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“Gustav Mahler: Opera Composer in Disguise”

Such was the title of my Opera con Brio
course offered in 2010, roughly 100 years after
Mahler’s death. Leonard Bernstein once said Mahler
was an “operatic symphonist who never wrote an
opera.” So what exactly is his wide-ranging, late
composition Das Lied von der Erde (The Song of
the Earth)? A symphony? Some kind of opera?
With its lyrical, cantabile characteristics, it can
perhaps be best described as a Lieder-Symphony, a
new form at the time from an innovative composer
using the idea of Lieder.

But it certainly works as an opera too, as
Boston Lyric Opera demonstrated recently in its
intimate and compelling production at its new home,
the recently renovated Opera + Community Studios.
While Mahler did not live to hear it performed
(he died just six months before the premiere), the
audience in this intimate 300-seat venue got to savor

every note in the reduced chamber arrangement by
Arnold Schoenberg, led with expressive care by
Conductor David Angus, now in his sixteenth year as
BLO’s music director.

In the full title to the work, Mahler called it
“A Symphony for Tenor and Contralto (or Baritone)
Voice and Orchestra.” Although written for two
voices, options abound. Some conductors, like the
eminent Kent Nagano, emphasized the relationship
with Lieder using just a single German Baritone, the
refined Lied specialist Christian Gerhaher. Similarly,
Leonard Bernstein, a great lover of Mahler, famously
performed the work using just a single German
mezzo, the incomparable Lied and opera singer
Christa Ludwig.

Yet closely following Mahler’s intent, Maestro
Agnus and Director Anne Bogart divided the six songs
alternately between two of today’s renowned and
experienced opera singers, tenor Brandon Jovanovich
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Ellen Lauren, the Mother; Brandon Jovanovich, the Poet; and Raehann Bryce-Davis, the Lover

and mezzo-soprano Raehann Bryce-Davis. Furthering
the operatic goal, Ms. Bogart, acclaimed theater artist
and BLO Associate, created additional emotionally
charged text which was spoken by a third character.

So what emerged? A stunning Lieder-Opera
that kept the soldout audience spellbound for an
uninterrupted 90 minutes. The two engaging American
singers presented their songs in English in a single
Victorian room, with English surtitles projected on
the back wall and fully integrated into the set design.
The engaging Mr. Jovanovich became an inebriated
Poet in his waning days, the equally engaging Ms.
Bryce-Davis, a nostalgic Lover years later, locked in
lingering memories.

The third character, the charismatic musical
theater artist Ellen Lauren as the Mother, awakened
in her large bed mourning the recent loss of a child
(as Mahler himself had just done). Her incisive,
lightly accompanied narration bound together the
three characters in different stages of their lives in
compelling fashion. In the words of the program
book’s brief synopsis, the opera thus “becomes a
meditation on grief, memory, and endurance.” And
the performance becomes archetypal Mahler as well,
fundamentally operatic in spirit.
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The sparse but effective stage design by Set
Designer Sara Brown heightened this impact with just
three iconic props on the intimate stage: a large desk
at stage left, a picture window at the back, and a large
bed to stage right. As Director Bogart writes in her
introductory essay “A Room that Remembers,” the
single room becomes ““a site of overlap between times,
lives, and states of being.”

As the forlorn Poet, Mr. Jovanovich began
his turbulent first song “The Drinking Song of Earth’s
Sorrow” with commanding intensity while working at
his desk on a poem he would not live to see published.
But in the protracted slow refrain ending each stanza,
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“Dark is life, is death,” Jovanovich projected the
poet’s message — and Mahler’s - with expressive
somber tones. Later, away from his desk, he sang just
as artfully two more songs: “Of Youth,” buoyant and
momentarily carefree with its absence of conflict, and
“The Drunkard in Spring,” the penultimate number of
the cycle, which recaptured the main theme of his first
song and indeed the work itself — now in a human,
more personal way.

As the pained Lover, Ms. Bryce-Davis took
us with expressive warmth through two of Mahler’s
most relaxed, non-dramatic movements. First came
“The Lonely One in Autumn,” rather like the slow
movement of a symphony, or perhaps like one of
the relaxed vignettes in a verismo opera such as
Puccini’s Madama Butterfly. Her second song,
“Of Beauty,” aided by the expressive colors from
the winds in the chamber orchestra, continued in the
more reflective fashion of the tenor’s “Of Youth.” Her
longing gazes through the moonlit window heightened
the poignancy.

But it was in her final song, “The Farewell”
(“Der Abschied”) that the compelling mezzo-soprano
rightly took over as the true protagonist of the opera,
bringing the work to a cathartic close. While the
Poet remained moribund at his desk and the Mother

remained resigned on her bed cradling a memento
of her dead child, Ms. Bryce-Davis came forward
and delivered one of the most moving and heartfelt
renditions of this final song I have ever heard.

In 1937, Benjamin Britten, great lover of
Mahler and perhaps the greatest opera composer of
the 20th century, wrote to a friend about the power of
this final scene. The letter, now in the Archive of the
Britten-Pears Library at Aldeburgh, begins:

1t is now well-past mid-night & society dictates that |
should stop playing ‘Das Abschied’ [ ‘The Farewell’].
Otherwise I might possibly have gone on repeating
the last record indefinitely. It is cruel, you know,
that music should be so beautiful. It has the beauty
of loneliness, & of pain: of strength & freedom. The
beauty of disappointment & never-satisfied love. The
cruel beauty of nature, and everlasting beauty of
monotony....And there is nothing morbid about it.

Britten would have been equally moved had
he witnessed the poignant theatrical rendition of Das
Lied von der Erde at Boston Lyric Opera, which Ms.
Bogart aptly labeled “a journey from defiance, sadness
and intoxication into lightness, release, and grace.”
Performed in an intimate theatre of just the kind
Britten cherished, we too became fully immersed in
the cathartic power of this work.

Raehann Bryce-Davis, the Lover; and Ellen Lauren, the Mother
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