Arrigo Boito’s Mefistofele wich a massive chord, played fortissimo (1 minute 25 seconds in — see QR code
below); horns blare in a heroic salute to the Creator, followed by a feathering of strings, harp, and flute, and finally, a
crashing orchestral body-slam signals a titanic, celesrial struggle. “The great rolling crashes and echoes of brazen
sound in the prelude,” George Bernard Shaw wrote, “transport us into illimitable space at once...” Listening to these
colossal pillars of sound reminds me of the cold, expansive brass from Act 2 Scene 1 of Verdi’s five-act Don Carlos,
which premiered just a year carlier (and, perhaps, provided the young Boita with some inspiration). The prologue is

50 unique, so evocative, that I'd love to see it played more in local concert halls (BSO, I'm looking at you!).

At 10:37 emerges a plucking of strings, suggesting twitchy minions hopping, sparklike, around every corner (a la

>

the obsequious servants to Hades in Disney’s Hercules, Pain and Panic). Mefistofele climbs a ladder, alone, to the
stage, and belts our a mocking salute to the lord — AVE SIGNOR! // HAIL MY LORD. There's a lot of lago in
Mefisto’s rhetoric here, much like Milton's Satan (whom, ironically for the librettist of Otello, we see echoed in
Shakespeare’s Ozhello). Boito gives the orchestra a dark, beautiful, irreverent waltz at 12:41, rocking along
with Mefistofele’s rirade. An earth-shaking chorale concludes the prologue at 24:40, which frankly sucked the
air right out of my lungs. The gleaming white, gold, and red set, draped with gauzy linens, goes suddenly out, save

for tiny candles held by vaguely ominous cherubim. One is left with the impression of smallness before something
impossibly large.

Let’s talk about Sam Ramey, the great bass who plays Mefistofele in this production. Ramey was the greatest singing
actor of his time to play any Mefisto role in recorded history (predecessors include Fyodor Chaliapin and Norman

Treigle; one recent successor is Christian Van Horn, who graces the cover of cthis zine). Ramey has a lithe, dancer’s

body, which must have been a dream for the director. He moves with such grace, even when rolling around on the
stage in the spectacular finale, This is to say nothing of his voice, in excellent form here, syrupy at times, biting and
metallic at others, and always inflected with the best musicianship, bending and breaking and interpolating notes
with aplomb. The planets aligned in this production, m:n_c&:m a set for the prologue and epilogue that is :o&::m
short of breathtaking (the costume design, too, is impeccable; in Acr 2, Ramey wears a pink and red seersucker suit

with marching top hat!)

Mefista’s seduction begins with his iconic aria, “Son lo spirito che nega” // “I am the spirit who negates and
destroys,” at 46:45; accompanied by a storm of strings and woodwinds, Boito wanted to write a through-written
opera but couldn’t help himself, all the while poking fun at his own expense (whistles being the traditional sign of
audience displeasure). At 56:30 — amidst another volley of horns, Faust is hoisted away by a giant golden

tassel, to the spontaneous applause from the audience. At 1:19:30 comes the showstopper, “ ecco il mondo”
(SEE PAGE 5 FOR A DEEP DIVE).

s production does a good job of carrying some of Boito

] bl

Carson s QQENE_.%Q_ dead weight. For example, in Act 1,
Scene 2 (at 41:38 in the recording), the camera, in maximum cheesy ‘80s fashion, fades from a wide shot of
the whole, darkened stage, to a square of ultramarine sky, pin-pricked with stars, where our eye descends in a slow
pan the length of a hilariously gargantuan telescope - perhaps a commentary on the occasional pompousness of
science. Carson amplifies the impact of the chorus - by now shricking and waving hysterically — by placing
Mefistofele as its demonic conductor, tailcoat and all (1:26:06). The shadows created by the footlights give the

impression of inferno.

Act 4 — 1:54:42. THE ENDING! 1 I won’t even bother trying to explain or analyze or froth wich

enthusiasm over the last four minutes of this opera. Please, watch for yourself!

There are serious flaws in Mefistofele. The writing for Faust and Margherita is mostly inert, and the drama drags at
various points, It does make one wonder whether Boito’s critics were right after all - that he was a second-rate
composer, a cheap imitation of Wagner (although many, ar the time, had never heard a note of his music), and that
he should stick to literary marters (he did, to all of our benefit, penning immortal libretei for Verdi’s Orello and
Falstaff). Compare, for example, Verdi’s mastery of ballet-chorus in the “fucco di gioia” from Otello, with whatever
is happening 34 minutes in (OK, maybe that’s punching down). Verdi, perhaps chafing at the “new school” of
Tralian musicians rebelling against bel canto tradition, said of the creator of Mefistofele that “he aspires to originality
but succeeds only at being strange.” (Later, Verdi would come to love and respect Boito as a friend, artist, and

collaboraror.)

Certainly Boito had ralent as a composer (his genius as a literary man and librettist is beyond question). The term

“signature significance” comes to mind, coined by baseball genius Bill James to describe an outlier performance that
predicts future excellence despite a small sample (L.e., “if he did it once, he could do it again!”). While Mefistofele was
panned when it premiered in 1868, Boito wound up revising and re-staging itin 1875 to great success, and the piece

remains a showcase for great basses — my favorite in the operatic Faust canon.

Boito’s Mefistofele, Mefistofele libretto

San Francisco Opera, 1989 (English-Tralian)
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in reverse and, ultimately, men sicting at desks, reminded me of humdrum life in a modern office, and had me
wondering about a FAUST opera set amidst cubicles. At 1:45:00 the tempo accelerates in a rhythmic, coital
pumping - “for him my bosom doth forever cry out...oh if I might clasp him, and keep him ever mine” - Anal
expanding and dissolving, Check out a young, very young, Jonas Kauffman at 1:52:00, dark and ringing, who
transfigures himself into an image of the cross after his mournful aria. At 6:00 Berlioz sends us with
galloping strings straight to hell. Thrilling stuff. As they descend into hell, Satan whipping on his frothing steeds,
Faust is “rransfixed with rerror...” ; the rus of the damned, explosive, trilling, is in total thrall to the unending
P g
night. In the blaring horns and crashing cymbals, one sees a shaking, wrathful, undeniably sensual affi between

composer and subject - like the poet Milton before him, in sympathy, if not league, with the devil.

La Berlioz’s La damnation de Faust
La Monnaie, Brussels, 2002

fyou can, check out The Rak Progress, By Igor Stravinsky, with a libretto by WH Auden. T don’t have

the space to discuss this piece here, but a masterpiece that deserves close attention in
interpretations.

az.?osw:na, 19
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Christmas lights festoon a demonic set
bathed in red light as party-hatted
minions dance and gather in rapture,
freezing upon the stentorian tones of
their lord: “Room, make room, for
Mefistofele, bow to your king.” What I
love most about “Ecco il Mondo” is that
the duality of the devil is wonderfully
and memorably illustrated in the
music: the rhythmic yet expansive
phrasing; flute floating in rapt wonder;
the devil, despising the earth and its
populace, all the while proud of his
domain. It begins with a cavernous
“ha-ha-ha...ha-ha-ha” (interpolated, I
think, by Ramey) and the devil, in
delicious self-gratification, proceeds to
delight in enumerating the evils of the
world: “Upon its huge and rounded
back/dwells an unclean/and mad
race/wicked, subtle/proud, vile...” —
interspersed with trumpets, suggesting
the ultimate rightness and nobility of
Mefistofele’s litany, As the passage
comes to a n_om.n. Mefisto is overcome
with unhinged triumph — HA HA, HA

THIS IS THE

i

| LISTEN with Mgt
SAMUEL RAMEY,
|| "Ecco 1t Mowpe”

San Francisco Opgra
.
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ConTHRET [ OPERA

Dear Reader,

You’ve been doomscrolling for an hour but
you just can’t stop. Dishes piled up in the
sink, and you just can’t clean them (what's
another episode of The Wire in the grand
scheme of things?). Taxes unfiled. Laundry
unfolded. Freezer pizza — definitely
opened. Hell can be a lot of things. Most of
us in the West are privileged to observe, at
a safe remove, conflict roiling other parts
of the world. Yet, like trauma, Hell can
take a lot of forms. Succumbing to
temptation, for example — continuing to
behave in ways that feel good now and
hurt later. “Robbing Peter to pay Paul.” In
this issue of Opera Noises, we call this a

“Faustian Bargain.”

The Faust Tale is an old one, and, in the
interest of time and space and best serving
the music, I won’t talk about plot points
much in these pages. Here’s the gist, from
the Royal Ballet and Opera Website: “At
its heart, the story is about a man, Faust,
who makes a pact with the devil in
exchange for unlimited knowledge and
worldly pleasures — only to find himself
trapped by his desires and eventually
damned.” We can think of a million
examples of this, from the famous — I
mean, what was Tom Brady really up to all
those years? — to the mundane — do you
really know what you’re doing when you
“accept cookies”?

oISES RUYZa sl s COm

PRINCIPLES OF ANTI-ELITE OPERA

m.ﬁ.?.:.s,m.x is not a virrue; «...Rb&n..bu_ is.

Acknowledging that conventional spectatorship breeds
acceptance of the status quo, newer works must challenge
and avoid well-known musical and dramaric conventions
in favor of new directions, new sounds, and new voices.

¥

“Dumbing down” insults the audience. The opera’s creators
and producers don’t rely on any assumed knowledge of the
spectator.

[n classic works, historical indecencies are not relativized or
apologized for but actively called out and revised.

In newer works, the opera’s subject matter originates from
“the ground up.” No celebration of privilege or power.
Translation and engagement are encouraged; condescen-
sion and arrogance—rtoward the artists and members of the
audience—are shamed.

Rather than schooling the audience on correct and incor-
rect modes of spectatorship, the opera house is hospirable
and inviting, encouraging the spectaror to make the expe-
rience their own,

In the lobbies and on the stage, opera is actively decoupled
from fanrtasies of economic advancement. Instead, the pos-
sibility of social and spiritual advancement—accessible to
everyone—can once again become opera’s true aspirational
character.

A mindfulness around the use of natural resources must
inform every choice, from the audience experience to the
rehearsal conditions to the material creation of a produc-
tion. Where can our taking be offset by giving?

Perform opera outside the opera house. In parking garages,
in escalator corridors, in park grounds, and in automobiles.
Opera can happen anywhere.
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