express not only fear in your 
face or your body-- Your body has to tell what you're 
thinking. Your attitude has to tell what you're 
thinking. Your gestures have to tell. There are so many 
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things that you have to learn about the dramatics of opera 
before you even dare to go on the stage, unless you make a 
fool of yourself. I think that's terribly important. 
That's where the deep study of the character comes in. 
HAST: And that does take time and concentration. 
KIRSTEN: It takes a great deal of time. Even the smallest 
parts should be taken apart like that and really devoured 
into one's feelings. My poor, darling husband [John D. 
French] used to laugh a little bit at me, because when I 
was doing Butterfly I was kneeling all the time around the 
house and getting up and down off my knees so that my knees 
wouldn't--

HAST: To be supple. [laughter] 
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes, so that my knees wouldn't creak. 
HAST: I can believe it, yes. 
KIRSTEN: One has to have a strong body, too, to be a great 
opera singer. 
HAST: I would think so. 
KIRSTEN: In my kind of roles, we certainly do. 
HAST: And going back to costumes, they really have to be 
sewn well and put together well, don't they, so they don't 
rip on stage? 
KIRSTEN: Right, right. 
HAST: I mean, that would be a disaster. 
KIRSTEN: You have to think of all kinds of things as far 
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as the costumes are concerned. I'm thinking about one 
particular thing in The Love of Three Kings. I wanted my 
costume, when I jumped off the parapet, to float behind 
me. So I considered the material, the fabric, and the 
undercostume, and everything so that it would do just 
right. I would make sure when I left that parapet that my 
costume was coming out like that so that I would look like 
a bat going through the air. 
HAST: So you studied fabrics, did you not? 
KIRSTEN: I studied fabrics and just how they would-- Well, 
very important, when you're wearing trains like I did, 
three and four feet long, you have to--
HAST: Oh, how did you manage that? 
KIRSTEN: You have to learn how to do that. You have to 
learn how these things-- And youngsters who intend to do my 
kind of work have got to have something like that to 
practice on. Learning how to turn around, learning how to 
walk across a stage-- If you have to make a fast turn 
around, you have to learn where that train is in the back 
so you don't break your neck turning around and stumbling 
all through it, which I've seen done many times. 
HAST: I'm sure. [laughter] 

KIRSTEN: I have to tell you a funny little story about-- I 
was asked to go and see this young lady make her debut in 
Tosca. I hated to go because every time I ever see 
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anything that I know backwards myself, I am doing 
everything. I'm singing, I'm acting, I'm doing everything 
with that person. This poor, young artist--not yet an 
artist, but trying to be an artist, girl--had gone over to 
the table where she had left the knife to stab Scarpia to 
death, to lift it. And she went over. That was okay. But 
once she turned around, she didn't see that she also took 
off the table a bouquet of flowers. So across the stage 
she went with the flowers floating on her train across the 
stage. [laughter] 
HAST: Did the audience break up? Or didn't they realize? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, of course. They just went crazy. And this 
is the most horrible thing that can happen to a singer. 
HAST: Aren't audiences usually in sympathy then? 
KIRSTEN: Yes. 
HAST: I mean, were they laughing at her or with her? 
KIRSTEN: But people who are on the stage don't realize 
that right then. 
HAST: I see, I see. 
KIRSTEN: They hear this and this-- This is murder. This 
is killing. And when things like that, horrible things 
happen like that--
HAST: Now, stage props. You were always careful to have 
them exactly in place, were you not? 
KIRSTEN: When I am singing an opera, I have a little note 
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for the head of the stage to give everyone who is anywhere 
near any of those props, "Do not touch." I will be on the 
stage fifteen minutes before the performance. I will set 
the knife where I want it so that it looks natural when I 
take it. I want everything that I'm going to do prepared 
and left completely alone. I have had some pretty rough 
times with that, with people who would-- Well, sometimes in 
rehearsals they used to do things because I was so fussy. 
I was so demanding about wanting this thing exactly where 
it was, I would sometimes-- My colleagues would play little 
bad tricks on me. That was fun. But that was fun only 
because--

HAST: But, now, if you have different stage directors, how 
much say do they have about things like that? 
KIRSTEN: With me, none. 
HAST: How you move and where you move and where the knife 
is? 
KIRSTEN: With me, none. None. They knew me, and they 
knew that they were not going to direct me personally. 
They were not going to do it. If I did something-- I would 
have a talk with someone who didn't know me and say, "Look, 
I've done this role a hundred times almost already. I know 
it. It is me. I have certain ways of doing things, and I 
am going to do them my way." I have been engaged, and they 
know that I will do that. They never gave me any trouble. 
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HAST: They don't argue with you about that. 
KIRSTEN: No, no one. Oh, they wouldn't. 
HAST: But let me ask you, how about if the other actors on 
the stage haven't done it your way and don't really know? 
This is where rehearsals come in, right? 
KIRSTEN: Fortunately, the people whom I have worked with 
have respected me enough to know that I knew my business 
and I knew what I was doing. They asked me for tips so 
many times. Because, you know, I've directed quite a few 
operas myself. 
HAST: Yes, indeed. Yes, we'll get to that, also. 
KIRSTEN: That's very important. I have to know what I'm 
doing. And so, thank goodness, my colleagues always 
respected me. 
HAST: Well, that's wonderful about the costumes and 
learning how to move in them, because I think that must 
take a long, long time. 
KIRSTEN: They should wear them in their home, wear them 
around from one room to another, turn around, and go 
forward and go backward. 
HAST: So your fellow performers usually-- I mean, do you 
find jealousies on the stage sometimes that--? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes. Of course, of course. 
HAST: And trying to upstage people. I can't imagine 
anybody upstaging Dorothy Kirsten, but, I mean, have people 
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tried? [laughter] 
KIRSTEN: Oh, I have my little ways of turning it around. 
Sometimes I've backed up quite close to the lights in order 
to have the proper look. No, they don't-- I think artists, 
the people whom I've worked with, you know, are old pros, 
and I'm an old pro. Therefore, we respect each other. I 
think they have done everything they could not to hinder, 
but to help. 
HAST: Yes, well, after thirty-five years of a career like 
this-- Now, one last question for today. How about the 
conductors of the orchestra? Now, what is the relationship 
of a prima donna like yourself and top performers and the 
whole cast with the orchestra and with the conductor? 
Doesn't a lot depend on that, also? 
KIRSTEN: This is one thing that's very important about 
rehearsals. If there is a dress rehearsal-- One doesn't 
sing full voice, because if you have a performance in 
another day or two, you don't sing full voice. Only in the 
places where it is demanding that they know exactly what 
you're going to do, do I give my voice. Otherwise, it's 
sotto voce, very, very quiet, because I have to save 
myself. Everyone does. Everyone should. But I always 
have an agreement. I always talk to the conductor first 
and say-- That is, if he has not conducted me ever before. 
HAST: So you go through every scene together, do you? 
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What do you talk to him about? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes. Oh, yes. Because I won't go on. I 
won't do a show unless I have a rehearsal. 
HAST: Oh, absolutely. But, I mean, you talk to him 
privately first? Is that what you're saying? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, I do. Privately first. I do. 
HAST: And you go through every scene and how you see it 
and what you are going to do? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes, yes, yes. I'm always pretty prompt, 
and sometimes I come a little early. If there's a certain 
spot where I need his help, I then have a little very 
serious talk with him and say, "Look, I need a good breath 
here. Give me a chance to do this before I take the 
breath. And I may want to turn around on that." 
HAST: So then he marks it in the score? 

KIRSTEN: And then he marks it in the score. That's the 
only way to do it. I think that for, as I say, quote, "old 
pros," they do that because they know very well they can 
count on you to do what you say you're going to do. 
HAST: Who is your favorite conductor? Or do you have one? 
KIRSTEN: Fausto Cleva. Yes. 
HAST: And then you've worked with--
KIRSTEN: He was a dynamo, this man. He was--
HAST: Yeah, tell us. Tell us about it. 
KIRSTEN: I mean, for the Italian, for the Italian, because 
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there was nobody that knew the operas, especially the 
Puccini operas, nobody knew them better than Fausto. 
HAST: Puccini was really your favorite composer, wasn't 
he? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes. Yes, he was. Puccini and Verdi were. 
And he was great, especially with Puccini. He was a joy to 
sing with because he had-- He was a very short little man, 
but he had the longest arms I've ever seen and huge 
hands. And those hands and those arms he really used and 
gave you a very good chance. You never had to worry 
about--

And Jimmy [James] Levine is very good, too. Jimmy's a 
marvelous conductor. 
HAST: I was going to ask you about him. You like him, 
also? 
KIRSTEN: I liked him very much. I didn't sing very much 
with him. But the performance I-- Let's see. We did 
Cincinnati [Summer] Opera [Association], the summer opera a 
few times together. Jimmy is a very talented person, very, 
very talented, and a fine conductor. 
HAST: That's what people say, that he has enormous talent. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, and, of course, Jimmy came to San Francisco, 
and I brought him to Los Angeles. 
HAST: Oh, you did? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, I did. 
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HAST: Oh, that's very interesting. Yes. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, I told them about how Jimmy had had an 
enormous success in San Francisco, and I thought we ought 
to have him in Los Angeles. 
HAST: Oh, that's great to know, yes. No, I just wondered--
I always feel that the conductor is so terribly important 
as to the tempo, as to-- You know. And then between the 
conductor and the stage director and then the cast itself, 
you know, you have to have a really good feeling and a 
rapport, don't you? 
KIRSTEN: Well, if they respect you, they go with you. If 
they are fighting with you or they don't like you, heaven 
help you. 
HAST: Is that right? Yes, because they really--
KIRSTEN: Because they can really ruin it. 
HAST: They can ruin you, I suppose, could they? 
KIRSTEN: They certainly can. They certainly can. But if 
you go to your rehearsal, you know your part, you know 
everything backwards and don't have to worry about it, he 
doesn't have to worry about it, and then it's heaven to 
work with them. I find that. I find it that way. 
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HAST: Dorothy, the last time I was misinformed about some 
information with Ernest [M.] Fleischmann, with an episode 
that happened with you. Could you set me straight on 
that? Because I believe it was different from what I had 
been told. 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes. I understand. I think I can clear that 
up for you. I always want to know with whom I am 
singing. Therefore, when Mr. Fleischmann called, I asked 
him who was going to be my tenor. He resented my asking 
the questions. I said, "Well, I'm rather a specialist on 
Puccini, and I sing it all the time, and I'm very fussy 
about my partners." He said, "Well, you should--" Well, it 
wasn't-- I'm not going to talk about that, because it's 
very embarrassing. 
HAST: We don't have to go into the details, no. 
KIRSTEN: It has been a very sore spot with me. I'm 
disappointed to have to tell you that at all, because I--
HAST: But you had been singing at the Hollywood Bowl 
regularly, and then, after this--
KIRSTEN: I sang every year at the Hollywood Bowl, but 
after that, that feeling between us, I was never invited 
again. 
HAST: Yes. Isn't that something? 
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KIRSTEN: So that's just silly. I had enough to do. I 
would race everywhere all over the country, come back, and 
save time for the Hollywood Bowl. 
HAST: It was just sad for Los Angeles opera. As a matter 
of fact, later on I want to ask you about early opera in 
L.A., because you were so active in that and had so much to 
do with it. 

However, you did also tell me something positive about 
him the last time. You said that you thought he was a good 
administrator. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, I do. I do. 
HAST: That's important to bring out, too. So far I've had 
so many negative tales from all the people I've 
interviewed. 
KIRSTEN: Yes. Yes, I know. Well--
HAST: It's always good to hear something on the positive 
side, also. 
KIRSTEN: Well, it seems that he's doing a good job. 
That's the main thing. That's what he's there for. 
HAST: Yes, yes, you're right. 

All right. Let's go on. You had been talking about 
Grace Moore a great deal, and there was one thing that I 
came across that interested me very much. You said that 
early in your career you sang a cantata in Tosca for Grace 
Moore at the Cincinnati [Summer] Opera [Association]. This 
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was early In your career. And that was when she was 
getting too old to sing the part or she was worried about 
it. Do you remember that at all? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, no, no. This was at the Met [Metropolitan 
Opera, New York City]. This was at the Met. You know, 
there's a high C In the thing that you sing backstage. It 
is the cantata. She asked me if I would sing it for her. 
HAST: Now, would you tell us--because this one thing I 
really don't know--what happens? I've heard of situations 
like that. How do you go about doing that so the audience 
doesn't know? Or does the audience know you're doing it? 
KIRSTEN: Well, I was very new, you know. When she was 
fading out, I was fading in. [laughter] I don't think 
that they knew my voice that well, having to sing backstage 
at that time, you see. 
HAST: Oh, this was backstage? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes. You sing that backstage. 
HAST: Oh, I see. And it looks as if she's singing it on 
the stage? 

KIRSTEN: No, no. She's supposed to be singing it away. 
She's supposed to not be on stage at that time. 
HAST: I see. See, this was-- I'm glad you told me because 
I never was sure how that works. 
KIRSTEN: Yes. 
HAST: But that must have been sort of exciting for you, 
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then. Of all people, you took her place. 
KIRSTEN: It was very, very exciting. She was constantly 
pushing me ahead. She was a very unselfish, wonderful, 
warm, loving friend. 
HAST: Yes, yes. Now, I am interested to hear about 
maestro Ludwig Fabri. He was your third singing teacher. 
KIRSTEN: My first and my best. 
HAST: Your third, I guess. 
KIRSTEN: The man that I feel gave me my voice. 
HAST: Yes, yes. And you told me that he was a heldentenor 
actually, right? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, he was. 
HAST: And you learned so many things from him. Do you 
want to talk about voice production, of course, being the 
main thing? He sounds fascinating, the way he taught. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, he was really a perfectionist, and he gave 
me my way--I call it my way--of singing. He was a very 
wonderful teacher. He had great patience with-- And 
everyone wanted-- When they knew I was going to him, 
everyone tried to get to him. And there was a fun thing 
that I can tell you about that might be interesting. At 
that same time, I was singing a show on the radio every 
day, five times a week, with Frank Sinatra. 
HAST: Oh, my word. Oh, really? Oh, my goodness. 
KIRSTEN: Yes. Frank and I would sing once in a while, 
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sing a little duet of some kind-- Nothing--
HAST: This was in the early forties, would you say? 
KIRSTEN: This was— Was that right, Vicki [Hillebrand]? i 
don't-- Vicki, my secretary--
HILLEBRAND: Late forties. 
KIRSTEN: Yeah, around that time. 
HAST: Late forties. 
KIRSTEN: Frank was a very ambitious young man at that 
time. He wanted to learn how to sing when he heard me go 
on no matter what, you know, sick, bad cold, or whatever. 
My voice was never touched by it. 
HAST: You could sing above it. 
KIRSTEN: I knew how to sing over it. He was so intrigued 
with that, he wanted to meet my teacher. I brought him to 
my teacher, and I said, "Maestro," I said, "You know this 
fine gentleman. He's been around for a long time, but he 
does not sing legitimately, as we call it, 
'legitimately.'" I said, "He would really like to work 
with you, and he said he wanted to sing for you." So he 
sang for him, and, of course, he could not take him, 
because he said, "Well, the only way I can do with you is 
if you will stop singing now and not sing again till I tell 
you you can, because learning how to sing with me is a 
different style than you're used to." So that faded out. 
That just never, never happened. 
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HAST: He insisted on a lot of scales for a long time, 
didn't he? Isn't that what you told me? That Fabri 
insisted that a singer sing a lot of scales for a long 
period of time? I can't imagine a Frank Sinatra wanting to 
take the time to do that. 
KIRSTEN: Well, that's not really— That was a wrong 
impression I gave you, I guess, because it was not that 
way. It was the way you sang the scale; it was not how 
many you sang. 
HAST: Oh, yes. No, I meant for a long time. I didn't 
express it clearly. 
KIRSTEN: Oh, oh. You meant, yes--
HAST: Yes, the way you sang it, yes. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, go slowly to what you're trying to reach. 
Of courSe, that's it. 
HAST: Yes, yes, yes, yes. You had to learn how to sing 
the scales the way he wanted it, yes, yes. 
KIRSTEN: Every pupil of his had to sing perfectly. 
HAST: So Frank Sinatra, as long as we're on that subject, 
what was he like then? How old was he? In his thirties, 
maybe? Or younger? 

KIRSTEN: He was wonderful. Well, you see, Frank has 
always been a very good friend of mine. I haven't seen him 
now in years or worked with him, of course, but Frank was a 
good friend and a good colleague, wonderful colleague. 
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HAST: Was he? That interests me. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, he was. He would come and sit up in a box 
at the Met, and he would send me flowers in my room like 
I've never seen before. 
HAST: Really? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, really. 
HAST: Oh, how lovely. Yes, yes. 
KIRSTEN: It was nice. It was very nice. 
HAST: And then, of course, he had his own career, which 
zoomed. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, indeed, a very big one, and it zoomed and 
made him what he was in those days. He was great. And the 
way he sang, he sang very well, sensibly for someone who 
sings popular songs. 
HAST: Well, Bing Crosby, now, you did a film with him. 
I'm jumping ahead here, but how about Bing Crosby and his 
voice production, as we're talking about that? 
KIRSTEN: Crosby was quite different. Crosby had a sound 
that everybody tried to copy, but no one could copy, really 
copy it. But Crosby was different. He had a heavier-type 
voice than Frank. And they were individuals. You know, 
they really-- They really--

HAST: Oh, I just wondered if there was any kind of voice 
training there, or if Bing Crosby just sang. 
KIRSTEN: He just opened his mouth and sang. It was just 
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natural sound that he made, which was a delicious one, 
beautiful, warm, sexy, and really warm. 
HAST: Yes, yes. Yes, it was very pleasant, wasn't it? 
Yes. And how was he to work with? 
KIRSTEN: Wonderful! Just wonderful. Unselfish. I was 
lucky with those two gentlemen. I really was. 
HAST: You see, it's so nice for me to be able to find out 
firsthand from somebody like you who really did work with 
these people, because you know how all these rumors get 
around and false stories and so on. 
KIRSTEN: Yes. 
HAST: I think it is probably jealousy, partly, or being 
sensational, don't you think? That people say the wrong 
things about performers. 
KIRSTEN: I guess so. Envy, I suppose. 
HAST: Yes. Yes, it must be. So the thing that you also 
told me about Fabri is that he really taught you breath 
control. 
KIRSTEN: That was the beginning, the very beginning. 
HAST: Yes, in the beginning. And that was around 1941, I 
believe. 
KIRSTEN: Well, I'm going to let my secretary fill in the 
dates for you. I don't--
HAST: Well, that's all right. No, I looked it up, 
actually. [laughter] 
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KIRSTEN: Yes, I don't like to— I've forgotten. It was 
too long ago. 
HAST: That's my job, Dorothy. Don't worry about it. I 
can check it out with Vicki. 

But breath control, as you mentioned before, so that 
you learned to breathe deeply. And, also, you mentioned in 
your book about smoking. I think we should bring that in 
here, how bad it is for a singer. 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes it is. I never smoked in my life. 
HAST: You never did. But I do know singers who smoke, and 
I always wonder. I'm allergic to smoke. That's why I'm 
always appalled when I see them, you know. What do you 
want to say about that? 
KIRSTEN: Well, it just makes sense. It just ruins your 
breath control, and it's so bad for the voice, for the 
vocal chords. You just bake them. I don't know what it 
does to them, but it's just a no-no, and especially if you 
want to be an opera singer. If you want to do that kind of 
work, you have to be a perfectionist, and you have to give 
up those kinds of things. You just cannot smoke, because 
the lungs are the most important thing to preserve. And 
your breathing-- You can't smoke and have a raspy voice and 
sing. 

HAST: No. In those days, actually, they didn't know that 
much about it medically, as they do today. So there's 
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really no excuse today for anybody to smoke, period. But I 
know I can think of one singer, for instance, in our 
department [UCLA Department of Music] who has just 
chainsmoked all his life. I'm just simply amazed all the 
time, you know. 

The other thing that was also mentioned in your book 
was the self-discipline that is involved and the physical 
fitness and how you become physically fit, because you have 
to have a strong body to be able to be an opera singer. 
KIRSTEN: If you want to be an opera singer, if you want a 
career such as that, you must be ready to sacrifice. You 
must say, "This is what I want to be. This is the most 
important thing in the world to me," and you've got to take 
care of yourself. One thing that was very lucky for me--
I'm a golfer. I love golf. This was so good for me 
because-- I even thought about it while playing golf-- It 
was ridiculous, and I should not have, of course, because 
it is another thing that you have to keep your mind 
directly upon and not allow some other thoughts to come 
into it. But playing golf was wonderful because of the 
exercise. I always walked, walked miles, always walked and 
walked and walked. And while walking, I was doing my 
breathing exercises, because, of course, singing was just a 
natural thing with me then, and I just thought about it all 
the time. I thought about breath control. And the 
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exercises that I did were very interesting. I just figured 
a way to do things like that. 
HAST: And that takes discipline. A lot of it. 
KIRSTEN: And that takes great discipline. In fact, I 
used to walk along-- At that time I lived in a place 
called Livingston, New Jersey, and we lived on one of 
those--what do you call it--macadamized streets that are 
white with the black stripes. I used to count: inhale in 
one section, exhale in the next section, and inhale. It 
was a case of discipline, and it was wonderful for me. 
I've taught a lot of singers that thing to do, and they 
like it, because it's just something you-- It becomes a 
habit to just do that. 

HAST: I was just going to ask you. After a while, it's 
really an automatic thing that you know you do. Isn't that 
true? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, it's an automatic thing. Right. Well, even 
today I never forget breathing and how to breathe. And, of 
course, it's so good for you to have that discipline with 
your lungs. 
HAST: Oh, absolutely. 
KIRSTEN: And there is an exercise that you can do to feel 
your lungs, and I've done this with many singers who have 
asked me--
HAST: Oh, yes? 
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KIRSTEN: Put your back against the wall and breathe deeply 
and think of not breathing in your shoulders. Keep your 
shoulders absolutely firmly still. You notice many 
singers, when they breathe, they lift their shoulders. 
That is the worst possible thing you could do, because you 
then tighten around your lungs. It's crazy. So don't do 
that anymore. But to breathe deeply, you can feel your 
lungs expand. If you lean again a wall, you can just feel 
them expand, and this is a very good exercise in 
breathing. 
HAST: Wonderful. That is really what they should be 
doing, I guess. 

I heard that Martial Singher--somebody told me this--
always insisted that his students, in Santa Barbara, for 
instance, where he had these big workshops in the summer, 
were not allowed to swim in the ocean, because he felt they 
could catch all kinds of dreadful diseases or germs or 
something. So he was adamant about all kinds of rules, 
also, apparently. 
KIRSTEN: Well, some— 

HAST: And you knew him quite well, did you not? You sang 
with him. 
KIRSTEN: I knew him quite well, and I adore him. 
HAST: Is that right? 
KIRSTEN: And I don't mind saying I think that's a little 
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silly. [laughter] I adore him. 
HAST: Is that right? 
KIRSTEN: But I think that's a little silly. Oh, that's 
not-- You don't take water in your mouth in the sea. 
HAST: Well, the ocean, being as polluted as it is 
nowadays, I think that Is probably— 
KIRSTEN: Nowadays is a different question. 
HAST: Well, maybe, you know-- John Hall in our department 
was telling me this. He's our stage director. Maybe 
Singer was talking about a later period. But how about a 
swimming pool? Now, did you do any swimming? Because I 
know you love exercise. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, but even swimming in pools, then, you have 
something in pools to keep them clean, and you don't dare 
drink that stuff. It's horrible. 
HAST: Chlorine and all of that sort of--
KIRSTEN: No, but that's a good test, to go underwater, 
swimming underwater and not breathing. 
HAST: And not to breathe? Oh, I see. 
KIRSTEN: And come up for air, and--
HAST: I see, I see. One thing was that, even though I 
don't believe you ever worked with [Arturo] Toscanini 
personally, he said that you had perfect pitch. Is that 
right? 
KIRSTEN: Yes. I was very flattered, and I was very, very 
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thrilled to hear that he said that, because I've always had 
perfect pitch. But perfect pitch can be misunderstood, 
too. It doesn't mean that you sing on pitch all the 
time. It simply means that you can sing a note-- I don't 
do it anymore, but when I was in this in the beginning, I 
could sing a high C without even thinking and know that it 
was a high C or a high B. It's the placement of the voice, 
I think. 
HAST: But you have to be able to hear it, also, don't you? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes. But all you need to do is put your 
hands against your ears, as I'm doing right now. As you 
see, the flat side of the-- Against your ears, and do it 
then, and you hear it in a different manner entirely. In 
fact, if you want to hear your voice at any time to see 
whether it's clear of phlegm or whatever, you know, that's 
the way you do it. 

HAST: Yes, I've seen them do this. And also actors for 
voiceovers and so on will do it, yes. 
KIRSTEN: For voiceover, yes. It's the same idea. 
HAST: Well, my next question is, is it possible to teach 
somebody to sing on pitch who doesn't do it naturally? 
KIRSTEN: No. If they have an ear where they can't hear 
the pitch they should be in, of course, you can't teach 
that. You can never teach that. 
HAST: You can't. 
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KIRSTEN: NO. 
HAST: And it's very painful to listen to. 
KIRSTEN: They said I had perfect pitch because I used to--
If I had a tenor that sang flat, I would sing flat with 
him. I would adjust my tone slightly to the flat in order 
to make it a good duet. 
HAST: That's very interesting, because, now, would the 
critics pick up on this and then say--? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, no. They wouldn't know anything about 
that. 
HAST: They wouldn't be able to hear this? 
KIRSTEN: No, no. And if they did, they'd probably say the 
tenor was flat, you know. But they wouldn't say anything 
about-- I don't think-- They wouldn't know anything about 
that. It was just a trick we had. 
HAST: Yes. Oh, there are so many of them. You remain 
mainly in the verismo field with Italian and French roles, 
and you also wrote that you constantly developed and 
perfected the interpretation of different parts. Also, of 
course, you decided--and you told us this earlier--that you 
never took heavy roles till you felt you were ready for 
them. 

KIRSTEN: No, I knew and was very careful not to overstep 
what I had, which was natural to me. I was a lyric 
soprano, and I didn't need anything more. There were so 
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many-- Of course, I was fortunate enough to be in a vocal--
what do you call it?—stature that needed just exactly what 
I wanted. I fell in love with the dramatic and romantic 
roles, and that was just perfect for me. It just fit my 
voice beautifully. 
HAST: Yes. And you also said that it was important that 
you sang things that were suitable for your physical 
appearance. But that isn't always true with other singers, 
is it? 
KIRSTEN: No. No, no, no. And that's something you can't 
hide. I was just very fortunate. 
HAST: I think you were. 
KIRSTEN: God gave me a body that was all right, a 
figure. And as you see me today, you see me no heavier 
than I ever was. 
HAST: I know. It's extraordinary. 
KIRSTEN: And it will always be this way. I'm a 
disciplinarian. I don't overdue things, I don't eat the 
wrong things, I'm very careful. 
HAST: You said that you were always careful about your 
roles and that there were just a few that you regret 
missing, like Desdemona [in Verdi's Otello], Thais [in 
Jules Massenet's Thais], and Adriana [in Francesco Cilea's 
Adriana Lecouvreur]. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, those three. 
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HAST: Yes. Can you tell us why those in particular? 
KIRSTEN: Well, at the time that I had the opportunity, I 
was not available to the Met. I would like to have done 
Desdemona and--
HAST: Oh, that's what happened. 
KIRSTEN: Yes. 
HAST: Well, I guess one can't do it all. 
KIRSTEN: Well, that's right. 
HAST: Now, if I may ask you about some of your favorite 
parts, we can discuss those. I found your chapter on 
Gustave Charpentier really delightful in your book [A Time 
to Sing]• Now, Louise has a whole history, doesn't it? It 
goes back. And you decided to go to Paris. Can we talk 
about that trip to Paris? 
KIRSTEN: Yeah, surely. 
HAST: You went with your sister [Eleanor Kirsten Parker]? 
KIRSTEN: Yes. Yes, that's true. 
HAST: Yes. And the reason was, the Met wanted you to sing 
the part. 
KIRSTEN: They wanted me to do Louise, and I wanted to do 
Louise, but at that time Grace [Moore] was still doing 
Louise. She never knew that I said to them, as long as she 
sang Louise, I would never sing it. I wasn't going to be 
competition in any way to my mentor and my best friend. So 
I waited. And then, after Grace retired, then I came in 
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full blast. Louise, of course, was one of my favorites of 
all. I have no real favorite. Everyone asks me, but I 
don't really, because I only sang what I loved to sing. 
HAST: Well, you loved this one, from everything that I've 
read and heard. So, anyway, you went, and you wanted to do 
some research on the opera itself, and you wanted to go to 
Paris and polish up on your French, and then eventually you 
met Charpentier himself. 
KIRSTEN: Right, right. 
HAST: So do you want to tell us about why Louise was 
interesting to you, too, as far as Julien was concerned? 
The part of Julien? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, I was always--
HAST: Charpentier really was Julien for you, wasn't he? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, he was. Yes, he was. 
HAST: Because he wrote this as part of his life story. 
KIRSTEN: Exactly. He really was Julien, you know. He 
admitted that he was writing himself as Julien. 
HAST: Yes, yes. So then, in Paris-- Well, first of all 
you enjoyed Paris life itself. 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes I did. I was so young, then. I was 
really very young. And my sister was wonderful. My 
parents would not let me go without my sister. It was a 
wonderful experience. I can see today the little hotel I 
stayed in [Royal Monceau]. I can't name it. I've 
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forgotten the name. 
HAST: It's in the book, and we can look that up. It 
doesn't matter. 
KIRSTEN: Oh, good. Yes, because it was a lovely little 
hotel right near the Arc d'Triomphe. It was a great 
experience to live there and be among the places that were 
so vivid in this opera that I loved so much. 
HAST: And Montmartre? 
KIRSTEN: Of course. I was there a great deal, of course. 
HAST: Fascinating. Yes, yes, yes, yes. And you found a 
coach and a photographer. And the coach was Maurice Faure? 
KIRSTEN: Yes. 
HAST: And you worked terribly hard with him. 
KIRSTEN: I certainly did. Yes. Well, those people, of 
course, were recommended by the Met, because I was coming 
back to sing with him at the Met. He was the conductor. 
HAST: Ah, I see. And the photographer--let's see--Carl 
Stefan Perutz. He got you on the front page of Opera 
News. He took a picture of you, and you were on the front 
page of Opera News. That must have been fun. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, it was fun. It really was. I think it's up 
there on the wall. 

HAST: Oh, I'd love to see it, later, yes. If you'll show 
it to me, I'd love that. 

And you also found Marcelle Dormoy in Paris. Do you 
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remember who recommended that costume designer to you? It 
was the husband of the late Grace Moore [Valentin Parera]. 
KIRSTEN: Oh, Grace's— Grace's-- Yes. 
HAST: By the way, what happened to Grace? We didn't 
mention it on the tape. She had an accident? 
KIRSTEN: No. No, I — Didn't she—? 
HILLEBRAND: She was in a plane crash. 
KIRSTEN: Oh, right. My God, she was— 
HAST: She was in a plane crash. I remember that now, yes. 
KIRSTEN: She was going to Europe to do concerts, and she 
was in a plane crash. 
HAST: Oh, really tragic, yes. 
KIRSTEN: And it killed her. 
HAST: Yes, yes. But, anyway, as luck would have it, her 
husband was there in Paris when you were. Valentin Parera. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, Parera. 
HAST: And he introduced this designer to you to make your 
costumes for the Met for Louise. 
KIRSTEN: Yes. Yes. And he gave me the costumes in her 
name. 
HAST: That is what I wanted you to tell us, yes. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes. 
HAST: Because isn't that a lovely gesture? 
KIRSTEN: That was a wonderful gesture. It really was. 
HAST: Yes. So, anyway, you were all set with that, and 
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then you had to find Charpentier himself, and that wasn't 
easy. 
KIRSTEN: Oh, that was a hysterical day. I happened to 
have two friends over there. I didn't know they were there 
until I got there and they contacted me. I told them that 
I was going up to try to find the maestro. I had to find 
the maestro. They said, "Oh, can we go with you? Wouldn't 
that be a thrill?" I said, "Yes, surely you can come with 
me." So I didn't say anything to the maestro about that, 
but I looked for his wife. His wife was living in the 
city, in Montmartre, and I went up to see her. I have the 
picture of the funny little place where they lived and the 
creaky steps that I went up to visit her. I saw her. She 
opened the door just about three inches, you know, and I 
said-- Then I was speaking fluent French. I said to her, 
"I am the soprano from the Metropolitan to meet maestro, to 
see maestro." She said, "He is not here." I said, "Oh. 
Oh, I'm so disappointed. I came to Paris to see him." She 
said, "But I will let you go and see him. He's in Les 
Sables [d'Olonne]," which is on the coast. 
HAST: It was a resort, I believe, yes. 

KIRSTEN: Yes. To make a long story short, we drove there 
that next day. We left at dawn. We drove all day. I'll 
never forget how I looked, because at that time my hair was 
down on my shoulders. By the time I got to Les Sables, it 
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was very long and very out of curl, and I just felt awful 
about that. But, anyway, we drove up to this little place 
where he was. It's a very small place on the coast. There 
he stood on the door of his place, waiting for me. 
HAST: How lovely, yes. 
KIRSTEN: And I walked up to him— 
HAST: Looking impeccable, I believe you said. 
KIRSTEN: And he held his arms open to me and I fell in his 
arms. 
HAST: Oh, how nice. 
KIRSTEN: And then he took me to the backyard. In the 
backyard, there was a very tall fence. Not a fence, but a--
It was like a brick--
HAST: Wall? 
KIRSTEN: A wall. And on top of that wall was every 
neighbor in the-- He had told everybody that I was coming 
to sing for him. 
HAST: Is that right? That's not in your book. That's 
wonderful. 
KIRSTEN: They sat on that wall with their little feet 
dangling over, and the maestro said, "Come, we will 
work." We went to the piano. He had an accompanist. The 
accompanist stood there-- I still have wonderful pictures 
of the maestro with his baton leading me. 
HAST: Yes. I'd love to see that. 
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KIRSTEN: And he-- I will show you. And I sang the entire 
opera for him. 
HAST: And you started with "Depuis le jour," right? 
KIRSTEN: I don't remember that. If I told you that, it's 
true. 
HAST: Well, it's in the book. That's where I found that. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes. Yes. 
HAST: But you said it was a very emotional moment. 
KIRSTEN: Oh, it was terribly emotional for me. 
HAST: How lovely. How lovely. 
KIRSTEN: Because at that time I was speaking fluent 
French, and I knew what I was doing. They just nearly fell 
off the wall. It was wonderful, the reception. 
HAST: And then you had photos taken with your 
photographer? 
KIRSTEN: With the maestro and-- Yes, yes. He was such a 
gentleman. But the thing that I remember so much about him 
was the fact that he wanted me to tie his jabot. What do 
you call it? 
HAST: Jabot, yes. 
KIRSTEN: Jabot. I did it and we-- He pulled it open so 
that I would tie it for him. 
HAST: Oh, how sweet. For the photographer? 
KIRSTEN: For the photographers. And they took that, yes. 
HAST: How sweet, yes. 

120 



KIRSTEN: That was a very exciting time and very vivid in 
my memory. 
HAST: I can believe that. And then, he wanted to know all 
the details of what the Met would do, I believe. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes. 
HAST: And then you worked for two whole days with him. Is 
that right? 
KIRSTEN: And there was a strange-- Yes, there was a 
strange thing-- Something. I can't remember too well 
exactly where it was. But there was someplace where he 
wanted the mother to be sweet but firm, loving but firm. 
And there was all kinds of-- The people at the Met had the 
entirely different-- They made her a shrew. They made her 
an angry woman, and she wasn't at all, I don't believe. 
She adored her daughter and was very sweet. 
HAST: I thought that was very interesting, how the 
character of the mother really has been ill conceived by 
directors and so on. And the other thing, also, that he 
told you about, I believe, was that, when you sing "Depuis 
le Jour," he wanted it as a soliloquy, but that most 
directors always had Julien on the stage with Louise. And 
he objected to that, but it was never changed. Is that 
correct? 

KIRSTEN: No, it was never changed. Now, I really and 
truly didn't mind that. 
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HAST: Oh, you didn't? 
KIRSTEN: Because I always liked someone to sing to on the 
stage, you know. She sings to him. She's telling him, 
"Ever since the day--" And, yes, you can sing that to the 
audience, but to have someone Just there— And I remember--
What was his name, Vicki? The actor who did this for me, 
who sat on the stage for me? 
HILLEBRAND: When you did it on television? 
KIRSTEN: No, no. 
HAST: Or in San Francisco? 
KIRSTEN: His name is in the picture. 
HILLEBRAND: John Raitt. 
KIRSTEN: John Raitt, a baritone, a friend of mine. 
HAST: Oh, John Raitt, really? 
KIRSTEN: Of course John couldn't sing that part because 
John is a baritone, but John Raitt made that picture that 
they used in Time [magazine], sitting as Julien. We'll 
show you the picture afterwards. 
HAST: Oh, yeah. I'd love to see all of that. Great. 
Well, see, I can understand so well how Louise became a 
beloved part for you. You know, it's so beautiful, 
anyway. I listened to it again last night. 
KIRSTEN: I told you I would not sing it until she had 
stopped singing it. I told you that. 
HAST: Yes. Oh, yes, yes. You did mention that. 
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Now, is there anything else about France you want to 
say before we move on to San Francisco where, I believe, 
you sang it for the first time? 
KIRSTEN: Well, of course, I was there— I didn't realize 
at the time, the reason why my family was so anxious for me 
was the fact that it was a bad time. It was a rough time. 
HAST: It was right after the war [World War II]. 
KIRSTEN: It was a rough time. We were in that hotel. The 
Germans had been there, and the hotel was bringing out 
special wine for me all the time. They knew I was the 
prima donna coming back to the Met, and they were bringing 
all these special--
HAST: Yes, tell them, because that's interesting, too. I 
remember that now. They had buried it so the Germans 
wouldn't find it. 
KIRSTEN: They had put it beneath the house. They'd built 
a cellar for it so that the Germans wouldn't ever get 
them. And it was divine. I wish we could get something 
that good now. 
HAST: Sounds delicious right there. Yes, yes. And then, 
you also saw a lot of destruction, of course, outside of 
Paris. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, I did. I did. And coming in--
HAST: Just heartbreaking, yes. 
KIRSTEN: Coming in was-- Coming down in the train to Paris 
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was just incredible. You couldn't believe that they just 
absolutely ruined so many beautiful places. 
HAST: Yes. Well, thank goodness they spared Paris, at 
least. 
KIRSTEN: Yes. 
HAST: So then, on to San Francisco, where you sang Louise 
for the first time. And you had fascinating people singing 
it with you, like Raoul Jobin, Ezio Pinza--whom I want to 
know a lot about--and Claramae Turner. Is that right? 
KIRSTEN: Claramae Turner, right. 
HAST: And then, there were sixteen comprimario roles. And 
one of them you pointed out especially was-- The ragman was 
Virgilio Lazzari? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes, yes. 
HAST: And if you could tell us a little bit about any of 
these people-- Ezio Pinza, of course, is a true love for so 
many women my age. [laughter] 
KIRSTEN: Well, Pinza was a monkey. He was a devil. Pinza 
always-- I was very young--as I repeat, I was quite young 
then--and Pinza-- You had to be very careful. I remember, 
I had to sit on his lap. 
HAST: He was the father in Louise. 
KIRSTEN: He rocked me. You know, in the place where he 
sings to me and rocks me? Believe me, it wasn't easy. 
But, of course, everyone had warned me against him. But, 
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bless his heart, he was one of the great singers of all 
time, the greatest basso, and I will never forget the roles 
that I sang with him. It was just wonderful. But, you 
know, he said to me, "Now, you know I'm very realistic on 
the stage." And he said, "When I hold that chair up to 
throw it at you, get out of the way." And he really did. 
He broke the chair to smithereens. 
HAST: That is in the fourth act in the last scene. 
KIRSTEN: Yes. 
HAST: When he tells you to leave, when he tells Louise to 
leave, yes. 
KIRSTEN: When he tells me to leave, and I run. I'm 
supposed to run to the door. And, believe me, he 
frightened me. He really did. But, anyway, that was 
wonderful. 
HAST: Yeah, so they used up a lot of chairs during those 
performances? [laughter] 
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes. 
HAST: Tell us about Virgilio Lazzari. You said--just in a 
sentence, I think, in the book--that he was so amazing as 
the ragman. Is there anything particular you wanted to--? 
KIRSTEN: He was in quite a few of the things that I did at 
the Met, too, you know. So I saw quite a bit of him. He 
was always doing the comprimario roles, but I adored him. 
He was a wonderful old man. And I don't know whether I 
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told you or not, the singing in Chicago-- It started there, 
you know. That was my debut. They really took advantage 
of me, because I didn't know what they were doing as far as 
the brew back of the-- I call it brew because it was very 
strong coffee. It was the— What do they call it? 
HAST: Is that the kind of coffee the French drink? I 
always forget what that is. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes, yes. No, no. The Italians. 
HAST: Oh, the Italians. Coffee. Well, we'll look that up 
or fill that in. 
KIRSTEN: Well, anyway, they always had a pot of coffee 
backstage, and they invited me to have some. And it was 
the very dark--
HILLEBRAND: Espresso. 
KIRSTEN: Espresso, espresso. And, for the first time, I 
became a little druggy on that. It's so--
HAST: Oh, really? It affected you that way? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes, and I wasn't accustomed to that. They 
thought that was so funny. You know, I was so innocent in 
those days. But it's a very strong coffee, and it 
certainly gives you a boost. 
HAST: Does it really? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, it does. 
HAST: Well, I just remembered from the last tape, you 
said, because you were such a perfectionist with stage 
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props and so on, not just when you started out, but also 
later, that some of your colleagues would play little 
tricks on you. What sort of things? Do you have anything 
particular? Like you needed the knife, of course, in the 
right place for Tosca. And you needed other props. But 
they sometimes played little jokes on you, you said. 
KIRSTEN: I don't quite remember that, but they knew that I 
was a boar about having things put right exactly where I 
wanted them. I would call in the people that were involved 
and say, "I want you to look at this knife." We're talking 
about Tosca, now. "I want you to look at the knife and see 
where I have put it. And please do not move that knife, 
because I turn around and get it behind my back." At that 
time, that's the way I was doing it. 
HAST: Right. And it had better be there. 
KIRSTEN: It had surely better be there. 
HAST: Yes, indeed. 

KIRSTEN: I was very fussy. Well, they didn't think I was 
fussy. They knew I was a perfectionist. And I would 
always go on stage and set my props and tell them, "Now 
don't move this. It's very important that it stay right 
here so I know where it is." 
HAST: Now, you sang Louise first in San Francisco, and 
then you later sang it at the Met. 
KIRSTEN: The same month, I believe it was. 
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HAST: The same month. 
KIRSTEN: Same year, anyway. 'Forty-five, 1945. Wasn't 
that it, Vicki? 
HILLEBRAND: 'Forty-seven. 
KIRSTEN: Oh, '47, she says. 
HAST: And you said how sad it is that they don't perform 
it more often, and I agree with you. I think it's just so 
beautiful. 
KIRSTEN: Well, it is beautiful, but it takes an enormous, 
enormous number of singers, you know, and there's so 
much. You're got fifteen singers for all the small 
parts. Lots of small parts. But how wonderful that street 
scene was. I can hear that, every note of it. It was just 
a wonderful-- There were notes that were so sad you just 
wanted to cry. [sings melody] The sound that came from 
the distance, and you heard the sounds of the city, sounds 
of Paris. 

HAST: Yes. Oh, yes. You know, it brings up something 
else, when you said how important those comprimario roles 
were. We find [that for] workshops, like the one that I 
run on Tuesday nights, to attract singers, they want the 
big roles. They don't want comprimario roles, and they're 
not prepared for the big roles. What I've learned, if 
anything, more already on top of the things that I thought 
I knew, is how important it is to start with comprimario 
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roles and do them well. And you have expressed that so 
beautifully on the last tape. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes. 
HAST: So I'm going to quote you liberally, if I may. 
KIRSTEN: It's so true. Not only that, but, remember, I 
did five hundred performances of operetta before I ever 
went--
HAST: Five hundred? 
KIRSTEN: Yes. I traveled all over the country doing 
operetta. 
HAST: Yes, well, we have to talk operettas. That's 
another area, too, we want to get into. 
KIRSTEN: But that is a wonderful stepping-stone to 
opera. And, of course, then, there are lots of other 
ways. But one has to know the feeling of two feet on the 
stage, which is so difficult. There are many things to 
learn before ever believing that you can be an opera 
singer, because you've got to have everything. 
HAST: You explain that so well. Yes, I know. 
KIRSTEN: You've got to have the figure. In order to be 
great, you've got to have the right look, you've got to 
have the costumes, you've got to have the expressions. 
It's quite different than just doing a part. 
HAST: Right. It takes a pro like you to explain it to 
them. The thing is that I have found that actually people 

129 



are very snobby, some people who aren't actors themselves 
or singers themselves, that operetta isn't classical 
opera. Now, can you talk about that problem? Because I'm 
sure you've run into that. 
KIRSTEN: It makes me very sick, people that talk like 
that. Anytime you step on that stage, you have a 
responsibility to yourself and to your future and to that 
audience. No matter how large or small the part, it is an 
important thing, because the public will notice you if you 
present yourself right and well and know what you're 
doing. You have to know this part backwards. You have to 
study the character. Study the character and just live the 
character. My poor, darling husband [John D. French] used 
to suffer so when I was-- He was so afraid, when I was 
learning to do [Madame] Butterfly, because I was up and 
down on my knees so much all over the--
HAST: To be flexible and supple, right? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes. Right. 
HAST: Yes, yes. Well, that's wonderful. 
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TAPE NUMBER: III, SIDE TWO 
JUNE 7, 1990 

HAST: Another one of your favorite roles, Dorothy, was 
Giacomo Puccini's La Boheme. I believe the opera premiered 
in 1896 for the first time. It was conducted by the young 
Toscanini at the time—that's what I read—and that was 
three years after Manon Lescaut that it appeared. Now, it 
needs four good singers. Is that right? That's what you 
said. 
KIRSTEN: That's right, yes. 
HAST: And you also said that it is not difficult to stage 
as to costumes and decor. And, of course, your role was 
Mimi. I wondered if we could talk about some of those 
things before we talk about your role as Mimi. Now, 
costumes and decor-- Why was it easier to stage than other 
operas? 
KIRSTEN: Mimi, you mean? Boheme, you mean? 
HAST: Boheme, yes. 
KIRSTEN: Well, I don't know why I said that, really. It's 
simple. It's the simplicity of the things, the props and 
the background— 
HAST: Just where it took place and--? 
KIRSTEN: It's just-- Yes, yes. But it really takes four 
very good singers. Excellent singers. 
HAST: Oh, yes. You never said it was a simple role to 
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take. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, and those that-- You know, so many times it 
gets too jazzy for me. It takes away, I think, when the 
boys just go too wild in their scene. I think it's-- You 
know, I feel that they act more like amateurs there 
sometimes than ever. They put on too much. But it can be 
fun, and it's a great opera, a great opera, and a wonderful 
debut opera. That was my debut in Chicago [Opera Company], 
it was my debut in the Met, and it was my debut many places. 
HAST: It's interesting that it became so tremendously 
popular the first time it was performed in Los Angeles in 
1897, and then, in the Met, not until 1900. The critics 
were very negative at the time. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, well--

HAST: But critics-- Well, that's another subject I want to 
talk about later. 
KIRSTEN: Well, I don't think we worry about critics. I 
think that it's the audience's-- The audience's--
HAST: The audiences went wild immediately, didn't they? 
KIRSTEN: Just went wild over it. They loved that opera. 
HAST: And you loved the role of Mimi? Always did. 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes. Mimi's a wonderful role. 
HAST: And, now, I heard also that [Enrico] Caruso had made 
a success of it abroad, and still, in this country, they 
didn't appreciate it at first. The other thing that is 

132 



interesting is that there were actually two composers, 
weren't there, Puccini and [Ruggero] Leoncavallo, who wrote 
two separate Boheme's and became enemies because of it? 
But I think Puccini won out. 
KIRSTEN: I think so, too. [laughter] And I'm so glad. 
HAST: Isn't that interesting, like with Faust and others, 
that there are so many people who want to do it, and that 
they don't communicate with other? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, that seems silly. 
HAST: And then, there is a problem. But you said for this 
one, for the Puccini, that the libretto was so excellent. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes. I really— 
HAST: You really liked the libretto. You thought it was 
very professional, right? 
KIRSTEN: I think it's an opera that people going to the 
opera for the first time should go and see. Because 
there's everything in it. There's love. There's a little 
sex here and there. There's pathos. There's everything in 
it, and fun, too. So I think it's a great opera to start 
with. 

HAST: You said, also, that it's important that Mimi is 
sung as Puccini himself saw her. Now, how do you interpret 
that? How did Puccini--? 
KIRSTEN: Did I say that? [laughter] Did I say that? I 
don't know. 
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HAST: I hope I'm not misquoting you on this. In other 
words, did you mean to stick exactly to the libretto and to 
the way Puccini wanted it performed from the beginning? 
KIRSTEN: Well, we always do that. I think I always do 
that. I don't think we try to do it any other way but 
Puccini's way. 
HAST: Well, another thing—and I stole this from your book 
again--was that you had a gold tie clasp engraved for your 
husband. Now, was that Dr. French? Was this for Dr. 
French? Or was that your first husband? From this, you 
put, "Io te amo tanto--" 
KIRSTEN: "--e sono tutto tua." Yes. "I love you so much, 
and I am all yours." That was--
HAST: Was this for the first or—? 
KIRSTEN: That was for Jack French. 
HAST: All right. Because I think that is so charming. A 
last question, unless you have some other things to add to 
this, was that the last scene, in Act IV, you have to be on 
your bed, singing. A lot of people have asked you, how do 
you do it? You know, lying down and singing. And, again, 
this is where a properly supported voice comes in. Is that 
right? 

KIRSTEN: Yes, indeed. You have to just not crowd your 
lungs. I've seen many people trying to sit up in a cramped 
way with the boy having his arms around you, which is kind 
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of difficult. I never do that. I always did the scene 
lying in the bed the way she's supposed to be. 
HAST: Flat? Actually flat? 
KIRSTEN: Flat. Oh, yes, always. Always. 
HAST: Really? My word. That must be hard to do. 
KIRSTEN: Oh, no, it isn't hard. It's not hard if you know 
how to sing and if your voice is produced in the proper 
way. It's not hard. 
HAST: Well, then, everybody has to stay out of your way, I 
imagine, for you to do this, right? 
KIRSTEN: Well, a lot of times they put a pillow behind you 
and give you a little support on your back, and that's 
helpful, too. But you can get awfully uncomfortable on 
that death bed. 
HAST: Yes. Well, just so nobody else gets in the way of 
vision, either. 
KIRSTEN: It's just that you have to get your-- I always 
get my right elbow down so that it supports me, so that I 
can turn toward the audience--
HAST: I see. So a little bit turned. 
KIRSTEN: And still look sick. [laughter] 
HAST: Right. Well, from what I have read, you sang this 
opera for three decades. Is that right? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, I did. Yes, I did. 
HAST: That's a long time. And then there is that charming 
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story that, in the death scene, you always had that little 
white muff. 
KIRSTEN: My little white muff that Grace Moore gave me and 
I adored. I still have it. 
HAST: And then describe how you end— You know, how you do 
this. 
KIRSTEN: I will show you later on. I'll show you this 
muf f. 
HAST: Oh, you have it, still? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes. I have it. 
HAST: But what did you always do? I know, but tell us on 
the tape. 
KIRSTEN: Well, the little muff was round, so it wasn't 
flat. And, of course, it's supposed to be white, you know, 
and it was white. I would always let my arm and hand fall 
with the little muff sort of facing it so that, if it 
rolled at all, it would roll a little toward the 
audience. It seemed to be a very pathetic--
HAST: Oh, I see. Yes, well, of course. But, you see, 
now, again, the perfectionist, Dorothy Kirsten, thinking 
that it might roll. You see, I don't know how many other 
actors would be concerned about that. 

KIRSTEN: Well, in fact, I used to put my thumb inside it 
in a way that I could push it a little tiny bit with that 
thumb and just make it roll just a few feet, maybe. And 
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then, the boys, when they came around, they would always 
lift it up and put it back in my arms. I always told them 
just exactly what I wanted them to do. I told you, I 
directed this opera so many times, in my own mind, you 
know, too, I knew exactly what I wanted. 
HAST: Yes, you directed. This is something that I have 
very little information about, and we need to talk about 
that, because that's very important that later on you were 
directing operas yourself. So this takes care of Mimi for 
the moment. [tape recorder off] 

Another role I wanted to mention is Charles Frangois 
Gounod's Faust. You did Marguerite, which was another 
favorite role, I believe. Is that true? 
KIRSTEN: All favorites. Every— 
HAST: They're all favorites. Well, I said "another." 
KIRSTEN: I never sang anything that I didn't really love. 
HAST: Yes, yes, yes. Well, what interests me in 
particular, of course, is the research you did on this 
first. I'm trying to drum into young singers that they 
should do this. Can you tell us about that, the kind of 
research you did first to get familiar with the Faust saga 
and the Goethe poem and so on? 

KIRSTEN: Well, I dug up all the books I could about the 
opera, and I read as much background as I could about the 
characters. They're not easy to find, either. It's too 
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bad. But I believe if there's a will, there's a way, and 
that has been a motto that I have lived upon. I did find a 
lot of material, especially in New Orleans, strangely 
enough. That was where I was looking for the proper 
machine that I had to use, the spinning wheel. 
HAST: Oh, yes. That is interesting. 
KIRSTEN: I looked all over. I had all my friends--
HAST: You found it in New Orleans? 
KIRSTEN: All the friends in the world down there looking 
for it. I said, "I must have a real machine. I don't 
want--" 
HAST: Spinning wheel, yes. 
KIRSTEN: No fake. No fake, made-up, or somebody-built-in-
town, or what. They found me the most wonderful, old-
fashioned one. The only thing, it was a little large. The 
wheel was a little larger than usual, and I had to sort of 
duck to one side to be able to see, but--
HAST: Did you have to learn to spin? 

KIRSTEN: It was very nice. I would never go on that stage 
without having worked it on the stage. I put marks on the 
floor exactly where I wanted it so that it was right there, 
where there wasn't any confusion about it. 
HAST: Did you just spin the wheel, actually? 
KIRSTEN: I spun the wheel. 
HAST: But you didn't need any fabric or yarn or anything 
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to work it? 
KIRSTEN: No, no. No, that was-- That you had to fake. 
KIRSTEN: It would have to be [sings melody while spinning 
in rhythm] in time with the music. Now, wouldn't it look 
awful to have somebody going off? That would look 
terrible, so--
HAST: Yes, it certainly would. And then, later on, when 
we talk about your trip to Russia, I believe that you 
insisted on a spinning wheel. They didn't have one on the 
stage at that time. 
KIRSTEN: They didn't have any idea what I was talking 
about. Not an idea in the world. 
HAST: Yes, yes. Well, that's an interesting-- We're going 
to cover that the next time, because your trip to Russia 
was exceptional, also. 

Now, let's see. You said that Jules Barbier and 
Michel Carre extracted the text for Gounod's opera from the 
Goethe poem. It showed, of course, the battle between the 
evil and good. The first performance of that was in 1859, 
I think. Did you feel they stayed close to the spirit of 
Goethe? The librettists? 

KIRSTEN: I think it's slightly changed, and I'm sure, on 
the way, that all operas-- They never get right down to the 
very, very first time, I don't think. 
HAST: It's just so interesting that all the other people, 
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earlier and after— I mean, [Hector] Berlioz thirteen years 
earlier with the Damnation de Faust, and then [Arrigo] 
Boito later with Mefistofele, and [Ferruccio Benvenuto] 
Busoni with Doktor Faust. All these people were also 
trying to write Faust operas. 

But it was Christine Nilsson who inaugurated this in 
1883. So how did you come to sing the Faust role? 
KIRSTEN: How did I come to sing Faust? Every soprano has 
got to sing Faust. Every lyric soprano should sing Faust. 
HAST: So you sang it quite often early in your career? 
KIRSTEN: I sang it many, many times. Yes, I did. I 
certainly did. And many times at the Met. 
HAST: Yeah. In 1949, I believe, you where with Giuseppe 
Di Stefano and Italo Tajo and Leonard Warren, whom you--
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes. 
HAST: Leonard Warren. Do you want to tell us something 
about him? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, I remember only that he was a very serious 
artist and was a perfectionist such as I was. So those 
kind of people, of course, we just saw eye to eye 
immediately. 
HAST: It's all these big names then. And you were a part 
of that, of course. 
KIRSTEN: Not many times. But I do remember especially--
Yes, I think we did Tosca together. That was the major 
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thing. We did that one. Yes, we did Tosca. 
HAST: Oh, I see. I see. But you also did Faust. And 
then you also did Faust later with [Ezio] Pinza and with 
[Jussi] Bjorling? 
KIRSTEN: Yes. Oh, yes. 
HAST: Yes. How about Bjorling? 
KIRSTEN: Well, Bjorling, gosh, all he needed to do was 
open his mouth and sing and everybody was mesmerized. 
HAST: Oh, how wonderful. 
KIRSTEN: It was such a magnificent, magnificent sound. 
And I used to-- Especially in Manon Lescaut, I used to--
When I'm off the stage in this particular moment in the 
first act, and I would go up in the little-- I had to climb 
a ladder to get up into the backstage thing that they had--
They had built something to look like a cabin of some kind, 
and I was up in the back there. I would sit and listen to 
that magnificent voice and almost forget to come back 
downstairs again to sing, because he just mesmerized me. 
HAST: Oh, yes. And he was a good actor, too? 
KIRSTEN: Bjorling? No, not a good actor. No, he didn't 
have to do a thing. All he needed to do was sing. But I 
think we who loved him made him look better than he really 
was, because we worked around him. I always worked around 
him. 

HAST: Yes, do you know I've noticed with [Luciano] 

141 



Pavarotti that the other singers sometimes work around 
him. He doesn't move as much— 
KIRSTEN: No, he doesn't. 
HAST: --on the stage as Placido Domingo, for instance, or 
somebody like that, right? Have you worked with Pavarotti 
at all? 
KIRSTEN: Have I worked with Pavarotti? Oh, yes, indeed, I 
have. In fact, the last time, I think, was in San 
Francisco. Wasn't it, Vicki? 
HILLEBRAND: No, the last time was in Japan. 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes, we worked--
HAST: Yes, we're going to cover that trip, also. Well, 
there's another beautiful voice, of course. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, magnificent, magnificent. 
HAST: Yes. And you said what a charming man he is. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, he was. He's a good colleague. I remember 
those who were good colleagues. 
HAST: Of course. Of course. You mentioned that the 
interaction of characters of Mephistopheles, Martha, Faust, 
and Marguerite coming in and out of the gardens in the 
garden scene is unique in the annals of opera. Can you 
explain that? That it's a unique situation as to how they 
interacted with each other? That is unusual, is it? 
KIRSTEN: Well, that just depends on the scenery, because 
sometimes they make the scenery-- It is so difficult to 
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keep— You just can't see people coming in and out and in 
and out. That's a very hard thing to stage. Because 
you've got to have the-- Mephistopheles is there almost the 
entire time. He should be hiding behind a fence or 
something so that you don't see him but so that he can 
immediately be there for his cues. It's difficult. That 
is very difficult. 
HAST: I see, I see. 
KIRSTEN: And I have my own ideas about it, too, and one 
day maybe I'll do it again. 
HAST: Yes. And you have four characters that are so very 
different from each other. It's really fascinating. And 
they do have to interact. I imagine it is difficult. 

We also want to talk--maybe not today--about stage 
sets, because this brings up, again, how important it is to 
have the right stage sets for the actors to move around. 

So then there is the final scene. How do you 
interpret that for Marguerite? That is a difficult— 
KIRSTEN: That was the most interesting thing in Russia, 
when I did it in the Soviet Union, because they don't 
believe in church, God, or Christ, you know. So at the 
end, everything had to be turned around. They would not 
allow me to do-- They did not want me to—I'll put it that 
way—do it the way we do it in this country, because there 
are no angels, there is no going to heaven there. No going 
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to heaven. 
HAST: Then there is no going to hell, either. 
KIRSTEN: That's right. So I had to go off the stage and 
quickly change into another costume and come back on the 
stage again in my first-act costume to be Marguerite 
again. It was very confusing. 
HAST: Oh, wait a minute. You had to change into the 
costume of the first act to be the young innocent— 
KIRSTEN: And to come back as Marguerite, I had to go off 
stage, rush into just-- It was like a movie set, 
ridiculous. Get out the old first-act costume to come back 
on as Marguerite. 
HAST: So, then, what was the point at the end? I mean, 
what was the moral lesson? 
KIRSTEN: There was no point to anything. 
HAST: Oh, there wasn't? 
KIRSTEN: Nothing, no. No, they don't— No, I don't think 
they read the opera the way we do. 
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TAPE NUMBER: IV, SIDE ONE 
JUNE 23, 1990 

HAST: I thought, after talking about your different roles 
the last time, it would be nice to talk now about your 
personal life up to the point that you want to talk about 
it. We already discussed Ugo de Caro in your career. 
KIRSTEN: Yes. 
HAST: Who was then your great love, right? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes. 
HAST: And then you married Edward Oates, did you not, in 
1943? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes. 
HAST: Do you want to say something about him, who he was? 
KIRSTEN: He was an engineer and taught me how to handle a 
microphone. I was very grateful for that, because at that 
time, of course, the microphone was very important for 
artists. I learned a great deal from him. He was a very 
nice chap, but the marriage was not good. 
HAST: Well, he didn't seem to understand, really, what a 
career like yours needed, either, did he? 
KIRSTEN: No. Right. 
HAST: So finally you had to go through a divorce, which is 
always unpleasant, to say the least. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes, indeed. It certainly is. 
HAST: And then you met Dr. Eugene Chapman, an 
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obstetrician, whom you married. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes. 
HAST: This was in San Antonio. 
KIRSTEN: San Antonio, Texas. 
HAST: You met him there while you were at the opera in San 
Antonio? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, at a party that was given for me after a 
performance. 
HAST: And then you came to Hollywood, eventually, and 
Vicki [Hillebrand] came into your life, is that right? At 
that time? Just about? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, Vicki was with me--
HAST: Was she already with you before that? 
KIRSTEN: She was there before, yes. 
HAST: Yeah, I know it's been a lot of years. So that took 
a while, though, because Dr. Chapman was married at the 
time, I believe, right? And then he had to get a divorce, 
and that got a little messy. 
KIRSTEN: He had to have a divorce. He had to get a very 
upsetting divorce. That was too bad. But that was— 
HAST: But it all worked out, eventually. 
KIRSTEN: It worked out fine. 
HAST: I was interested to see-- Well, you first settled in 
San Antonio, right? 
KIRSTEN: Yes. 
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HAST: And then, I was interested to see, in your 
autobiography, that you changed religion. You became 
Episcopalian. 
KIRSTEN: Yes. 
HAST: Was that anything to go through? Or was it just a 
matter of form? 
KIRSTEN: Not at all. He was a — Well, I had not really 
any other connections, and he suggested that I become an 
Episcopalian. I went to church with him many times in San 
Antonio, and I liked very much that way of going, and, 
therefore, I did. I became a church member, and it was 
very interesting. I am still an Episcopalian. 
HAST: Are you really? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes. 
HAST: That's interesting. I just wondered if you had to 
go through any kind of emotional or religious thing to--
KIRSTEN: Not really, no. 
HAST: To make that-- You just decided to do it because 
you--
KIRSTEN: No, I think at that time my life was a little 
chaotic and I was looking for some kind of help and I think 
that that was very comfortable. I think it was very nice. 
HAST: Yes, well, you are a religious woman. I get that 
impression, yes. 

KIRSTEN: Well, to a certain extent, I am. I don't know 
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what it means to be a really religious person. I believe 
in God and I believe in the church. However, I am not a 
regular churchgoer at all. I have gotten away from that. 
Having a career, it was impossible to go to church every 
time I wanted. So, therefore, I was sort of a loose member 
of the denomination. 
HAST: Yes. But it has been my experience that the people 
who go to church every Sunday aren't necessarily really 
religious people. [laughter] 
KIRSTEN: That's true. That's true. 
HAST: I think it has to come from within. 
KIRSTEN: Religion is more in your heart, I think, than in 
your doings. I believe, and God has been very good to 
me. And my gifts-- I shall never be able to really thank 
God enough for the wonderful gifts I've had. 
HAST: Okay. Now, unfortunately, with Gene it didn't work 
out too well, either. He was jealous of your career and 
didn't understand, right? 
KIRSTEN: Well, he was, unfortunately, a very unhappy, 
jealous man because, being in love with a prima donna, you 
know-- And it made it very difficult for me, because he 
would always be asking me questions that were embarrassing 
about the action on stage. He didn't want me to get near 
anyone. He made it very nervous for me, because, knowing 
when he was in the audience, the love scenes had to cool a 

148 



bit. [laughter] 
HAST: It's hard to be married to an actor, anyway. Yes, I 
can see that. 
KIRSTEN: Well, I'm very realistic, and everything has to 
look like it's real for me. So, if we had a big love 
affair, we had to sort of fake it on the kisses a little 
bit and put them a little to the side, on the cheek. But 
that wasn't enough. But, anyway, I felt sorry for him 
because he was very jealous. It was difficult for me. 
HAST: And so it was sort of a negative effect on your 
career? Did it hamper you at all, or not? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, I don't think anything could have been a 
negative. I was so excited about my career. However, it 
was a sad part of my life at that time because he made me 
very nervous, when he was in my audience, about the love 
affairs, the love scenes. However, we handled that okay, 
[tape recorder off] 

HAST: Now, your husband [Eugene Chapman] became assistant 
dean of the medical school at UCLA [UCLA School of 
Medicine]. That's why you were out here. 
KIRSTEN: Yes. 
HAST: Is that correct? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, indeed. That was a wonderful position that 
I was able to help him get with all my medical friends 
here. 
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HAST: Oh, that's right. You had a number of them, didn't 
you? And then, after about two and a half years of 
marriage, your husband became very ill. 
KIRSTEN: Yes. 
HAST: So that was traumatic. And then, after his death, 
you went through a few months where you just really had to 
recuperate. 
KIRSTEN: Well, I guess I was really being a prima donna. 
I became very dramatic. I just went into black and overdid 
it. My family and my friends were very upset with me 
because I was being very dramatic about losing him. But it 
was very real to me, very, very sad, a very sad time of my 
life, which I hope to God, after this interview, I will be 
able to forget a little bit more. 
HAST: Yes. Yes, I can imagine. I can imagine. 
KIRSTEN: Because it hurts me very much to— 
HAST: But that's natural, Dorothy. 
KIRSTEN: Yes. 
HAST: I don't know why you think that's overly dramatic. 
KIRSTEN: Well, I am a dramatic person, you know. 
HAST: Yes, right. Of course, yes. So, anyway, then you 
decided—and your friends helped you, you said—to see your 
teacher Ludwig Fabri in New York again and get your career 
going again after a relatively short time. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, I was naturally very depressed about that 
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time of my life. Of course, that always affects the voice, 
and I was not satisfied with what I was hearing. 
Therefore, something had to be done about it. I went back 
to my wonderful teacher, Fabri, and got back on the track, 
and felt just great. From then on, it was just duck soup. 
HAST: Wonderful. [tape recorder off] 

So then, on a fine New Year's Day, you met Dr. Jack 
[John D.] French, a neurosurgeon who became the first 
director of the Brain Research Institute at UCLA. 
KIRSTEN: Exactly. Yes. That was because I had friends 
who just thought I had really been in mourning long 
enough. They teased me, and they insisted that I go out, 
get on the road again, and sing more. My poor management 
was having a fit because I was really giving up a lot of 
wonderful dates. They got me back on the road again and 
insisted that I just cool it. And, of course, I was able 
to do that, and I began to enjoy my work again. 
HAST: So, by 1955, you had a tremendously busy year. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, I did. That was the year--

HAST: You went to South America for six weeks, among other 
things. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes. 
HAST: And you had radio shows. 
KIRSTEN: I was always on radio. Always. 
HAST: What did you do on those radio shows, really? 
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KIRSTEN: Well, all of the things that— I did arias. 
Whenever I could sneak in an aria in a show, I would do it, 
because they would-- Now, when I was doing the show for--
HILLEBRAND: Chevy--
KIRSTEN: Chevy, for the ["Dinah Shore] Chevy Show." It 
was mostly light, like singing light operetta things and 
light songs, love songs. But I would try to sneak in an 
aria every once in a while, and I did that. Not only did I 
do that, but I brought from the Met [Metropolitan Opera, 
New York City], a great conductor to have his debut into 
radio, too. That was Fausto Cleva, who was one of my 
favorite conductors of all time. 
HAST: Oh, yes. You mentioned that. And the record I just 
bought, he's the conductor on that, so I was really glad. 
KIRSTEN: Yes. I liked him. Fausto was a marvelous friend 
of mine and helped me a great deal to find my way. I did 
and worked with him a great deal. 
HAST: So the Chevy Show on radio, and there were other 
shows, too, and they'd ask you just from time to time to do 
different--? 
KIRSTEN: No, they didn't want opera. They really 
didn't. I had to push arias. 
HAST: But it was like operettas, songs from operettas? 
KIRSTEN: Yes. Oh, and the like, you know. 
HAST: Lighter. Yes, yes. So when you went to Havana 
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[Cuba]-- We talked about Havana and Mexico before, Mexico 
City. Was that the year, also, that you went to Rio [de 
Janeiro]? You did go to Rio at one time. 
KIRSTEN: Yes. Yes, I did. I enjoyed that. 
HAST: We didn't talk about Rio. Did you like Rio? 
KIRSTEN: I enjoyed that trip very much. I thought Rio was 
just beautiful at that time, and I believe it still is. It 
was a fine trip for me, and one of my favorite people, the 
tenor, was with me. Oh, gosh, isn't that horrible? I 
can't remember his name. 
HAST: It's all right. We'll find it. We'll find it. 
KIRSTEN: Richard Tucker. 
HAST: Richard Tucker? Oh, really? 
KIRSTEN: We were there together. 
HAST: Oh, tell us about him. What kind of a person was 
he? 
KIRSTEN: He was a wonderful colleague. We loved singing 
together, and we did a lot of it. We traveled a lot 
together. And Richard-- That magnificent voice of 
Richard's-- As we were talking about this, going to South 
America—this was also on our trip—we loved singing in 
that marvelous theater there. I can't remember the name of 
the theater. It was the major theater in the country. 
HAST: Yes, that's not important. 

KIRSTEN: And that was just a marvelous, marvelous part of 
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my career. 
HAST: So that was a six-week trip. That's a long trip, 
isn't it? And singing all over the place. 

You mentioned in your autobiography [A Time to Sing], 
which I thought was so beautiful, was that one reason that 
your courtship and then eventual marriage to Jack French 
was so good was that it was a slow courtship and that it 
gave you a solid foundation. 
KIRSTEN: Yes. I was a lucky girl to meet this wonderful 
man, who is not with us anymore, of course. He was very 
quiet spoken, very even-tempered, and a fine doctor. I was 
so proud of him. He was a neurosurgeon, which, I mean, 
everybody understands that it's of the brain. He was the 
first director of the Brain Research Institute at UCLA, and 
I was very proud of that. But he was fun. When there was 
fun, he was really fun. And he was a golfer. 
HAST: Yes, you shared that with him, didn't you? 
KIRSTEN: And Jack was very anxious for me to play golf. 
Now, I loved golf, but I never was much of anything until I 
met him. He gave me some wonderful pointers, and he was so 
tickled that I was learning, because this is a marvelous 
sport for couples, because you can travel together and 
always find the golf courses. And we did. We played every 
one of the great golf courses that we could. 
HAST: Yes, it was a wonderful hobby to share. And you 
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said that he was so understanding of your career, which is, 
of course, what a prima donna needs. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, he was. Well, it was such a change, such a 
different life than my one with Dr. Chapman, because there 
wasn't a jealous bone in his body, and he trusted me. This 
helped me a great deal, of course. So I was completely 
relaxed on the stage with him. He was so proud that-- I 
think I did some of my greatest work. 
HAST: I'm sure you did. Isn't it true--I think you 
mentioned earlier--that to do your best work on the stage 
you have to be free of worries and be able to concentrate 
on your work? 

KIRSTEN: Exactly. Yes, you surely do. 
HAST: And this helped a great deal, did it not? 
KIRSTEN: It certainly did help. Your private life has got 
to be a very calm one and a good one. You have to really 
want to do this more than anything in the world. If anyone 
wants to become a great singer and really wants to be an 
opera singer, believe me, there's a lot to do before 
becoming that and getting to that point. 

HAST: Yes. Yes, indeed. Well, one thing, of course, the 
man also knew who he was. Maybe that helps, you know, if a 
man has the confidence in his own work and knowing who he 
is, so that he isn't just the husband of Dorothy Kirsten, 
right? 
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KIRSTEN: Yes. Well, his father was a fine doctor and 
wanted his son to be a doctor. And to become a 
neurosurgeon is really something. It's twice the length of 
time that you have to put in to be just a doctor of 
medicine. So I was very proud of him. He had saved so 
many lives and told me so many-- And I saw him operate 
once. 
HAST: And you became interested in medicine, actually, 
didn't you? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes. Well, I was very interested in 
medicine. 
HAST: So then you built a lovely house in Pauma Valley, in 
Southern California. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes. 
HAST: Overlooking a golf course, I believe? 
KIRSTEN: It was a thousand feet above [sea level]-- A 
thousand feet up in the sky. Really in the sky, because 
when the clouds came over sometimes, we were in them. It 
was a wonderful place to live. 
HAST: It said in your autobiography Pauma Valley, and I 
don't know where that is. It said Southern California. Is 
that--? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes, it's down-- It's--
HAST: Is it south of here? 
KIRSTEN: It's just below the beach--

156 



HILLEBRAND: It's close to Escondido. 
HAST: Oh, San Diego. 
KIRSTEN: Escondido. 
HAST: Oh, Escondido, Escondido. I see. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, it's on the coast. On the coast right 
there. 
HAST: Oh, it's beautiful out there, of course. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes. 
HAST: Now, I don't want to ask too personal a question, 
but you had no children. Was that because of your 
careers? Or was that--? 
KIRSTEN: Well, it would have been very difficult. I would 
have had to have an operation to become pregnant, and I 
decided that having a career was no place for children. I 
just didn't believe in having children to carry around the 
country. And I felt that that was my calling. That was 
what God wanted me to do, and, therefore, I didn't try. 
And it was just better for me, anyway. It wasn't supposed 
to be. I'm a fatalist. 
HAST: I believe that, absolutely. 
KIRSTEN: Very, very believing. 

HAST: Yes. The thing that intrigues me enormously is 
that, being talented in so many areas, you also took up 
painting seriously. And anything you do, you become 
serious and professional about it. 
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KIRSTEN: Yes. 
HAST: Can you tell us about that? Because that is so 
interesting, how you got into that and how you decided 
absolutely you were going to do it properly. 
KIRSTEN: Right. We were on vacation In Maui [Hawaii], 
where we loved and went very often. At least once a year 
we spent three or four weeks in Maui when we both were able 
to get away from our other work. I met a lovely lady who 
was a great, great painter, and happened-- I'm going to 
make this short because to some people it won't be even 
interesting. 
HAST: It's very interesting, Dorothy, believe me. 
KIRSTEN: She happened to be painting in Maui under this 
huge tree up in the major part of the town, and I was 
watching her. I stood by. We were both fascinated with 
this woman and her work. I inched myself up until I was 
actually over her shoulder, practically, because I just 
couldn't be torn away from what she was doing. It looked 
so easy and so great, so self-satisfying, I felt. The 
crowd around her was just intrigued with what she was 
doing. I said, "I would like to see some of your 
paintings." She said, "Well, please come to my studio. 
After about a half hour or so, I'm going to be through 
here. Come to my studio." Well, I did, to make another 
long story short. From then on, we were great friends. 
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When she learned who I was, she said, "You want to paint? 
Haven't you got enough to do?" I said, "Yes, I do have 
enough to do, but painting intrigues me now. You've got me 
hooked, and I want you to keep me hooked, and I'd like to 
come and study with you." And so that summer I studied 
with her, and from then on— 
HAST: Her name was Joyce Clark, is that right? 
KIRSTEN: Joyce Clark, yes. And we are still wonderful 
friends. I'm hoping very shortly to go over and brush up 
on my painting. 
HAST: That is just fabulous. And in 1979 you had your 
first one-woman show. 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes. 
HAST: And you sold most of the paintings. That is 
extraordinary. 
KIRSTEN: In Palm Springs, and I sold twenty-seven of the 
first that-- I had thirty there. 
HAST: Extraordinary. It's just amazing. I've seen some 
of your paintings, and they're just lovely. And they're 
all oils, is that correct? You work in oil? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes, yes. 
HAST: And you do still lifes, portraits, seascapes, and 
landscapes, which I find-- You know, there have been 
artists in my family from way back, and it's so 
extraordinary to me, because most artists concentrate 
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either on portraits or on landscapes, you know, but you do 
everything. 
KIRSTEN: Well, I don't do everything right yet, but I 
intend to keep this up and to really get that--
HAST: So you're going to work with her again? How 
lovely. How lovely. So, In other words, you had all these 
wonderful hobbies, and then, knowing, looking at your 
garden here, you also love flowers and plants. 
KIRSTEN: Yes. 
HAST: And you've done that all your life, right? 
KIRSTEN: I like to get into that dirt with my hands 
myself, and I do. I do plant things myself. I have a 
beautiful rose garden. If you look across, you can see it 
there. 
HAST: Yes, I can see. 
KIRSTEN: And I intend to always have flowers in my life. 
HAST: You say you like to get into the dirt yourself, and 
it sounds like the way I am. I try to work with gloves and 
it isn't the same thing. [laughter] 
KIRSTEN: No. No, no. 
HAST: You have to feel the soil and the plants that you're 
working with, right? 
KIRSTEN: Right, exactly. 
HAST: So that's lovely. Okay. Now, if I may, this is 
such an interesting chapter in your book that I have some 
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other questions besides. You had an invitation to Russia, 
and also your husband was asked to go at the same time for 
scientific meetings. 
KIRSTEN: Yes. And we accepted when we where able to go 
together. I would not go without him. 
HAST: Yes. This was in 1962, January, which, by the way, 
when I read that-- That is the worst month to go to Russia, 
isn't it? 
KIRSTEN: Forty-five degrees below zero. It wasn't that 
bad at all. You see, I'm a Nordic by my family, and I 
loved the cold, fresh air. Actually, a little story about 
one night: We were in Moscow and we decided to walk. We 
wanted to walk all around that city all the time to see 
everything we could, and we were walking, and we came 
across this little place where a lady was sitting alone 
behind-- I forget what they call those things. But she was 
selling flowers. She was selling bouquets of violets. 
HAST: Like a kiosk? Like a little kiosk? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes. And I am mad for violets. I love 
them. And I said to her, "I don't know if this will--" I 
mean, I tried to say to her. She spoke very little 
English, but I sort of asked her if this would live before 
I got home, because I was taking a little walk. And she 
said, "Yes." I had a large, very big fur coat and a huge 
top on that coat which went up over my head if it got too 
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cold. In fact, over a hat. She motioned that I should put 
it under my collar, which I did. So I put the violets 
under my collar and got them home, but--
HAST: To keep them warm? 
KIRSTEN: I got them to the hotel. They didn't last very 
long, but they were beautiful. I am crazy about violets. 
I always have been. 
HAST: Yes. Oh, how nice. And in the middle of winter, 
that they would sell violets, now, that is surprising, yes. 
KIRSTEN: In the middle of winter. 
HAST: Indeed, well, in the beginning, of course, there 
were complications about getting there at the same time 
with your husband, all kinds of travel complications, 
which--
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes. We had all kinds of difficulty getting 
them to accept us together because I said, "I will not go 
without my husband." I was very definite about that. The 
management had to say, "Oh, this lady means it. She will 
not come unless she can come at the same time with her 
husband." He had already had his invitation to come, so we 
just insisted until they changed all-- And funny, in the 
middle of the night, we got a call from Washington [D.C.] 
saying, "It's all set. Under your orders, they will accept 
you. That will be fine." So we roamed all over, all over 
the Soviet Union, and went by train to Leningrad, which was 
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a wonderful trip. And I--
HAST: Did you start out in Georgia [Union of Soviet 
Socialist Republics] and-- Let's see here--
KIRSTEN: Yes, we first went to Georgia. Well, we had to 
fly to Georgia, and that was a very exciting flight, too. 
HAST: You went with Vicki and with Peter Gravina. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, Peter Gravina was my publicity manager, and 
I took him. This was a wonderful thing, because he really 
knew how to handle that, to get the most out of our trip, 
you know, for both of us. 
HAST: It's also nice on things like that to have a man 
along, I think. 
KIRSTEN: And they liked him. He was a very personable 
guy, and they liked him very much. And--
HAST: Did he speak Russian? 
KIRSTEN: No, no. No, we had a--
HAST: No, you had an interpreter named Galina, I believe. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes. She was wonderful. She really was. 
HAST: Yes, she went with you everywhere. 
KIRSTEN: We loved her, but she wanted to try on all my 
clothes all the time. [laughter] When she saw that I had 
a crown that I wore on the stage--I was using that because 
I sang La Traviata there, and I had this beautiful crown-
she wanted to try that on. She kept looking at it and just 
feeling it. I put it on her head one time, and she was 
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just thrilled by that. Isn't that strange? 
HAST: She tried on all your clothes? 
KIRSTEN: Yeah. 
HAST: That's so cute. So, anyway, now, Peter, what he did 
is he would release-- He wasn't a photographer, too? He 
just gave the news—? 
KIRSTEN: He was a good photographer, but he was best at 
managing the whole tour. 
HAST: So he sent his press releases all over the world, 
not just--
KIRSTEN: Back to New York. And we had front page-- And 
the wonderful story that they had, which everybody 
thought was so comical, was there was a big party given 
for me in Tbilisi [Georgia]. On the old map, it was 
Tiflis. It became Tbilisi. It was up in the mountains, 
on top of the mountain, and it was magnificent up 
there. This huge party was given for me. It was very 
interesting, because we sat at the table, and Peter was 
across the table from me. It was a huge table. There 
must have been at least twenty, twenty-five people there, 
including the head man for the opera and all of the 
theaters. We started to toast, and I would raise my glass 
and make a toast to all of the visitors. And he had all 
the dancers and all the singers, everybody that he could 
get-- Everyone was there, about thirty people. We would 
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toast in grand manner, you know. I would take it, and 
then I would point to Peter and say, "It's your turn. You 
take it." And he did. On one of these, I saluted them, 
and they returned the salute with, "You are the greatest 
link in the wheel of friendship between our countries." 
And that hit the front page of the [New York] Times. 
HAST: Oh, yes. Yes, well, I can imagine, in those days, 
of course. 
KIRSTEN: And then, they gave me a big party up on the top 
of this mountain, and it was very funny, because they said, 
"How can we entertain you?" I said, "I want to see those 
wonderful dancers that were on the Ed Sullivan Show who 
moved their feet in slow steps-- You know, in their short 
steps, they sort of shuffle. And they immediately got up 
and did this for me, and did it in a circle. Then they 
lifted me. And this huge man-- And believe me, there are 
some huge people in that country. They are enormous. He 
was a Nordic there, one of the people from where it's the 
coldest. 
HAST: Siberia? 

KIRSTEN: From Siberia. He was a Siberian, a huge man, and 
he lifted me right off my feet and held me so that he did 
the steps and I was being carried around. Oh, it was very 
fun. I have wonderful memories of my trip there. I shall 
never forget how marvelous they were. 

165 



HAST: Well, the meals that they kept feeding you, from what 
I read, were absolutely gigantic, right? And you had to 
sort of nibble and pretend you really loved everything? And 
the alcohol consumed, of course, was-- The Russians are 
known for that, aren't they? 
KIRSTEN: Well, before me at my plate were five bottles. 
One was just a soda type. The other was wine. There might 
have been two or three different wines, and one was whiskey, 
which I, of course, didn't touch. I was working. And 
vodka, vodka, vodka. 
HAST: Vodka. I would imagine vodka, yes. 
KIRSTEN: Well, this is where I learned to like vodka. And 
whenever I have a cocktail, it's vodka, even now. It was a 
great experience that I shall never forget, and I'm very 
grateful for it. 
HAST: Well, you actually sang in four different cities in 
Russia, right? 
KIRSTEN: Well, in this same party, they asked me to teach 
them how to do the twist! 
HAST: The twist? 
KIRSTEN: They wanted to know how to do the twist, so I 
showed them the twist. Then I said, "Now I want you to 
show me your wonderful dances." That's when they formed a 
line. You just see their feet shuffling along. It was 
fascinating for me. 
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HAST: What fun, yes. And the audiences were very 
enthusiastic, from what you wrote. 
KIRSTEN: The audiences were just wonderful. 
HAST: Tell us about the audiences, because that is so 
different from here. 
KIRSTEN: First of all, people of the theater came to greet 
me at my hotel, and I was not able to put my feet on the 
ground. They carried me to the theater. 
HAST: Oh, to the theater, also. Oh, my word. 
KIRSTEN: They carried me to the theater. That was a very 
strange and wonderful thing. 
HAST: Was that scary? 
KIRSTEN: Well, yes, it was. But, however, I felt those 
enormous arms and these enormous people, and I felt quite 
comfortable. 
HAST: It must have made Vicki a little nervous. 
KIRSTEN: My husband was terrified. [laughter] He was 
behind me. But it was fun. It was just fun, and I was 
laughing a great deal. 
HAST: Yes. I also heard that they knew you in Russia 
because you'd been in the film of The Great Caruso. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes. 
HAST: And they thought of you mainly as an actress. Is 
that correct? 
KIRSTEN: Yes. And when I walked in the street, they said, 
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[in Russian accent] "Actress, actress." They would point 
at me and— Well, it was really nice. 
HAST: So how were the conductors? I'd like to know a 
little more about how the conductors, the orchestras, and 
your fellow artists— How that was different. And, of 
course, then we'll get into sets and stage props, because 
that is fascinating. But let's talk about the 
conductors. Now, the conductors you were used to in the 
West, were they any different in Russia in the way they 
treated you or the way--? 
KIRSTEN: No, I think they were well-schooled. They were 
quite young, I must say. Quite young. The first 
conductor-- I, of course, can't name any names anymore. I 
don't remember the names now. 
HAST: Well, it's a long time ago. 
KIRSTEN: But they were so well educated in their art. I 
was very pleased to sing with them. The only thing that 
really was too bad, we never had any chance to rehearse on 
the stage. There was no such thing as a rehearsal on the 
stage. There was a little room-- No, quite a large room in 
the hotel where we tried-- And I had to do all of the 
directing myself. There was no director. 
HAST: There was no director at all? 

KIRSTEN: No director there. If there was, she didn't or 
he didn't show themselves, so I had-- In order to do my own 
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business, my own action, I had to direct the company and 
the people that I worked with. 
HAST: They let you do that? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes, yes. They were delighted. They just 
were delighted to have me tell them how we did it and what 
I needed. And, of course, I was doing La Traviata. I was 
doing Madame Butterfly. Now, those were things, of course, 
that were hard to explain. The hardest part was to try to 
get this little child that I was to use-- It was a little 
boy--
HAST: Yes, tell us about that, because that little child, 
that is an extraordinary part, too, that the child was so 
emotionally involved with you. 
KIRSTEN: The child was very emotionally involved with me 
and kept hugging me so tightly that I could hardly get a 
breath out. They were very warm people. They were very 
appreciative. 
HAST: Very warm and emotional. When you get away from 
politics, it's totally different, isn't it? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes. It is totally different. And, of 
course, that's another story, when my husband and I visited 
some of his friends and were taken to their homes. As far 
as the musical people, I was not invited to the-- The girl 
who sang with me, who sang Madame Butterfly with me, did my 
Suzuki, was extremely anxious to have me come to her 
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home. She wanted me to, but they stopped it. They did not 
allow it. Why, I do not know. 
HAST: The government stopped it? 
KIRSTEN: Well, it was the— 
HAST: The officials, whoever the officials were? This was 
in Moscow? 
KIRSTEN: In Moscow. In Moscow, in Moscow, yes. 
HAST: Well, that's interesting because, you see-- I was 
going to ask you this a little later, but Roger Wagner told 
me that when he was in Moscow, during the Stalin era, the 
orchestra was tremendous. He became friendly with some of 
them, and he wanted to take them out to dinner, and they 
would not permit him to take the Jewish members of the 
orchestra. 
KIRSTEN: Oh, dear. 

HAST: And I just wondered if you ran into any kind of 
politics like that. 
KIRSTEN: None. No such thing. No such thing with me. No 
such thing. 
HAST: And politics actually didn't enter into this? 
KIRSTEN: Not one bit. 
HAST: Well, except they didn't let you go and visit this--
KIRSTEN: They were all there. I knew that they were 
there, because I met them all. I mean, I met all of the 
representatives of the theater. But it was never mentioned 
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to me, anything about that. 
HAST: You didn't meet any government officials, per se? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes, I met many of them. They came on the 
stage, and they rolled enormous bouquets on the stage to 
me. But I had no such thing as that. 

Another interesting thing that happened: When I did 
La Traviata, I was very anxious to meet the tenor. I had 
not met the tenor. They told me, when the rehearsal went 
on, that this was not the man I was going to sing with; 
this was just the man I was going to rehearse with. So 
that was rather--
HAST: That's a bit unusual, yes. 
KIRSTEN: You know, I was so sure of myself on the stage, 
it was just natural. It was just me. I had sung Traviata 
and Butterfly so many times, knowing them backwards, you 
know, practically backwards, I was very secure about what I 
was going to do, and they just had to follow me, which they 
did. And gladly. They told me when I left that they 
learned so much from my action that they were going to try 
to remember everything. The secretaries were writing 
things down. 

HAST: So the fellow artists and singers with whom you 
worked weren't actually jealous? It wasn't the ego trips? 
KIRSTEN: No way. They were warm. They received me and I 
received them and we were buddies. We were just fine on 
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the stage. 
HAST: That sounds ideal, doesn't it, really? 
KIRSTEN: Well, it was ideal. 
HAST: Now, what interests me, too—and part of this you 
had already mentioned to me--is the difference in the sets 
and the props. Now, as I understand it, before you went to 
Moscow, actually before you took your Russian trip, you 
went to Paris to make sure that you had your own costumes, 
as usual, some of the props, your wigs, is that right? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes. Everything was my own. 
HAST: Because you wanted to make sure. And, as it turned 
out, that was a good thing, wasn't it? 
KIRSTEN: No, no. I brought everything that I needed to go 
onto that stage and look the way I wanted to, but it was 
the wrong thing to do. 
HAST: Oh, it was wrong? 
KIRSTEN: They had the most magnificent costumes ready for 
me. They would have given me wigs, anything. They were 
completely prepared for me. We didn't even send them a 
size or anything. They just had everything there. 
HAST: How extraordinary. 
KIRSTEN: And their costumes were beautiful, especially in 
Moscow. 
HAST: Did you wear any of their costumes? 
KIRSTEN: No. 
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HAST: You wore your own. 
KIRSTEN: No, as I say, I took everything that I needed to 
walk on that stage in my own way, you know, and with my own 
costumes. 
HAST: But that is really quite fascinating. Now, you 
mentioned at one point that the stage floor seemed a little 
dangerous. Especially for Madame Butterfly, you had to--
KIRSTEN: No, the only thing that was peculiar about the 
stage floor, their stages are tilted, and I had to--
HAST: They're tilted always? 
KIRSTEN: They are tilted. I remember that I had to just 
be very careful of my balance at first, until I got used to 

HAST: Why are they tilted? 
KIRSTEN: I don't know. 
HAST: You don't know? Oh, they're not just flat? 
KIRSTEN: But what I experienced was a tilted stage. Now, 
whether they do that for the dancers, I don't know, but, 
anyway, I got used to it very quickly. I had to. 
HAST: Well, you, being a perfectionist, you had to. 
KIRSTEN: I had to. 
HAST: One funny story from your autobiography--I mean, it 
wasn't funny for him--but Peter got arrested for taking 
pictures. 
KIRSTEN: Oh! 
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HAST: Do you remember that episode? And you and Vicki 
were laughing your heads off, but he wasn't laughing, 
[laughter] 
KIRSTEN: No. He wandered off one day when I was trying to 
get some rest, because they kept me going so much. It was 
banquets here and banquets there, all kinds of parties and 
things that they kept me doing. I just decided to have an 
afternoon off and said, "Peter, go on your own and do what 
you want to." And he was delighted, because he had not 
been on his own till then. But he came back and told the 
most wild story about being arrested. He had to prove 
himself, who he was. That was quite a touchy moment for 
all of us. 

HAST: And I think in jail he kept saying, "Caruso, 
Caruso," because-- And they thought--
KIRSTEN: Oh, he was trying to tell them--
HILLEBRAND: They called him Mario Lanza. 
KIRSTEN: Yeah, they called him Mario. 
HAST: They called him Mario Lanza in the--
KIRSTEN: They were thinking of Caruso because that was the 
picture that they knew me for. That's why they called me 
"actress," because of the action in that movie. 
HAST: Yes, yes. But that's how he also got out of jail. 
KIRSTEN: Yes. 

HAST: And he was lucky. He was certainly lucky. 
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TAPE NUMBER: IV, SIDE TWO 
JUNE 23, 1990 

HAST: Now, in Moscow, you performed La Traviata and--
KIRSTEN: Faust. 
HAST: Faust, yes. That story-- Well, you did La Traviata, 
you did--
KIRSTEN: Also Butterfly. 
HAST: And Tosca. 
KIRSTEN: And Tosca. 
HAST: Yes, La Traviata and Faust. And then, in between 
there, Jack got a bad cold, and you were really worried 
about that. 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yeah. 
HAST: Because you couldn't afford to get a cold. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes. 
HAST: And then Vicki came through and healed all of you 
somehow, and you sang above it, right? Which must be a 
miracle right there. 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes, yes, yes. 
HAST: So, anyway, do you want to talk about any of those 
performances? Traviata? Oh, in Riga, in Latvia, that was 
another big stop, wasn't it, for you? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes. 
HAST: And you did Traviata there. And Tosca and Ija 
Traviata and Faust in Moscow. 
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KIRSTEN: I gave all the clothes I had in my suitcase that 
I wasn't wearing, I gave my clothes to those people in 
Latvia because they were so poor. They were so poor, the 
actors. The people in the theater were very poor. I 
enjoyed being able to give them stockings and other kinds 
of— My boots. I left a beautiful pair of boots there. 
HAST: Because there was no way to buy those things. 
KIRSTEN: NO. 
HAST: Faust. That is an amusing story which I think we 
touched on briefly before on another tape. They changed 
the whole ending of the opera, right? 
KIRSTEN: Yes. 
HAST: I think you mentioned this on the last tape, but it 
must have been really difficult to just rearrange the whole 
story. They did everything in Russian and--
KIRSTEN: Well, it was just the end, of course, that we're 
talking about. Because they don't believe in God and--
HAST: Yes, yes. I know how difficult it is when you say 
you have an Italian libretto and then it has to be 
translated into, say, German or French, because the words 
don't always fit, and so you really need an expert for 
that. How did you manage to sing in the original language 
when they sang everything in Russian? Did I understand 
that correctly? They sang it in Russian, and you--? 
KIRSTEN: Well, I was only doing operas that I was most 
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familiar with. Traviata I had sung many times at the 
Metropolitan and everywhere in the country and the world. 
And Butterfly and Tosca, I knew these things very well. So 
I would sing along in my mind the part of my partner and 
then be ready for the answer. When you know the music as 
well as I did and I knew what I was singing about as well 
as I did, there was no question. I was not worried about 
that at all. 
HAST: You weren't? Because, I mean, the Russian really 
takes longer to get out than the Italian does, for 
instance. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes, yes. 
HAST: And they did improvise at times and made it--
KIRSTEN: At times we all improvised. We had to. We had 

HAST: Well, you were absolutely such a huge smash in 
Russia, I mean, it was just incredible. You also met the 
greatest prima donna in Russia at that time, Galina 
Vishnevskaya. Was she an interesting person? 
KIRSTEN: A lovely person. At that time, just before I was 
there, she was in New York, and people felt that we were 
sort of an exchange, I going to Russia and she going to New 
York. 
HAST: Oh, is that right? Yes, yes. 
KIRSTEN: But a lovely person. She came to see me at the 
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theater, came to my performances and-- That is, in 
Moscow. She had returned to Moscow. 
HAST: How old was she at that time? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, I don't know how old she was, but she was a 
charming, charming woman. I hope to see her again. 
HAST: Really? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, I would like to very much. 
HAST: Oh, how nice. Yes. 
KIRSTEN: I'd like to go back to Russia. I would like to 
go back. 
HAST: Well, I just wondered, now, did somebody like that 
discuss with you how difficult it was for artists 
politically in Russia at the time? 
KIRSTEN: Never. 
HAST: There was no discussion of that? 
KIRSTEN: No discussion. No politics whatsoever. 
HAST: I find that so extraordinary, because, from other 
people I've talked to who visited Russia at that time, 
including Roger Wagner, there always seemed to be some 
political supervision, somebody who was there who kept an 
eye on things. But you didn't experience that at all? 
KIRSTEN: Well, they hid themselves, because I never saw 
anyone. I never had the feeling that I was being watched 
for anything but for what I was doing. I really didn't 
have that feeling at all. 
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HAST: And how about your husband who was giving talks? 
Was he—? 
KIRSTEN: My husband-- It was fun, because he would have 
his day, and his people would come and pick him up, and he 
would go through his meetings, and then, when we came back 
late, we would have a lot of lovely vodka and a lot of 
lovely caviar. And they would serve us loads of caviar, 
the real stuff, you know, the really beautiful caviar. We 
would enjoy, then, swapping our experiences of the day. 
HAST: So you did not feel that Galina, for instance, your 
interpreter, was really also an agent of the government 
watching you? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, no. No way. No, no, no way. 
HAST: That's very interesting, because it's the first time 
I've heard that, that it was like that. 
KIRSTEN: Oh, I'm sorry to hear that, because I never had 
any experience like that. 
HAST: No, I'm glad to hear this. 
KIRSTEN: I felt that I was warmly received, more than 
warmly received, and I gave back all of the affection that 
they gave me, and there was a lot of that. 
HAST: Oh, I'm sure, yes. I love your description—if you 
will tell us this on tape—of your last night in Moscow, 
with you and Jack and Vicki. Do you remember? At three 
o'clock in the morning? 
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KIRSTEN: Yes. Oh, I shall never forget that. No. It was 
a wonderful night. We had met all of the people that I had 
been singing with. They gave me a huge banquet. And on 
our way home-- We were very excited about going home. We 
were anxious by that time. It had really been quite a long 
time that I had been there, and we were anxious to go home 
now. We were walking down the middle of the street 
singing, "California, here we come." [laughter] 
HAST: I can see you doing it. [laughter] 
KIRSTEN: All of the people must have thought we were 
absolutely crazy, but we were happy. 
HAST: Yes. That is really fun. 

KIRSTEN: It was a great trip. I shall be grateful for 
this all my life. 
HAST: A total success. I do hope that if you take another 
trip to Russia you let us know about that. 
KIRSTEN: I want to go back. I would love to. 
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TAPE NUMBER: V, SIDE ONE 
JULY 13, 1990 

HAST: This is our last session. I can't believe it. It's 
come so soon. We were talking about so many different 
aspects of your beautiful career, and we were in Russia the 
last time we talked. 
KIRSTEN: Oh. 
HAST: Well, we finished that, and that was very 
interesting. You had a chapter in your book [A Time to 
Sing] which intrigued me, and you called it, "My Glamour 
Boys." [laughter] 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes, yes. 
HAST: Can we talk about some of those names? 
KIRSTEN: All right. Surely. 
HAST: Can I just throw them out to you? 
KIRSTEN: All right. 
HAST: Bing Crosby. 
KIRSTEN: Oh, a darling man. A very sweet man and a very 
nice colleague who gave me a lot of his time. 
HAST: I think you mentioned before that he was always very 
supportive of other people that he worked with. Is that 
right? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes. He was a very kind man and a very 
thoughtful one. 
HAST: And then you worked with Frank Sinatra. 
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KIRSTEN: Yes. 
HAST: You had a radio program and--
KIRSTEN: Frank was also a very fine colleague of mine and 
helped a great deal with what I wanted to do with this-- He 
was very considerate and very nice. He knew that I was 
working with this horrible disease and trying to do my 
best, and he was very helpful. 
HAST: Oh, you mean, when you started working on the French 
Foundation for Alzheimer Research? 
KIRSTEN: Yeah. 
HAST: Oh. And he has been helpful with that. That's 
interesting to know. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes. 
HAST: I thought maybe many years ago that you worked with 
him. 
KIRSTEN: Sympathetic, I would rather call it. 
HAST: Yes, I see. Oh, I see. And then one of my 
favorites, Nelson Eddy. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes. Nelson. 
HAST: Yes. Did you like his voice? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes. I loved his voice. It was a very 
beautiful voice. It's not a Robert Merrill type. Merrill 
had such warmth and has such warmth in his voice, and 
Nelson's was a little more straightforward and not quite as 
warm, I think, his type of singing. 
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HAST: Well, he was perfect for more popular songs, too, 
wasn't he? 
KIRSTEN: Nelson? 
HAST: Yes. 
KIRSTEN: Well, I don't know about that. [tape recorder 
off] . 
HAST: How about A1 Jolson? 
KIRSTEN: [laughter] A character. 
HAST: Was he fun to work with? 
KIRSTEN: He was very much fun to work with. He certainly 
was. I really can't-- It's a long time ago you're trying 
to make me remember. 
HAST: Yes. Oh, well, it's just so fascinating, and, of 
course, some of this is in your book, anyway, but I just 
wondered if you wanted to add anything to those people like 
Gordon MacRae and Perry Como. 
KIRSTEN: Oh, Gordy was-- I loved to work with Gordon 
because he had such a magnificent voice. We did some 
lovely love duets, and Gordy was a lovely person. 
HAST: How about Liberace? I mean, you said in the book--
You didn't go into it in great detail except that you 
decided you would get all dressed up because of the way he 
dresses. What did you decide on to wear working with 
Liberace? It was pretty wild. 

KIRSTEN: Oh, my gracious. Well, that was his signature, 
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you know. 
HAST: Yes, of course. 
KIRSTEN: But I probably teased him at one time. I can't 
remember. It's too long ago. 
HAST: All right. And Edgar Bergen? 
KIRSTEN: Well, Edgar Bergen was a wonderful man. And his 
little friend [Charlie McCarthy] was just absolutely-- It 
was terribly interesting to work with him. He was really a 
real character. You really felt that he was a living 
character. He wasn't a piece of wood. 
HAST: Is that right? 
KIRSTEN: Right, right. 
HAST: Of course, his daughter [Candice Bergen] has become 
a well-known actress. 

And Jack Benny, who loved to play the violin, also, 
classical music--
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes. I was on his show ["Jack Benny Show"] 
many times during that time. 
HAST: Now, Ed Sullivan introduced a lot of artists to 
television. 
KIRSTEN: Yes. 
HAST: Do you want to talk about that at all? I mean, the 
influence that he had and what it meant to bring-- Instead 
of just having them broadcast via radio, or, of course, go 
in person to see the artists on the stage, it must have 
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made a tremendous difference in the world of opera for one 
to have it on the screen in your living room. 
KIRSTEN: Yes. Right. He was really a — He wanted very 
much to do something for our type of artist, but he got--
He was a very, very fun person. He didn't realize how 
funny he was because he would always mess up all the names 
and get everything— It was very, very funny. He just-
But he was a very warm and nice colleague. He really was. 
HAST: Yes. Well, do you think that television has made 
any kind of changes in--? I mean, certainly, like the Met 
[Metropolitan Opera, New York City] puts on a performance 
that we see on television, that's an extraordinary thing, 
isn't it, that that is possible now? 

KIRSTEN: I think it's absolutely fantastic, because it 
brings the public closer to what's really going on in our 
kind of art. I think it's just wonderful what the Met has 
been doing. To bring that-- At least-- It's just too bad 
we can't really show it as a picture. 
HAST: Did you happen to watch the Mozart celebration on 
television the other night from the Met? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, I did. 
HAST: From the Lincoln Center [New York City]. It's from 
Lincoln Center. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, I did. Yes. 
HAST: I thought of you. You know why? First of all, 
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there was that gorgeous soprano dressed so beautifully in 
that pink dress, if you'll remember. But the other one, 
who had such a luscious voice, her haircut was wrong and 
her clothes were wrong. I thought, "Dorothy would never 
have appeared like that anywhere." [laughter] And I was 
thinking her manager or whoever, you know, really should be 
talked to. 
KIRSTEN: Everyone in our business, I think, if they do not 
have the taste and the knowledge of how to present 
themselves, they have got to have someone who will help. 
HAST: Right. And I felt she needed it. She had such a 
beautiful voice. 

All right. Carol Burnett was fun to work with, I 
imagine. Was she? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes. Carol's a kooky, wonderful girl. And 
she's still great. I was watching her last night on the 
television. 
HAST: Are those reruns? Or are these the new ones? 
KIRSTEN: No, I think these are new ones. These are new 
ones. I think she's a wonderful, wonderful comedienne. 
HAST: Yes, she's very talented. I think she graduated 
from UCLA. 

All right. I found out that Mario Lanza could not 
read a note of music. Is that right? He did everything by 
ear? 
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KIRSTEN: I wonder where you found that. [laughter] 
HAST: No, I've heard it before. 
KIRSTEN: That is true. No, that is true. 
HAST: Was it in your book, also? 
KIRSTEN: Absolutely true. Absolutely true. No, 
unfortunately, this man was given one of the gifts of God 
that will-- Really, he could have been the great tenor of 
our time. He really could have, because he had all the 
material, but he had very little in his head. 
HAST: Well, he was a truck driver, was he, before? Or 
something like that, yes. 
KIRSTEN: Well, he came from a very poor family, I think, 
in the East, and that we can't ever hold against him, of 
course. 
HAST: Oh, no. Heavens, no. But I wondered, maybe he 
didn't understand what it takes to build a career like 
this. 
KIRSTEN: Of course, he didn't have any idea. And they 
brought him to Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, which really was the 
wrong way to go. They wanted to use him, and they did use 
him. They spoiled him, and they told him he was [Enrico] 
Caruso, that he was better than Caruso. With my own ears I 
heard that. I could not believe it. But they spoiled this 
poor young man so terribly that I think it was a crime, 
absolutely a crime. They wanted to use him, and they did 
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use him. 
HAST: There was nobody to advise him? 
KIRSTEN: He wouldn't take any advice. No, he thought he 
was-- They had him so confused with life and his life, they 
had him believe that he was the greatest. And it was too 
bad for him. 
HAST: So what happened in the end? I mean, did he--? 
KIRSTEN: I have no idea. There are all kinds of stories 
going on, and I don't--
HAST: Yes, I've heard different versions. I wondered if 
you knew what really happened. 
KIRSTEN: I do not know what really happened. And I'm 
glad. I don't want to know. 
HAST: It's very sad. It's terribly sad, yes. 
KIRSTEN: Very sad. It certainly was. 
HAST: Yes, indeed. 

Bob Hope is still going strong. I can't believe it. 
KIRSTEN: Oh, bless his heart. Yes. 
HAST: And he's a good friend of yours? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, we're very good friends. 
HAST: Do you still see him? 
KIRSTEN: Not-- I don't see him now. 
HAST: Not very much. 

KIRSTEN: I've invited him a few times to my gala [Very 
Special Moments With Very Special Friends], which we have 
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every year, and he has been there. He's been very 
supportive of what I've been trying to do with Alzheimer's 
disease. 
HAST: Well, he's interested in things like that, I know. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, he's a very kind, sweet, wonderful person. 
HAST: Yes. I think everyone who knows him has said 
that. 

Let's talk a little bit about the prima donnas of your 
day and what is happening today. You mention it sort of 
briefly in your book, but this is something that is very, 
very interesting: the difference, as you see it. You 
know, when you think of the discipline you went through and 
everything, you decided straight ahead what you had to do, 
and how it is today. Could you talk about that a little 
bit? 

KIRSTEN: Well, of course, I've been away from the Met for 
quite a while, you know. I don't know what's going on now, 
so I can't really judge people. But I hear that things are 
quite different than when I was there. I was always very, 
very careful about how I appeared, my clothes, my hair, my 
makeup, and everything. When I went into that house, I 
felt like a prima donna, and I was a prima donna. 
Unfortunately, nowadays, they'll arrive in-- They haven't 
the respect that we had at that time, I don't believe. 
Now, they'll probably say, "Oh, what a snob, saying 
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something like that." But I can't help it. I don't feel 
that they have the respect. Anyone who has the great 
fortune to become good enough to become a singer at the 
Metropolitan Opera should just realize how many people in 
the world have that opportunity and, I think, treat it as a 
great honor. Look like a prima donna always. 
HAST: Always on the outside, too, yes. 
KIRSTEN: Always, and especially when they come to the 
house, to that wonderful [Metropolitan] Opera House. Of 
course, nothing is quite the same as it was with the old 
house. Things have changed a great deal. But they should 
have great--

HAST: As to management, also? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes, yes. But they should have great respect 
for that. That's the greatest opera house in the world. 
It is the greatest opera company in the world. And I don't 
think that, many times, people realize it. They're so 
completely involved in themselves, they don't realize how 
fortunate they are to be an artist, to be able to sing as a 
Metropolitan Opera artist. It's a great gift. It's a 
great gift. 

HAST: Do you think the training has changed, also? The 
training of the voices and what is expected? 
KIRSTEN: Well, unfortunately, I believe that they are 
trying to get there too soon. They don't go out as I did 
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and sing with all kinds of different companies and all 
kinds of different things. I did five hundred performances 
of operetta before I ever did an opera and traveled with 
smaller companies and got all the experience I could 
without much help, actually, because I wasn't-- I was 
studying with someone in New York that was fine with 
interpretation of roles and things like that, but never 
really got the opportunity to have somebody to really help 
with that first feeling of being great and walking on the 
stage and have the-- I was always in awe of my own 
opportunity, and I realized how fortunate I was and thanked 
God every night of my life for the opportunities I had. 
HAST: But you also made the opportunities. And they say 
the same is true of actors today. The same thing. That 
they don't take enough time to go to the little places and 
so on. 

KIRSTEN: Well, everybody's in a hurry today. And this is 
something, this kind of career, especially a singing 
career, an operatic career, that's so terribly difficult 
and so exacting and so important to have all of the things 
that you must have to become someone good enough to sing 
with a great company. I don't think youngsters think 
enough of that. They don't have enough experience before 
they come and expect to walk on that stage. It's a great 
honor. 
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HAST: But you always had terrific people, also, who were 
supportive of you and advised you, and you were ready to 
listen to advice. 
KIRSTEN: Yes. 
HAST: Then you made up your own mind. I think this is the 
thing today, that young people don't do this so much. 

Now, you were talking about the stress of time. 
Somebody like Placido Domingo they send all over all the 
place. I don't know how he can do that, jetting around. 
Isn't that very hard on the voice? 
KIRSTEN: They don't send him. It's his fault. He goes. 
HAST: Oh, would you explain that? 
KIRSTEN: Well, I don't know. I don't know what he's doing 
now, but I think he's playing it pretty thin, doing so 
much. Nobody can keep running from one country to another 
across the ocean and back and really keep themselves in 
physical strength. It's the physical strength to be in 
good shape to sing at the great houses. I think that you 
can very easily make a very bad mistake with doing too 
much, especially youngsters now. Placido's not a 
youngster, but-- I mean, the youngsters should go with a 
company, get experience, and stay in one place for a 
while. Don't hop all over the world. 

HAST: But, now, you mentioned before that--or I read it 
somewhere, not in your book, but elsewhere--that there were 
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auditions for the Met. I want to talk about auditions for 
a minute. There were auditions for the Met, and you 
decided, when you were just starting out, that you weren't 
going to go to an audition--that if they wanted you, they 
should come for you. And that's exactly what happened. 
You did not go to the Met to audition. Now, most singers 
have to go to auditions, and they're very, very difficult 
nowadays, because there aren't just a few people who 
audition, there are hundreds. What do you think about 
that? 
KIRSTEN: Well, things have changed. As you have said 
yourself, things have changed a great deal since I was 
there. I think that you only do yourself harm if you go in 
to the top drawer too soon. And that is the top drawer. 
Go and get experience with smaller companies. 
HAST: Did you go to any auditions when you were young? 
KIRSTEN: No, I never— No, no. I never auditioned for the 
Met. Never. I was fortunate. But I was fortunate. I was 
very fortunate because--

HAST: Well, because you had people who spoke for you, like 
Grace Moore and others. 
KIRSTEN: Yes. Well, they had heard about me and came to 
me. They came to hear me at the New York-- The New York 
company. What did they call it? 
HILLEBRAND: New York City Opera. 
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KIRSTEN: New York City Opera. 
HAST: New York City Opera, yes. And then, of course, 
there was also the San Francisco [Opera Company]. I just 
know from what I see that these auditions and the people 
who audition are usually very, very unsupportive of these 
young singers who are up there on the stage singing their 
little hearts out. It's a terrible experience to go 
through for a lot of them, because they're not very polite 
to them and they're not very nice to them. And I just 
wondered-- You didn't have to go through anything like 
that, did you? 

KIRSTEN: No, thank God. I did not go through that, no. 
Well, you have to have a brain. In the first place, you've 
go to have all of the things that it takes to be a great 
artist. You've got to have something in your head, and you 
cannot, you cannot just believe that you're the greatest. 
HAST: No, no. You have to produce, of course. 
KIRSTEN: That's the trouble. That's the trouble. You 
have to earn that. 

HAST: But I just wondered what a talented young singer 
today would have to do, because there are so many now, you 
see. That is the thing. It's very difficult. 
KIRSTEN: I know, but there are always a few who come out 
to be the top, who think about the opportunity, who do not 
come in so early that they get pushed aside. They should 
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wait until they have experience. Get on any stage, get 
your feet on the stage, and know how it feels. And 
vocally, of course, that's pushed around so much 
nowadays. The things I hear from the Metropolitan these 
days are incredible. Incredible. 
HAST: And on the lower levels, you should see what goes 
on, you know. 
KIRSTEN: I'm sure. 
HAST: And I have, for instance, had a very young student--
I have one now who's been in my little upper workshop, and 
she has a nice voice, but, I mean, she's not really 
professional. And she's now going to give singing lessons. 
KIRSTEN: Oh, dear. 
HAST: And my hair is standing up on end. Now, do you 
see? But there are a lot of people like that who teach 
singing. 
KIRSTEN: But this is stupidity. This is plain, 
unadulterated stupidity. If they haven't had a career 
already, they haven't been singing with a great company, 
they haven't had that experience, how can they possibly 
believe in their own mind--? Well, somebody has been, then, 
spoiling that person. I'm sorry. I'm very sorry. 
HAST: No, no. I was interested to get your reaction to 
it. 

KIRSTEN: I'm sorry my reaction is so dramatic, but it is. 
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HAST: No, I'm glad. I'm glad to hear it, because I agree 
with you. 
KIRSTEN: I feel sorry for those people, because there's 
too much great talent being wasted these days. Great 
talent. 
HAST: Yes. How about somebody like a Maria Callas, who 
also had such a tragic life, didn't she? Maria Callas. 
KIRSTEN: So I hear. So I hear, yes. 
HAST: Yes. Did you know her personally? 
KIRSTEN: No, I did not. No. 
HAST: And Elisabeth Schwarzkopf? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, I knew Elisabeth. I admired her very much. 
HAST: And I think you mentioned Leontyne Price in your 
book, that you admired her voice very much, too. 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes, that's— 
HAST: Can you tell us anything about her? 
KIRSTEN: That's a magnificent voice. That is a beautiful 
voice. I admired her very much from way back and sang with 
her in-- She was with the San Francisco Opera at the same 
time I was, and I heard her many times and admired her 
tremendously. 
HAST: Marilyn Horne really got started with singing in 
Roger Wagner's choral, didn't she? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, I think so. 
HAST: Because I remember Roger mentioned her when I 
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interviewed him. 
KIRSTEN: Marilyn has done very, very well. I am so happy 
for her. 
HAST: Yes, that's good news, isn't it? And Renata 
Tebaldi, Beverly Sills. You know Beverly? 
KIRSTEN: No, I do not know Beverly, but I certainly have 
admired her. 
HAST: Yes, yes. So you were always very fortunate, I 
thought, in reading your book, in the management and 
representation that you had. Like, for instance, Humphry 
Doulens, you mentioned, of Columbia Concerts, who was your 
personal representative. Now, how does an artist go about 
getting the right representative and management? Do you 
have to know something about the business to do that? 
KIRSTEN: [laughter] You have to know a lot about the 
business, and you have to have something to give. The 
managements today are quite different, I think, than they 
were in my time. Columbia Concerts was, then, I think-- Of 
course, it was the people who made the management then, and 
it was the people who had knowledge of who was going to be 
something, who would develop, who had the brain and the 
guts to develop and really make something of themselves. I 
don't know. It's such a long time ago already. 
HAST: Well, but, as you said, I have an idea it's changed 
a lot, too, that it's all money now. 
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KIRSTEN: I'm afraid so. 
HILLEBRAND: Just like the Met came to her, Columbia went 
to her, too. 
HAST: So Columbia actually came to you and proposed having 
somebody take care of you and travel with you and represent 
you and so on? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes. They gave me Humphry Doulens, who 
traveled all over— 
HAST: But that is for big stars like yourself, right? 
KIRSTEN: But that was— I wasn't a big star. 
HAST: At that time? 
KIRSTEN: I wasn't. I was growing. I wasn't a very big 
star, but I was going all over the country. I had the 
great fortune, at one time, to go all over the country in 
joint concerts with Jussi Bjorling. That was a wonderful 
time of experience for me, because he was such a pro and 
such a great, great singer. I was enchanted every time he 
opened his mouth. So I was very fortunate in order to go 
along, because he knew he didn't want to do concerts all by 
himself anymore, and he asked for a young soprano. Could 
they give him a young soprano to go on tour with him? And 
I was it. It was a great experience. 

HAST: Well, I get the impression that you were always 
really surrounded by an entourage of people who took care 
of you, who protected you, which is very important, I 
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think. Isn't it? That you didn't have to deal with the 
everyday things like hotel reservations and--
KIRSTEN: Oh, no. 
HAST: All those things were taken care of, right? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, Columbia Concerts took care of all of that 
business. No, I didn't have to--
HAST: And even people. If people approached you and they 
were the wrong people, then they'd get you out of the way 
or whatever, right? I sort of had a feeling that you were 
really protected. 
KIRSTEN: Well, I wouldn't say I was really protected any 
more than anyone else, but I used my head a great deal. 
HAST: Yes. And, of course, Vicki [Hillebrand] was with 
you a good part of the time. 
KIRSTEN: And then I had my girl, my Vicki, who's been with 
me for-- Shall we say how many years? 
HAST: We've said it before. [laughter] 
KIRSTEN: Many years. And-- [laughter] 
HAST: Yes. 
KIRSTEN: Well, it's all right. 
HAST: Yes, and that's a big help, too. 
KIRSTEN: Well, yes. 
HAST: So, anyway, you mentioned also that you traveled to 
Canada and to Stockholm, and something happened. You 
wanted to make your debut at La Scala [Milan] and then-- Do 
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you remember that? You were all excited about that, and 
you went down to Milano. And then, you had other 
commitments, I believe. 
KIRSTEN: Well, when the Met-- This sounds rather 
egotistical. 
HAST: No! 
KIRSTEN: But when I was asked to go to La Scala, the Met 
really fixed my time that I was working with them so that I 
couldn't go. I was just all tied up that year, and they 
said, no, they wouldn't let me go at all. 
HAST: Did they do this on purpose, do you think? 
KIRSTEN: Well, I think so. I like to think so. I believe 
so, because at that time I was it at the Met, and they 
needed me. They were doing lots of things like [Madame] 
Butterfly, and [La] Traviata, which I was very--
HILLEBRAND: Manon. 
KIRSTEN: And Manon Lescaut. 

HAST: Yes. Well, that was unfortunate, I'm sure. And you 
went to London and danced with prince charming, right? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes. With Prince Charles, yes. 
HAST: That must have been fun. And lots of other places 
like New Orleans, Chicago, and all up and down the East 
Coast and Miami, yes. 

KIRSTEN: Oh, it seems to me I've sung in every county of 
the United States. 
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HAST: Do you want to talk about some of the conductors? 
Mitropoulos, Dimitri Mitropoulos, for instance. You liked 
him? I believe you mentioned this to me earlier. 
KIRSTEN: I thought he was a very great conductor, but he 
was the kind of conductor who insisted that the singer 
follow him instead of being— He would never allow himself 
to be considered someone to follow, it seemed to me. I had 
my own way and my own ideas. I was already top Butterfly 
at the Met and top Traviata at the Met, and these were the 
things we were going to do together. And especially 
Butterfly, he gave me a fit because he was very strong in 
his direction, and I was fighting about it. I was very 
upset about it, and I had to go to the management and say, 
"Look, I am not going to sing with this man or make any 
records with him if he insists that he is going to lead me 
in every breath of my body." And they agreed and they 
talked to him. 
HAST: And he agreed? 

KIRSTEN: Well, I don't know whether he agreed, but I 
didn't have any more trouble with him from then on. 
HAST: I didn't know this. That's fascinating, because I 
did think that conductors just always, as a matter of 
courtesy, you know, sort of deferred to the singer. 
KIRSTEN: No, they don't. Not all of them at all. No, 
they have to realize that they are supposed to accompany, 
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especially if they have respect for you. And they have to 
have respect, otherwise I just can't— I don't understand 
what some of them had in mind. 
HAST: I think I can guess. How about Eugene Ormandy? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, Ormandy was just so great. I sang several 
concerts with him, and I was in awe of this man. He was 
just so great. 
HAST: He was very professional in the way he handled 
things? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes, indeed. Yes, indeed. And he-- He 
breathed. If they only would breathe with the singer. 
They don't. 
HAST: Oh. Explain that. Explain that to anybody who's 
listening. 
KIRSTEN: A great conductor who is conducting opera has got 
to realize that that person up there needs a breath here 
and there, and, perhaps for something that's coming up 
that's very difficult, has got to protect themselves and 
breathe-- They have to breathe with you in order to 
accompany you. But so many conductors don't believe that 
they [the singer] should lead the way. The singer has got 
to lead the way. 

HAST: I think I heard Zubin Mehta say something like that 
once, also. How about Erich Leinsdorf? You worked with 
him? 
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KIRSTEN: Well, Leinsdorf was just a fantastic man. I sang 
with him in San Francisco. He came to my house and we 
worked a bit on the operas that I-- I forget now what it 
was. I think it was Manon, Massonet's Manon. 
HILLEBRAND: It was Trollus and Cressida. 
KIRSTEN: Oh, that was right. Vicki's right. Troilus and 
Cressida. He was coming. He was engaged by the company to 
do this very difficult opera. And it was a beautiful 
experience. I enjoyed very much working with him. 
HAST: Do you always try to meet the conductor first to get 
to know him personally a little bit and take a little time--? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes. Oh, yes. You have to. 
HAST: And then, by the time you get to rehearsal, then, at 
least you don't have a total stranger in front of you. 
KIRSTEN: Not only did we work at my home, but up there. 
And when we were together in San Francisco, then, the other 
people who were in the cast-- We worked very hard. It was 
a very difficult opera. And [it's] being done in English 
was very difficult, because opera in English is a very 
difficult thing. 

HAST: It is difficult to sing English, is it not? Am I 
right about that? 
KIRSTEN: Well, it is all the sounds of consonants instead 
of beautiful vowels like the lovely way of singing in 
Italian or French. Entirely different. We don't like to 
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sing in English too much. 
HAST: No, I can understand that. But I've also noticed 
the difference. If you have a choral group from Great 
Britain, for instance, you can understand the words, but 
usually American groups you can't. So I don't know if they 
have different training or what it is. But it must be hard 
to do. 
KIRSTEN: I don't understand it. 
HAST: Anyway, George Solti. Do you remember him? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, I certainly do. Yes, I do. He was a very 
fine conductor. 
HAST: And Andre Kostelanetz? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, my dear Andre. I was always delighted to 
sing with him. And, of course, Lily Pons was one of my 
good friends. I was very young in my career at that time, 
and she was very interested. She would say to me, 
[imitating French accent] "Dorothy, when will you quit? 
When will you quit?" You know, because I had already sung 
for quite a few years. And I said, [with French accent] 
"Lily, never." Yes. But she was a great-- I knew her when 
she had a house in Palm Springs and I used to visit her. 
HAST: What did you think of her voice? 

KIRSTEN: Oh, magnificent. I wish we had a coloratura who 
sounded like her. 
HAST: I remember that Roger Wagner made some remark on the 
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tape-- I'd have to relisten to it. He felt there was 
something that wasn't totally right about her voice, and I 
wanted your opinion as a professional singer. 
KIRSTEN: I thought it was magnificent. I thought she was 
the greatest coloratura we had in that era, in that time. 
HAST: You went with your husband [John D. French] to China 
in 1979. Was that--? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes. 
HAST: Where in China? Do you remember at all? 
KIRSTEN: We were both invited to come to China to-- No, 
stop a minute. [tape recorder off] 
HAST: So it was actually your husband who was invited to 
go? 
KIRSTEN: Yes. 
HAST: And you went with a group of interesting people. I 
remember from your book that you love Chinese children, 
that they were so beautiful. 
KIRSTEN: Yes. 
HAST: Dorothy, I'd like to talk about this enormously 
important event in 1975 when you had your farewell at the 
Met after thirty years. Tosca was your last performance 
there, right? 
KIRSTEN: That's right, yes. 
HAST: Do you want to talk about that a little bit, because 
that must have been monumental? 
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KIRSTEN: Oh, you would like me to cry a bit, would you? 
HAST: No, I don't want you to cry. [laughter] But if 
you'll feel better, then cry. 
KIRSTEN: No, no. I don't mean that at all. It was a 
wonderful career, and I finished that career at the Met 
with one of my favorite operas of all time, Tosca. 
HAST: It must have been really difficult that night to 
perform. 
KIRSTEN: No, really, it wasn't-- It wasn't. I wasn't 
terribly as sentimental as I suppose other people might 
have been, because I felt this was a job, this was a thing, 
this was my career, and this was well done, and I was 
finishing with a grand slam. I just felt that this was 
going to be a night, I hoped, that everybody who loved me 
and who came would remember. 
HAST: Oh, I'm sure. I'm sure they did. 

KIRSTEN: And it was a beautiful night. I really didn't 
cry. 
HILLEBRAND: She was so exhilarated. 
KIRSTEN: I was very excited that night and probably outdid 
myself. 
HAST: I'm sure, I'm sure. 
KIRSTEN: I was very happy. 
HILLEBRAND: She was called back three times, actually. 
HAST: You were called back three times, were you? 
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KIRSTEN: Yes, yes. 
HAST: I'm not surprised. 
HILLEBRAND: No, I mean for three performances. 
HAST: Oh, I see, for three performances afterwards? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes, yes. 
HAST: Let's switch to something else which is very much of 
interest to us at UCLA, and particularly they asked me to 
be sure to ask you-- It's the only thing they asked me to 
ask you for sure, but I'm interested in it, also. Early 
opera in Los Angeles. From what I found out, not just from 
your book but from other areas, you made enormous efforts 
that we should have our own opera company in Los Angeles, 
and you were very active in the Greek Theatre and the 
Hollywood Bowl and so on. Can you tell us anything about 
those early years when you tried, really, to make something 
in Los Angeles? 

KIRSTEN: Well, we were just up against a great big wall. 
It just didn't seem to happen. It didn't seem to-- It was 
very difficult. This I cannot understand, because we had 
wonderful performances at the Greek Theatre. 
HAST: Can you mention some of those performances in those 
days? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes. I remember very well, because I 
directed, I produced, I sang, I did everything. And I 
loved to do this, because I thought, if and when there was 
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ever a time when I couldn't sing myself, I would like to 
have just directed. But it became impossible after a 
while, so I just couldn't give any more strength to that 
part of the career. But I was--
HAST: Peggy Sheffield, from our [UCLA] music department--
KIRSTEN: Yes, I remember Peggy. 
HAST: She remembers playing for you during rehearsals, and 
she said you were so extraordinary, that you were running 
all over the place, you organized everything, and were in 
control of everything. Do you remember any of the 
performances in particular and what kind of artists you had 
and what kind of orchestras? How did that work? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, I can remember things that happened. When I 
had that trip to Japan, I was asked to bring back 
costumes. And I brought back all the costumes for the 
women and all the costumes for the men and all the props 
that were to go on the stage, and, actually, I still have 
many of them. 

HILLEBRAND: This was for Butterfly. 
KIRSTEN: For Madame Butterfly, because this was going to 
be one of my top productions here. I enjoyed very much 
doing these. And I thought perhaps I might just-- That's 
the way I was maybe going to end my career, to just become 
one of the producers, directors. But Los Angeles was very 
slow in developing. Why, I don't understand. 
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HAST: Who were the people responsible for blocking this? 
KIRSTEN: I have no idea. 
HAST: At the Music Center [of Los Angeles County]? 
KIRSTEN: I introduced to Los Angeles Jimmy [James] 
Levine. I was working with Jimmy Levine a great deal in 
San Francisco, and when I came down after the season, I 
mentioned that there was this very, very talented young man 
in San Francisco and that I thought that Los Angeles should 
know him. And I brought him down for the first time. He 
came here to work with the orchestra and to do 
performances. We did performances at the Greek Theatre. I 
produced them and directed them and--
HILLEBRAND: You did Tosca with him. 
KIRSTEN: And I did-- Yeah. 

HAST: Do you remember at all what year that was, 
approximately, that you brought him down here? Well, we 
can look that up and I can insert it. 
KIRSTEN: Yeah, I think so. 
HAST: Maybe Vicki can look it up for me. 
HILLEBRAND: It was in the seventies. 
HAST: In the seventies sometime. And they didn't react to 
this, that you brought this fabulous conductor down here 
and all the things you were doing? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, we had sold-out houses. It was wonderful. 
But it was very difficult to-- You know, the theater being 
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an open theater, it wasn't very happy for the singers, 
because we sang in all kinds of weather and all kinds of 
air. 
HAST: With the airplanes going overhead. 
KIRSTEN: And the airplanes going overhead. It was 
difficult. 
HAST: And there was not really an interest in the 
seventies, enough of an interest from management, to 
organize having a regular opera company? That was the 
trouble? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, it was kind of lackadaisical. They weren't 
terribly excited about opera in this city, unfortunately. 
I don't know why. 
HILLEBRAND: Of course, she had James [A.] Doolittle, Jimmy 
Doolittle, behind this. 
KIRSTEN: Yeah. 
HAST: Jimmy Doolittle was behind this? 
KIRSTEN: Yes. Jimmy Doolittle was the person whom I had 
to lean upon for help. He was running the-- At that time, 
he had worked it out that he would have the theater a 
certain many months. 
HILLEBRAND: He had the theater then. He was running the 
whole season. 
HAST: Well, it's just too bad, isn't it, that it didn't 
work out at the time. I just wondered if there was--? 
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KIRSTEN: Well, actually, that's not any place for opera. 
It has to be in--
HAST: No, no. They were trying to get a real theater, I 
think, yes. 
KIRSTEN: We were trying to, yes. 
HAST: Yes. And that is really what was needed. Well, 
everything in L.A. seems to be difficult to arrange, 
doesn't it? It's not New York, in other words. 
KIRSTEN: Slowly but surely, something happened. 
HAST: But it's better, isn't it? It's a lot better than 
it was, don't you think? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, in a way, yes, yes. 
HAST: Okay. Can we switch now and talk about teaching? 
Now, you have given master classes, and, as I said, I'm 
trying to arrange for the fall to have you do another 
master class at UCLA. In 1963, I believe, you gave a 
master class at UCLA, but it was for musical theater, I 
think, rather than just for the opera theater. Do you 
remember that at all? How that went from your point of 
view? 

KIRSTEN: Well, I felt— No, I felt that--
HAST: No, frankly. Please, be really frank. We want you 
to be really frank about it. 
KIRSTEN: Well, I can only say I had seen so many horrible 
things happen on the stage with inexperienced singers who 
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didn1t know how to present themselves, who didn't know how 
to walk on the stage, who didn't know how to present their 
costumes, who had horrible clothes. It was just those 
kinds of things. I wanted to see if I couldn't do 
something about it. Therefore, I brought my own costumes 
and tried to teach young people. I chose, I think, one 
girl and one boy to try to teach them how to wear things 
and how-- A girl, if she wants to sing opera, she's got to 
learn how to manage a train. And I had three- or four-foot 
trains. I had big, long trains, and I — 
HAST: And you brought that with you? 
KIRSTEN: And I brought my— 
HAST: How exciting. 

KIRSTEN: Yes, it was exciting. But it wasn't received 
well enough for me to feel, "Oh, boy, I'm going to be able 
to do something for these people," so I just dropped it. 
HILLEBRAND: Well, they were excited about it. 
HAST: I'm sure they must have been. The problem today, 
Dorothy, is that, you know, from what I see--and, as you 
know, I teach—students don't react the same way today. 
They don't show you. You never know if you've really 
gotten through to them or not. Very rarely. So that's 
distressing. But let's talk about this when we're through 
with the taping. 

KIRSTEN: Well, I would perhaps be a little too demanding, 
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because I would not put up-- I cannot— 
HAST: What is too demanding? You're a professional. That 
is hardly too demanding. 
KIRSTEN: I cannot put up with that. I cannot. 
HAST: Well, I agree with you absolutely. I believe you 
just mentioned, just in a sentence in your book, that with 
other teaching, master classes and so on, that it always 
involved personalities and disagreements and so on and so 
forth, and teaching wasn't always a pleasant experience, 
right? I don't know how much teaching you've done. It 
wasn't clear to me. 
KIRSTEN: Very little, because I don't find the interest 
there. I don't find the will to absolutely apply 
themselves. I haven't found people who are really willing 
to sacrifice. Being an opera singer has got to be a 
sacrifice of everything else in your life. You can't have 
distractions and really know how to study to be an 
artist. It's very difficult. It's a very demanding life. 
HAST: Have you ever had a singer whom you worked with and 
helped who did develop into a great artist? 
KIRSTEN: No, no. 

HAST: You never had anyone in particular? 
KIRSTEN: No. I can't think of anyone who really--
HAST: So this really is a problem, as I see it, Dorothy, 
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anyway, that, with the great singers—who, by the way, are 
not always the best teachers, either—what should a person 
do, actually, you know, to find a good singer? 
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HAST: Dorothy, we're keeping a whole file on you, of 
course, and, after the transcript is published, there will 
be a background file that, if people who want to get 
background, they can look at things. One of the things is 
the list of the many honors you've received, including four 
[honorary] doctorates, which is just incredible. Doctor of 
Music at Ithaca College. That was in 1951. And in 1971, 
Doctor of Fine Arts at Santa Clara University. And 1986, 
Pepperdine University, Doctor of Fine Arts. And recently 
[1990], just very recently, Loyola Marymount University 
made you a Doctor of Humane Letters. That interests me, 
that they chose that "humane letters." Did they give you a 
reason for that? 

KIRSTEN: No, they didn't. But I was very flattered. 
HAST: I like that. I like that a lot, don't you? 
KIRSTEN: Very pleased. Very proud, very proud of that. 
HAST: Because it means-- I see that as an artist, but also 
as a fine human being, you know. That's how I see that. 
KIRSTEN: Well, that's very nice. 
HAST: So that's lovely. 

Now, you did want to speak about this fantastic work 
you're doing with the French Foundation for Alzheimer 
[Research], this disease that your wonderful husband [John 
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D. French] suffered from, and, after his passing, you 
became very much involved. You founded the organization, 
is that correct? 
KIRSTEN: Yes, I did. 
HAST: Do you want to tell us something about that? 
KIRSTEN: Well, that's the John Douglas French Foundation 
for Alzheimer Research. Fortunately, we have a marvelous 
friend who is a very, very fine man. That's Richard K. 
Earner, who is my friend, and who built this beautiful 
hospital in Los Alamitos [John Douglas French Center for 
Alzheimer's Disease], just a special hospital for Alzheimer 
patients, because Alzheimer patients are so different than 
any other kind of patient. We have to have special 
hospitals for these people, and this is a magnificent 
building. Everyone who walks in says, "Oh, what a lovely 
home for these people." This is the thing. It's a place 
where they can really feel at home. And, of course, that 
has been my interest ever since this happened to my 
husband. 

HAST: And they do research there, also? 
KIRSTEN: It's a beautiful hospital for research. Yes, 
because they are able to examine and study the patient from 
the very onset of the disease and to the very end, because 
they come and go there, and it's-- I'm very proud of that, 
because there's not another hospital in the world like it. 
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HAST: Now, at UCLA, are they continuing with Alzheimer's 
research also? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes, indeed. All the time. 
HAST: That's what I thought. 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes. Oh, yes. There's a great deal. 
HAST: After all, he was a big doctor, an important man 
there in the [UCLA] Center [for Health Sciences]. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes. Jack was very proud of the Brain 
Research Institute at UCLA. 
HAST: He was the head of it, was he not? 
KIRSTEN: He was the first director of it and was a 
director for twenty-five years. 
HAST: So he really felt that was a satisfying place to be? 
KIRSTEN: Yes. I think he would be very proud if he knew 
now that this organization named after him is doing all of 
this research on Alzheimer's, because I don't know where 
else they're doing that much research. 

HAST: Right. There are new things that are coming out 
about it all the time, because I--
KIRSTEN: Yes, well--
HAST: Since I've been working with you I've notice it. 
KIRSTEN: We're learning a lot more about it now. 
HAST: Yes. And then, you have big fund-raising events, 
don't you? 
KIRSTEN: I have one very big fund-raising event a year 
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[Very Special Moments With Very Special Friends], and that 
really gives us-- Out of that, we make enough to supply 
dollars for these scientists that are working for our 
cause. 
HAST: Yes, it's expensive, I imagine, terribly expensive 
to do this research. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, it is. Yes, it is. And we have another 
fund-raiser which is called the Day at the Races. We take 
a-- Yes, we have a-- This is a very-- It's not as big an 
affair, but it is a very important one to us. So those are 
the only two that we have to supply us with enough dollars 
to help these scientists. 
HAST: But it keeps you busy, doesn't it, working with 
them? 
KIRSTEN: Oh, yes. Oh, yes. 
HAST: Yes. So, anyway, looking back now on a full and 
very successful life, Dorothy, is there anything you want 
to say in particular? 
KIRSTEN: Well, I feel I have been very, very fortunate, 
because I had thirty years with this wonderful man who's--
There isn't anyone else like him in the world. He was 
kind. He was excellent for me because-- And just the 
opposite. He was a very quiet man and a very soft-spoken 
man, and we were a pretty good pair. We really had a good 
team here, and I was very proud to be his wife for as long 
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as I had him. I miss him terribly. I still miss him 
terribly. I've never seen nor met anyone who could ever 
begin to take his place. 
HAST: And then your career is--
KIRSTEN: And we were so compatible because he was a great, 
fine golfer. He was a four-handicap golfer. 
HAST: Yes, you shared so many things like that. 
KIRSTEN: And he was wonderful with my game. He really 
taught me the best part of my game. And we were so 
compatible because--
HAST: Well, he was supportive of you, too, in every way, 
and you of him, of course. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, yes. 
HAST: And I think, like with your painting, you know, he 
supported you in all these things. 
KIRSTEN: Yes, right. He enjoyed that very much. 
HAST: Are you planning--? I think you said you wanted to 
take up painting seriously again. Is that right? 
KIRSTEN: Yes. As you see, sitting in my living room is my 
easel. 

HAST: It's huge. It's huge. 
KIRSTEN: And it's huge. 
HAST: So that's exciting. 
KIRSTEN: And that's a reminder: "Dorothy, get at it, and 
don't procrastinate any longer." 
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HAST: Well, when you get back from Hawaii in two weeks, 
then you'll get back to it. 
KIRSTEN: I am going to get at it. I promise, yes. 
HAST: And let me know, please. So Dorothy Kirsten, thank 
you very, very much in the name of UCLA and our Oral 
History Program. It has been a real delight and an honor 
to work with you. Thank you very much. 
KIRSTEN: Thank you, Sybil. Thank you. 
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