Strauss’s Clear Success: ‘Elektra’ in Concert

ian 20 years ago with a recording

By Jamie James

Singapore

At a rehearsal for the 1910 pre-
miere of his opera “Elektra,” Rich-
ard Strauss stopped the titanic
duel between the soprano and
the orchestra, one of the largest
ever assembled at that time, by
shouting at the conductor:
“Louder! Louder! I can still hear
her!” After leading the first re-
hearsal himself, Strauss had con-
cluded that he lacked the stamina
to supervise the 100-minute-long
‘musical siege himself, and surren-
dered the baton to Ernst von
Schuch. ‘Strauss wrote “Elektra”
with the avowed intention of top-
ping the sensation created by his
previous opera, the scandalous
“Salome,” by pushing “the outer-
most limits of harmony, psycho-
logical polyphony, and the recep-
tivity of modern ears.”

A setting of Hugo von Hof-
mannstahl’s relentlessly grim ad-
aptation of Sophocles’ tragedy of
betrayal and revenge in the house
of Atreus, “Elektra” scored an im-
‘mediate success at its premiere
and has been a fixture in the in-
ternational repertory ever since.
While there was never any doubt
of the work’s astonishing original-
ity and technical mastery, from
the beginning a suspicion has lin-
gered that the work was a cynical
exexcise in transgressive shock,
pouring on the musical gore and
cranking up the volume to 11

Last week, a concert perform-
ance of the work by the Sin-
gapore Symphony Orchestra, led
by the American conductor Kent
Nagano, discovered something
weirdly approaching lyicism in
me piece. Mr. Nagario, who is pre-

wing a series of performances
of “Blektra in February at the Ba-
varian State Opera in Munich,
where he is general music direc-
tor, made his name as a Strauss-

of the French-language version of
“Salome” with the Lyon Opera,
which struck some listeners as a
shade too perfumed and spar-
Kling. His “Elektra” in Singapore
was a fascinating performance of
scrupulous musicianship and in-
terpretive intelligence that man-
aged to elicit passages of
delicate transparency with-
out losing the brute sonic
power the piece requires.

ike many great opera an-
ecdotes, Strauss’s cry of
“Louder! Louder!” may be
apocryphal, but the com-
poser took pains to defend
“Elektra” against the accusa-
tion that his score was a
mugging by orchestra. In an
essay written 14 years later,
he claimed that i com-
plex dynamic markings were
properly observed, every
word would be distinctly au-
dible. In Singapore, a fine
cast of singers was able to
convey the nuance as well as
the horror of Hofmannstahl’s &
tale of a daughter possessed
by the desire for her own <
mother’s death, as revenge g )
for murdering her father.

The American soprano  &:

Janice Baird brought the ti- The

liest moments with a spectral
beauty. She seemed confined by
the limitations of the concert plat-
form; one sensed that she wanted
to grovel in stage dirt with dogs,
as the scenario demands.
* %%

If Dagmar Hesse, the glamor-

ously beautiful German soprano

most challenging, chromatic or-
chestrations, with chilling rhetor-
ical finesse.

Yet the orchestra is always the
star of “Elektra,” and if it was an
act bordering on classical hubris
for the Singapore Symphony Or-
chestra to undertake this fiend-
ishly difficult score, in the event

Nagano,

Orchestra,

tle role to life with an inten-  intelligence.

interpretive

The sonic environment, created by
the legendary American acousti-
cian Russell Johnson, has gained a
reputation among expert listeners
as one of the best halls in the
world. The Esplanade, on the edge
of a busy harbor, was built to be
an icon like the Sydney Opera
House and the Guggenheim Bilbao.
Its two vast, organically
shaped domes, clad in an
aluminum armor of “fish
scale” sunscreens, have
been variously likened to
the eyes of a fly, armadillos,
and, locally, two halves of a
durian, Asia’s notoriously
stinking fruit, which has a
thorny rind.

It hasn't been a case of
Singapore simply pouring
millions into another strik-
ing architectural monument.
Many of the lavish cultural
palaces built in Asia over
the past 10 years are strug-
glmg to find sustainable pro-

ming, yet in the island
Sate they are creating an
audience to fill the halls.
Last week’s unique perform-
ance of “Elektra” competed
with a lavish production of
Rodgers and Hammerstein's
“Cinderella” starring Lea Sa-
longa, a performance in the
small stucio theater by an

sity that was at times genu-
inely unsettling. Ms. Baird
made a spectacular, unplanned de-
but at the Metropolitan Opera
last year, in the middle of Act IT
of “Tristan und Isolde,” after Deb-
orah Voigt, singing the role of
Isolde, took ill and fled the stage
-duet. After a 10-minute

-up, Ms. Baird finished that
evening with a performance that
had the Met’s audience on its feet
cheering. In Singapore, her voice
shone with a dark, glossy patina
that endowed even the score’s ug-

who took the part of Chrysothe-
mis, seemed lightweight by com-
parison, it was only appropriate
to the role of Elektra’s bourgeois
sister, who just wants to get mar-
ried and have kids, and is ap-
palled by her sister’s lust for the
blood of their mother, Klytaem-
nestra. Danish mezzo-soprano Su-
sanne Resmark as the guilt-tor-
mented Klytaemnestra was a re-
doubtable foil to Ms. Baird’s Elek-
tra, recounting her hideous
nightmares, set to the opera’s

they played with precision and feel-
ing—with an even larger force (119
players) than that at the work’s
premiere. At moments of stress,
the strings were slightly overpow-
ered, but balances overall were
fine, and the voices were always
crisply present, even at the soft
end of the dynamic range.

Mr. Nagano and the Singapore-
ans were aided in this aural clarity
by their superb concert hall at the
Esplanade performing arts center,
which opened in October 2002.

de Spanish com-
pany, and a free jazz concert
in a band shell at the water’s edge.
And if the SSO’s programuming isn’t
exacﬂy venturesome, neither does

it shrink from the difficult. In May
Lhe orchestra will perform Berlioz’s

demanding masterpiece “La Damna-

tion de Faust”—a jolly picnic after
“Blektra”

M. James is the author of “The
Snake Charmer” (Hyperion), a bi-
ography of the herpetologist Joe
Slowinski.
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