MUSICAL EVENTS

ORPHEUS ASCENDING

Monteverds triumphs in Brooklyn.

BY ALEX ROSS

Pnr‘rrﬂifs of Claudio Monteverdi
show 4 pale, stern man with vaguely
aunted eyes. He could be mistaken for
a Renalssance prelate of intellectual
bent, one who tried to keep the world
and its pleasures at a distance. This
ascetic-looking character was, in fact,
the godfather of opera in all its Diony-
sian delirium. Last month, the Brooklyn’
Academy of Music mounted a festival
of the three great Monteverdi operas:
“Orfeo,” in a production from the Chi-
cago Opera Theatre; “The Coronation
of Poppea,” from the Dutch National
Opera; and, best of all, “The Return of
Ulysses,” from the Aix-en-Provence
Festival, with William Christie and the
musicians of Les Arts Florissants. At
each performance I attended—there
were thirteen performances in all—
a full house responded with raucous
cheers. Not a bad New York run for
a four-hundred-and-thirty-four-year-
old compoqer
Did Monteverdi invent opera? Tecn—
nically, no; practically, yes.
existéd for onlv a decade when the com-
poser produced “Orfeo,”in 1607, and he

inlb U/, ana

was the first to draw perfection from

the form. By 1600, the theory of music

drama had fallen into place; for decades,

progressive scholars, among them Vin-
Cenzo (N“L]@ 1'}‘\9 Fafbpr nF Gq]i]eo had
been urging composers to abandon the
arcana of counterpoint in favor of a more
expressive, single-voiced style. The pio-
necrs of Florentine opera fashioned a
method of recitative singing which al-

lowed forthe exposition of p10t between

arias. But the earliest operas lacked nar-
rative drive; after a while, the recitatives
tended to exhaust the ears. Monteverdi,
who was already writing quasi-operatic

cenes in madrigal form, electrified

the genre with the force of his personal-

ity. Conversational melodic lines, com-

mandmg 1nterva1 leaps, sharp rhvth—'

brupt chord Cnanges :
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Opera had
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basses—all spell out the violence of Or-
pheus’ emotions as he descends into the
underworld. ’

Having begun at the summit, Mon-
teverdi followed opera as it evolved from
an aristocratic to a popular art. “Orfeo”
was written for the elder son of ‘the
Duke of Mantua, and it appealed di-
rectly to the taste of a refined young no-
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fray, and at the time of his death, in
1643, he was writing prolifically 1‘bf the
annual carnival season.

The earthy magnificence of “Ulysses”

and “Poppea” points up a central fact of

Monteverdi’s work: every device, no
matter how innovative, has a specific
theatrical weight. Those StravmsKyan
dissonances echo the wildness of a rural
Dand in which players go their sebarate
ways over a common ground. The sur-
prise modulations, pivoting rapidly on a
fixed tone, mimic the waywardness of
an actor in the throes of passion. The fa-
mous lamenting basses—still a fixture
of pop music—are X-rays of a shattered
heart. (Sade’s recent hit “By Your Side,”
with its four-note uescendmg bass, is
very Monteverdi-like.) The composer

Marijana Mijanovic, as Penez’ope, and Kresimir Spicer, as Ulysses, at BAM.

bleman; Orpheus’ sensuously spirailing
lamentaticns mirrored the fad for mel-
ancholy in the Renaissance. “Ulysses”
and “Poppea” were composed decades
later, in Venice, for a much different au~
dience. By the sixteen-thirties, opera
had grown so popular that a public
opera house had opened in the heart of
Venice, and, under new commercial
pressures, composers began to incorpo-
rate the conventions of bawdy farce

Women played bovs, young men played
old women, servants cackled at emper-
ors. Monteverdi, by this time the music
director of St. Mark’s, held himself aloof
from the public opera at first, as was
probably expected of a great man in his
seventies. But he soon returned to the

embraces everything—the low comic
and the high tragic, street theatre and
psychodrama. What is great in Mon-
teverdi cannot be separated from what is

popular. This is the ultimate legacy of

operd’s founding master.

~es Arts Florissants’ vibrant perfor-

4mance of “The Return of Ulysses”
gave a sense of what it must have been
like to witness a Monteverdi masterpiece
amid the chaos of a Venice carnival. The
freedom of the playing was thrilling: Les
Arts seemed to be making up the score
as it went along. William Christie, who
founded this now legendary early-music
institution in 1979, did almost nothing
in the way of traditional conducting,
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keeping busy with the harpsichord, organ
T ) F y Olgdly,
and regals. In a recent interview with

the online magazine Andante, Christie

said that he modelled his ensemble on

Duke Ellington’s orchestra of 1929,and

the cornparison, however presumptuous,
rang true. Like jazz soloists, his play-
ers ambled in and out of the musical
spotlight, adding daubs of color before

rejoining the velvet background. There -

were only sixteen musicians, but they
easily filled the Harvey Theatre with
their sound. : o

The cast was a throng of expert un-
knowns. The Croatian tenor Kresimir
Spicer, in the role of Ulysses, was a ro-

bust, charismatic presence, sounding -

like Bryn Terfel in the powerful lower

end of his voice. Marijana Mijanovic, as -

the long-suffering Penelope, was stat-
uesque, coldly glamorous, a picture of

contained rage. Her mezzo had a laser- -

like clarity in all registers. I also liked
Zachary Stains, a commanding tenor
with charm to burn; Cyril Auvity, an
ardently lIyrical Telemachus; and Olga

Pitarch, a crystalline-voiced, sensuous

Athena. Robert Burt feasted on the far-

cical role of Iro and brought down the
house with his Act TIT solo. In true car-
nival spirit, he scampered uproariously
around the auditorium, stopping at one
point to give Christie a hug.

"The staging was as fresh as the sing-
ing. Anthony Ward provided simple,

handsome, pastel-toned sets. When the -

gods of Olympus descended on magic
carpets to comment on the action, they
managed to be both majestic and whim-
sical, in harmony with the spirit of the
piece. The director, Adrian Noble, the
retiring head of the Royal Shakespeare
Company, gave the actionan entrancing
naturalness; there was none of the campi-
ness, mockery, or self-consciousness that
so often mars Baroque revivals. Even
when silent, the singers were a delight to
watch—Ulysses winking at Telemachus,
for example, as the suitors tried to draw
his bow. The entire show blazed with
life. o

“})oppea,j7 a turbulent and sardonic
tale of sexual intrigue in the court
of the emperor Nero, had less luck, in
the hands of the Dutch National Opera.
The production defused the social and
psychological tensions of the piece by
dressing all the characters in kooky cos-

tumes and marooning them in Martian

landscapes. The countertenor Jean-Paul -

Fouchécourt, as Arnalta, was somehow
able to sing long phrases with immacu-
late diction while balancing a Skylab-
like object on his head. He resembled
the high priest of one of those tragic

civilizations that the “Star Trek” crew

used to find on their travels. Others who

succeeded in transcending the avant-

garde fashion-show atmosphere were
Brigitte Balleys, a strident but effective
Nero, and Sandrine Piau, a finely shaded
Drusilla. The Talens Lyrique ensemble,

led by Christophe Rousset, produced a -
beautiful haze of sound in the cavern of

the BAM Opera House.

The Chicago Opera Theatre’s “Orfeo”
had more life in it, even if this show also
suffered from directoritis. The action un-
folded at a modern-dress masked ball,
with Orpheus as a kind of aging pop star
whose intensity amuses the aristocrats.
Intriguing in the opening scenes, the

concept made nonsense of the climax: if |

the underworld is merely an extension of
the chic world above, why should Or-

' oni i bring
pheus suffer such agonies trying to bring

his Eurydice out of it? Laurence Dale, a |

twenty-year veteran of the title role, gave
focus to the evening with his strongly
projected, elegantly ornamented tenor.
Amid a host of worthy supporting sing-
ers, Kathleen Flynn stood out as the
Messenger; she had a lush mezzo voice
and hidden reserves of power. The con-
ductor, Jane Glover, drew a wealth of
color and detail from the Newberry
Consort players. Alison Attar’s harp solo
deserves special mention.

Even if Monteverdi’s later operas

~ have more urgency, “Orfeo” is the most

ravishing and riveting of the cycle. As T

- listened, I'k'ept hearing foreshadowings

of future music: a hint of the finale of
Shostakovich’s Fifth Symphony in the
rising flourishes of the Prologue; a pre-
monition of Tristan’s death in the chill-
ing chords that mark the passing of Eu-
rydice; a “Lohengrin’-esque turn around
the words “your beautiful Eurydice”; a
touch of Barber’s Adagio in the sobbing
of the strings. Given that “Orfeo” was
seldom performed until the late twenti-
eth century, these echoes are probably
not conscious ones; rather, they seem to
come from a communal source, a well-
spring of passion and lament. Mon-
teverdi found it, took it, let it flow. ¢
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L.L. BEAN. start here. GO ANYWHERE® Ninety years
of providing quality clothing and-gear for people who
enjoy the outdoors. Visit us today at wwwilbean.com,
or call 1-800-818-4288 for a FREE cataleg. -

| BOOKS & PUBLICATIONS

ALGONQUIN BOOKS OF CHAPEL HILL.
Discover new voices from one of the nation’s
premier publishers. Receive a free subscription to
our literary magazine, The Algonkian. E-mail us at _
dialogue@Algonquin.com to subscribe or visit us
on-iine at www.algonguin.com.
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TIAA-CREF. For over 80 years TIAA-CREF has
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goals. Log on to www.tiaa-cref.org for ideas,
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LIVING MORGOCCU,. Once-in-A-Lifetime Morocco
experience. This May... small-groups...the insider's
way. "Luxury in the rough", exploring- remote
deserts, mountains, river valleys & gorges, and
exotic towns. Trips also depart Fall 2002, Visit
www.livingmorocco.com or call 1-800-378-4555.

RADISSON SEVEN SEAS CRUISES. Luxury goes
exploring.” Radisson Seven Seas Cruises offers the
highest standards of luxury, service and value on a
fleet of intimate, award-winning ships. For more
information, call 1-866-272-9437 or visit www.rsse.com:
TOURISME MONTREAL. To experience life...

a la Montréal. Visit www.tourism-montreal.org/ny
and join Club Montréal.
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