Music to My Ears

THE MET OPENS WITH “FORZA"”—MILHAUD BY MITROPOULOS

at the Metropolitan Opera this

season of Verdi’s “La Forza del
Destino” that it was handsomely de-
signed, beautifully sung, intelligently
if not perfectly staged, but that some
indefinable something was absent, is
merely to show how far one’s expecta-
tions of this theatre have come in the
two years plus in which Rudolf Bing
has been at work there. Not too long
ago such scenery as Eugene Berman's
would have been, of itself, a cause for
rejoicing; now we are inclined to take
it for granted, saying: “What else?”

In choosing, for the third consecu-
tive year, a work of Verdi as his open-
ing new production, Bing deviated
from the bold stroke of “Don Carlo”
(an unfamiliar work which is very
- close to a masterpiece) and the solid
convention of “Aida” (a familiar work
and undoubtedly a masterpiece) to
something on a middle ground be-
tween the unfamiliar and the familiar.
Like “La Gioconda” (which will come
along later), “Forza” is a work which
is constantly revived but rarely
brought to life. In each, a tedious story
winds in and around much beautiful
musie; in each, stock characters vie
for attention with people of blood and
muscle. At best, however, “Forza” is
Verdi, not Ponchielli; at worst, “Forza”
is conventional, never commonplace.

But it is assuredly, in staging “For-
za,” a problem of supplementing what
Verdi provided, not merely realizing
what he accomplished (as in “Otello”
or “Falstaff,” “Rigoletto” or “Don
Carlo”). Supplementing may take the
form of adding interest by taking away
something in the score which is in-
trusive; and that has been done in this
version by omitting the Inn Scene en-
tirely, joining the episode of the acci-
dental murder to its consequences in
Leonora’s penitence. Dramatically, lit-
tle is lost; and if the lively music of
the Inn Scene must be missed, there
are continuity and compactness to be
reckoned with as gains.

So much of the best music was mag-
nificently sung by a singularly well-
voiced (in the piano-tuning sense)
quartet of Zinka Milanov (Leonora),
Richard Tucker (Alvaro), Leonard
Warren (Don Carlo), and Cesare Siepi
(the Abbot) that the poorer music for
Father Melitone was -especially con-
spicuous in the weakish work of Ger-
hard Pechner. Those who recall the
rolling sound and the apt characteri-
zation that Ezio Pinza once provided

T O say of the opening performance

for this part could not but wince at
Pechner’s conversion of eccentricity
into grotesquerie. For that matter, the
reduction in the part of Preziosilla by
the elimination of the Inn Scene just
about brought it down to the capaci-
ties of Mildred Miller, an intelligent
artist but no such virtuosa as Verdi
had in mind for this relatively minor
part.

Compared with the wholly integ-
rated action Margaret Webster pro-
vided for “Don Carlo” or the same
lady’s fresh approach to “Aida,” Her-
bert Graf’s animation of an admit-
tedly difficult problem was no more
than acceptable. If the maximum of
lurching and breast-beating was dis-
couraged, there was an uncomfortable
amount of tediously conventional
business in the engemble action which,
unfortunately, coincided with the
weakest music in the score.

Berman’s choice of a century earlier
than the one specified in the action in
order to have a richer style in which
to work cannot be seriously disputed;
but I found his tendency to emphasize
the pictorial rather than the dramatic
even more disturbing than in “Rigo-
letto.” Of itself, the Convent Scene is
imposing; but it is far from the mod-
est structure perched on a hillside that
Verdi imagined. The last tableau, in
the grotto, had not even good looks to
commend it, and it was marred by a
rock cluster in mid-stage that blocked
the view of those seated to either side.
The exterior for the battle scene was
truly outstanding, the opening interior
also first class. Soon enough, no doubt,
it will have the weather-beaten qual-
ity asked for by the text, which
it presently lacks. The costuming
throughout was always imaginative
and sometimes striking.

As an entity this “Forza” sustained
the sense of animation and enterprise
that Bing has brought into the Metro-
politan, if only by not too flattering
comparison with previous high spots.
Setting aside the inequalities of pro-
duction and staging already men-
tioned, one could only express the
highest admiration for the musicality
embodied in the over-all conception,
the exceptional order of vocal art pro-
vided by the stellar quartet of Mil-
anov, Warren, Tucker, and Siepi. Vo-
cal virtue may, in the Keats phrase,
be “writ in water” but one need not
summon dusty reminiscences of Ca-
ruso and Scotti to make much of
Tucker and Warren in “Solenne in

Leonard Warren—*“touchstones redefined.”

quest’ora” or of Ponselle and Reth-
berg to honor the present beauties of
Milanov’s ‘“Pace, pace.” Thus are
standards renewed, touchstones rede-
fined.
* * *

OR his second presentation of a

stage work in the still young sea-
son of the Philharmonic-Symphony
Orchestra, Dimitri Mitropoulos chose
the vast, intricate “Christophe Co-
lomb” of Darius Milhaud, a novelty in
America though its premiere dates to
Berlin and 1930. In accordance with
present procedures, the English text
was considered self-explanatory of the
action, with no word-by-word parallel
for the eye. Too little of it could be
understood for intelligent illumination
of the action, too much of it was a
drain on the attention for appropriate
appreciation of the music.

These facts certainly were a major
cause for the heavy departure of lis-
teners at the end of the lengthy (near-
ly an hour and a quarter) first half.
Conceivably, one might have adjusted
to the noisy clamor of Milthaud’s score
had one been aware of its justification
in the “argument.” However, this was
denied an audience further confused
by Paul Claudel’s elaborate conception
of a “terrestial Columbus” and a “Co-
lumbus in perpetuity,” with the action
conceived in terms of flashbacks from
a beginning with the aged navigator,
at the point of death, reliving his life
of glory and dishonor.

Thus, the initial stimulation pro-
vided by Milhaud’s bold orchestral
and choral writing gave way to an in-
creasing irritation with the waves of
sounds and cascades of tone that one
could relate only in the most general
way to the subject matter. For all the
intellectual power applied by Mitro-
poulos to the problem, there were fun-



damental weaknesses in the acoustical
concept which placed the Narrator
(John Brownlee) at one side of the
stage, the two figures of Columbus
(Mack Harrell and Norman Scott) in
the middle, and various others enacted
by Adolph Anderson and David Lloyd
at .the opposite side. Dorothy Dow,
who sang the music of Isabella, en-
tered and left from the wings. A simi-
lar disregard for aural focus in the
Mitropoulos presentation of “Elijah”
last spring had, at least, the binding
force of Mendelssohn’s familiar score;
in this instance, one doubted at the
end that anything really representa-
tive of Milhaud had been heard,
despite the honest effort (and sizable
budget) expended.

* * *

The deviations from previous pro-
cedure in this season’s scheme of the
New Friends of Music produced, at the
first two concerts in Town Hall, a
hearing of Aaron Copland’s “Twelve
Poems of Emily Dickinson’ and quar-
tets of Mozart and Bartdk at the open-
ing session, and half-concert, half-
dramatic versions of Purcell’s “Witch
of Endor” and J. J. Rousseau’s “Le
Devin du Village” at the second. It is
too early to say that the deviations
produced the uncommon number of

_empty seats visible.

The opera effort had its interests in
the grave nobility of Purcell’s score,
the lightly frisky attributes of Rous~
seau’s, but both were in the no-man’s
land, performance-wise, between the
studentish “workshop” undertaking
and the solidly professional. Since
such thoughts never intruded previ-
ously into consideration of the New
Friends’ music-making, one can only
report that the deviations of procedure
have also brought unwelcome altera-
tions of standards.

The beginning, on the previous Sun-
day, with composer Copland playing
the piano for Patricia Neway’s singing
was high minded, but only occasional-
ly auspicious. Actually, part of the
problem was the same as the Philhar-
monic’s with Milhaud: the notion that
use of an English text assures the lis-
tener of knowing what is being sung.
Whether the fault was Copland’s, for
not realizing the value of the words
more completely, or Miss Neway’s, for
not projecting them more clearly, one
could not readily say. The best of the
set—“Dear March, Come in” and
“Going to Heaven”’—made their points
strongly through a musical texture
that caught and sustained an under-
lying mood, rather than relying, as
“Why Do They Shut Me out of
Heaven?” and “I've Heard an Organ
Talk Sometimes,” on a syllable by
syllable enunciation that just couldn’t
be heard. —IrvinGg KorobIN.

THEIR CORRESPONDENCE
edited by Alan Dent

By turns passionate and witty,
~dramatic, cynical, fervent, seri-
, ous, earnest, mock-earnest, urgent,
! "A 1mpetuous, and agam and again

4 passmnate and witty, these letters
constitute a vivid, exciting, out-
spoken record of the remarkable
friendship between the most dis-
tinguished and versatile dramatist
of his time and the most vivid
actress of her period.

Rev1ewmg them, Jacques Barzun wrote, in
part:

“Not a novel in letter form, but a complete
drama. ... We are in a far different world from
that of the Shaw-Terry attachment —and for
two reasons: Shaw’s love is unmistakably phy-
sical, and it is not reciprocated. . . . For a man
of fifty-six Shaw has amazingly youthful im-
pulses; he risks his neck speeding for miles on
a motorcycle, he must see his beloved every
day ... he writes her name thirty times and
falls into Swiftian little language; he is blissfully
happy when he has cause to be miserable; he
writes poetry; he brings her books! ... What
is more, there is first-rate comedy intertwined
with the tragic plot . But the plot haunts us
nevertheless, for it is a conflict {3} e
ending in the weaker’s moral and
physical defeat. . . . His last words,
the last in the book, are like a
contrived curtain line recalling
the occasion of their beginning:
‘I have given up producing: I
am too old, too old, too old.””

$5.00 at all bookstores
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choose winter. . . choose spring...

o

o

greets you with
a sunny welcome!

Ideal seasons, these. .. for strolling
Roman avenues, sun bathing on Sicilian
beaches, snow sports in the Dolomites.
Yowll find fine food, hotels and trans-
portation . . . at value-creating dollar
prices. 10 and 20 Day Rail Tickets
permit unlimited travel . . . special cou-
pons for gasoline at reduced prices.
See your Travel Agent now. and take
advantage of the “Thrift Season™ rates.

~ITALIAN STATE TOURIST OFFICE~E.N.LT.
21 East 51st Street, New York 22, N. Y,

TV and Radio

Bernard
Berenson:
“HEMINGWAY’S

The Old Man
and the Sea

is an idyll of the sea as sea,
as un-Byronic and. un-Melvil-
lian as Homer himself, and
communicated in a prose' as
calm and compelling as Hom-
er’s verse. No real artist sym-
bolizes or

allegorizes—and
Hemingway is a real artist—
but every real work of art ex-
hales symbols and allegories.
So does this short but not
small masterpiece.”

At your bookseller, $3.00
SCRIBNERS

A FORUM FOR THE LOSER

television branch of show busi-

ness, where it was considered
foolhardy for an actor or a writer to
state publicly whether he was for
Eisenhower or for Stevenson unless he
happened to be for Eisenhower, I shall
try this week to write a short piece
about the man who lost the election.

And please note I did not say the
“best” man lost. I know better. Gram-
matically.

My concern with Mr. Stevenson is
not as a politico. It’s video. I believe
that any man who can hold an audi-
ence of some twenty-six million as he
did from eight o'clock the night of
November 4 until one-thirty the
morning of November 5, just to see
and hear one of the most poignant and
patriotic concessions ever spoken by a
candidate to our highest office, is de-
serving of consideration by any smart
big-business sponsor, whether he
voted conservatively, liberally, or ac-
cidentally for Darlington Hoopes.

I am suggesting a weekly half-hour
television program starring Adlai Ste-
venson, where as the articulate oppo-
sition he can check on the state of the
nation—a watchdog of the Republic,
if you will. From a business standpoint
alone, considering the ready-made
audience of twenty-six million view-
ers, to say nothing of the thousands of
letters and telegrams the Governor re-
ceived after the election, any sponsor
should readily see the sales possibili-
ties for any product. Especially if the
commercials are handled less annoy-
ingly than they were during the tele-
casts of the election returns and the
conventions, where almost every five
minutes it was time for a range. Or an
icebox. Or a TV set.

The time is now. Now that television
has gone in for so many domestic situ-
ation programs. Here is a domestic sit-
uation program with a little foreign
policy thrown in for full measure.

I read in the papers wheré there has
been talk of raising a fund to buy tele-
vision time for Mr. Stevenson to
speak. This, as any time buyer along
Madison Avenue will tell you, is not
a smart idea. The time available for
such a project is not choice time. A
sponsor with a network of stations is
able to buy time when audiences are
most available, including time for re-

BEING occupied in the radio and

()

peat broadcasts for the West Coast.
And I think we are all non-partisanly
agreed that Mr. Stevenson’s scripts
would be the same for the West Coast
as they would be for the North Coast
and for the South.

If Stevenson had been elected I
would be suggesting a weekly half-
hour television program for Eisen-
hower, where he as the loyal opposi-
tion could check on the state of the
nation—a watchdog of the Republie,
if you will. It would be the duty of
both my hypothetical television stars
to condemn the good and deplore the
bad.

EALIZING, of course, that that
which a Democrat might call good
would be considered bad by a good
Republican, and vice versa, T am think-
ing more of the actual campaign prom-
ises. In the old days of radio a cam-
paign promise fell lightly upon the ear.
Nothing falls lightly upon the eye AND
ear. Since the advent of television, as -
any huckster worth his 15 per cent will
tell you, the impact is three point some-
thing as great as that of radio.

Were Stevenson President, elected,
for instance, on one of his promises to
fight for FEPC, and once in office he
made no concerted effort to bring
about the FEPC he had promised, it
would be General Eisenhower’s func-
tion on his weekly program to keep
asking, “How about the FEPC prom-
ised by the Democratic candidate?”
Just as it would be Mr. Stevenson’s
function on the program to ask, for
instance, “How about the reduction in
taxes?” to which the general commit-
ted himself during his campaign.

The campaigning candidates win
their votes by their promises. The
voters, hearing both sides, decide and
choose the man who promises them
the government they most want. It is
only fair they should get it. It is only
fair they should have someone speak-
ing for them when they don't get it.

Now that Mr. Stevenson has so suc-
cessfully not succeeded in winning the
election he is just right for such a tele-
vision program. Even his most bitter
opponents who acclaimed the cam-
paign he carried on will admit he is
not a man to place party politics above
love of country. He will speak reason.
Is this treason? = —GoobpMAN AcE.



