Opera con Brio, LLC

February 2026

Richard B. Beams

Opera con Brio

Two Takes on Tamerlano

The 2026 Internationale Handel-Festspiele Karlsruhe

Many plays and operas have been based upon
the historical facts of the famous story of the Tartar
Tamerlane who conquered the Ottoman Emperor
Bajazet in 1402 and held him captive for life. The
main literary source was the 1675 French tragedy
Tamerlan ou La Mort de Bajazet by Jacques Pradon,
and one of the most famous works based on the
story was Handel’s magnificent opera Tamerlano,
premiering at the height of his First Academy period
in the fall of 1724. It is a unique and powerful
opera amidst his impressive array of 42 operas.

At this year’s Internationale Héndel-Festspiel
Karlsruhe, the opera received a riveting experimental
production blending live theater with cinematic
techniques. Simultaneously, the International Handel
Academy at Karlsruhe, celebrating its 40" year,
presented yet another “Tamerlano” opera — or rather a
pasticcio opera - Bajazet e Tamerlano, spliced together
from a plethora of 18" century composers by the
enthusiastic young Academy participants. The two
extraordinary, yet complementary, takes on the famous
story made for a highlight of this renowned Festival.

Handel’s Beguiling Tamerlano

Following closely on the heels of Giulio
Caesare, the most opulent of Handel’s operas,
Tamerlano by contrast, is the harshest, with a tragic
plot moving from Tamerlano’s imprisonment of the
Turkish Emperor Bajazet to Bajazet’s suicide. The
taut libretto derived from the original source by Nicola
Haym is considered one of the strongest Handel
ever set. It is also unique among his many operas
in having every scene occurring indoors, within the
great Turk palace that the tarter Tamerlano conquered.
In the words of the late critic Andrew Porter:

...there are no smiling groves, no seascapes, no
nightingale arias. There are no conventional
simile arias...and there are no intricate
subplots: five characters — Bajazet and his
daughter Asteria, Tamerlano, Andronico and
Irene — are caught in a trap from which, given
their temperaments, there can be no escape.
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Tamerlano is also a highly stylized work. The
arrogant Tamerlano, smitten with Bajazet’s daughter
Asteria, has renounced his own betrothed, Irene,
and then pawned her off on his victorious Greek
general, Andronico, who also loves Asteria. In the
opera, there is very little physical contact between the
characters, even between Bajazet and his daughter;
the innovative production at this year’s Festival
builds upon this isolation to stunning effect. The
concept, directed by Kobie van Rensburg, utilized
the “bluescreen” and silent-film aesthetic whereby
three cameras filmed the singers on the stage who
were then superimposed onto live digital sets above.
Handel’s vividly descriptive and dramatic music
could then take over during these static vignettes.

This approach presented two options for
the audience: watch the singers or watch the film
- or both, which I immediately found impossible.
Most of my attention was on the film, which
compensated for the spare, dark world of Tamerlano
with a fantastical, colorful array of visual effects in
the varied scenes — from a flying carpet (on which
the jilted Irene soared over the ancient domes of
Prussia) to a horse-drawn chariot (from which the
frustrated Grecian Prince Andronico sang early on
about his unwavering affection for Asteria.) There
may have been be no nightingale arias, but implied
metaphors in the visuals abounded: a ravenous
tiger, a distant elephant, the flying carpets and more.
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Alexander Chance as Andronico; Freiburger Barockorchester
Photo: Felix Griinschlof3

We were thus confronted with such a plethora
of visual imagery that it sometimes became a bit
overwhelming. On the other hand, the production
quickly became compelling, and remained so
with the stunning musical forces of the Freiburger
Barockorchester led by the venerable René Jacobs.
In contrast to the Met’s popular HD performances,
this production combining live singing and film, at
least had the advantage of letting the audience savor
it on both levels. Indeed, the expressiveness of live
voices complemented the entertaining visuals. Also
on many occasions, close-ups of facial expressions let
the audience tune in intimately to the emotions of the
characters. Handel, of course, was one of the truly great
theater composers, with a brilliant sense of storytelling
that matched his remarkable way of bringing characters
alive through music. This production happily did both.

On film and on stage: Mari Eriksmoen as Asteria; Christophe
Dumaux as Tamerlano; Thomas Walker as Bajazet. Also
on Stage: Kristina Hammarstrom as Irene; an extra; and
Alexander Chance as Andronico ~ Photo: Felix Griinschlof

The principals excelled on both levels.
The charismatic French countertenor Christophe
Dumaux with his clarion tone was well suited to
the role of Tamerlano, and totally immersed himself
in the role of the complex and arrogant ruler. His
wide-ranging voice and ease of embellishment
made him a natural for his second act “Piu d’una
tigre altero” as a ferocious tiger stalked ominously
around him, while close-ups of his expressive face
made him perfect for film. Scottish tenor Thomas
Walker was also a natural for up-close shots of the
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doomed Bajazet, especially so in his poignant final
scena depicting his cruel death. Meanwhile, bright
toned Norwegian lyric soprano Mari Eriksmoen
as Asteria captivated from beginning to end.

Other standout performances enhanced the
production also. It was no surprise to read that the
young British countertenor Alexander Chance was
recently the first-place winner in the International
Handel Singing Competition at the London Handel
Festival. He proved to be as adept at pitch-perfect
singing as he was in animated chariot riding! And
experienced Swedish mezzo-soprano  Kristina
Hammarstrom as the cunning Irene proved to be an
equally commanding presence, technically secure
even on her flying carpet. As for Leone, Andronico’s
confidant and would-be wooer of Asteria, the
production elevated this secondary character to greater
importance by granting him two arias rather than just
the single aria Handel wrote for him in his first version
of the opera. In the role, experienced German bass-
baritone Matthias Winckhler, well-schooled in the
cantatas of Bach and in German lieder, was especially
convincing in the second of these, a bravura aria (a la
Polyphemus) strategically placed to relieve tension.

For all its entertaining bravado and
captivating visuals, one omission was somewhat
unsettling - the dismantling of the mid opera scene
(Handel’s original finale to Act II) in which Asteria
reveals that she had planned to stab Tamerlano at her
first chance. Following a taut trio with her father
and Tamerlano, Asteria, her true defiance now clear,
remains to face her father, Adronico, and Irene.
Handel’s score then calls for each in that order to
exit, after singing a miniature da capo aria admitting
they have misjudged her. But the production cut the
two exit arias for Andronico and Irene, presumably
to tighten the dramatic thrust. This left the no-
longer-maligned Asteria to conclude the scene
with a sweeping da capo aria expressing her relief.
Mari Eriksmoen compensated here magnificently.
But all this was contrary to both the inventive
scope of Handel’s score and to the aesthetic of
this film-based production, which typically took
advantage of such vignettes, however, brief.

On the other hand, in a brilliant stroke of the
production, Asteria’s aria of momentary optimism
in this scene was juxtaposed ultimately against her
final aria of despair at the end of the opera, “Padre,
Amante.” Just before it, full of weariness of spirit,
she flung an object at the large video screen, which
then shattered. For once the focus was directly
on the singer alone, and Ms. Eriksmoen, with wide-
ranging expressiveness, made this perhaps the
highlight of the evening. It was a stunning transition
into reality - in a way, a relief from the sometimes-
confusing pull between film and live performers.

This return to reality made the final
chorus of the remaining protagonists all the more
powerful. Handel’s sobering E-minor music belies
the conventional happy ending of opera seria:
“From a night filled with darkness and terror, we
welcome the dawn.” After the catastrophic death of
Bajazet, no happy ending is really possible, and it
is the “horrid night” supposedly past that Handel’s
atypically dark final chorus emphasizes. The stark
reality for the characters in this tragic drama,
each singing isolated on the barren stage without
the artificiality of film, emphasized emphatically,
how, again in Mr. Porter’s words, all “...are caught
in a trap from which there can be no escape.”

Mari Eriksmoen as Asteria; Freiburger Barockorchester
Photo: Felix Griinschlof3
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Bajazet e Tamerlano: An Inticing Pasticcio Opera

Under the motto “Facciamo un’Opera,”
the International Handel Academy participants
collaborated to develop a brand-new “Opernpasticcio”
using the 18" century pasticcio technique. Their
principal template was a libretto by Agostino
Piovene for the 1711 Venice “tragedia per musica”
Tamerlano by Framcesco Gasparini. Only three
numbers remain from this opera, but Handel
certainly knew the libretto, if not the music; and
he, like many others, adapted his opera from it.
Now it was the turn of the young Academy

participants ~ who,  working  together  with
historically  informed  performance  practice,
determined exactly which arias, duets and

ensembles best suited their particular voice types.

They put the pasticcio together from an
impressive array of 18" composers: in addition to
Gasparini, these included Girolamo Abos, Attilio
Ariosti, Giovanni Bononcini, Antonio Caldara,
Francesco Gasparini, Johann Adolf Hasse, Nicola
Porpora, Alessandro Scarlatti, Leonardo Vinci,
and Antonio Vivaldi. How fortunate to have such
a smorgasbord of the most prolific and important
18" century opera composers to chose from! And
we were fortunate also to have such a talented
cast of young singers to pull it off, in the intimate
Kleines Haus nestled below the larger hall, where
on the day I attended the performance, Handel’s
Tamerlano was being simultaneously performed.

Led by German conductor Jorg Halubek, a
specialist in historically informed performance, and
aided by Artistic Director Thomas Seedorf, the young
and enthusiastic singers effectively pulled together a
dramatic and cohesive musical plot, despite the diverse
sources, aided by the incisive narration of musical
theater artist Monja Sobottka. Taking the titular role
of the flamboyant Tamerlano was the award-winning
Lithuanian contralto Justina Vaitkute, whom I had
the good fortune to hear last summer in the title role
of Handel’s I/ Giustino at the Innsbruck Festival

Internationale Héndel-Akademie: Jorg Halubek (Music Direction);
Justina Vaitkute as Tamerlano

Photo: Felix Griinschlof3

of Early Music. Here she was equally impressive in
her vibrant interpretation of the leading role with a
beautiful, rich voice and keen theatrical persona in
her three arias, one in each act. Especially effective
was the last, opening Act III, the intense “Tradito,
sprezzato” from Porpora’s Semiramide riconosciuta.

Equally well suited for his role was the
Spanish baritone Tomas Garcia Santilldn in
his dramatic portrayal of the doomed Bajezet.
Although he was denied the long death scene
of Handel’s opera, his two arias from Vivaldi’s
Montezuma were especially poignant: “Dove la
figlia?” closing the first part, and a second aria
sung to his daughter while anticipating his death.

Internationale Hiandel-Akademie; Tomas Garcia Santillan
as Bajazet Photo: Felix GriinschloB
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As for Asteria, the young German soprano
Isabel Weller was a vibrant counterpart to Tamerlano
and Bajazet, especially in Gasparini’s trio from his
opera Il Bajazet that opened the second part. As in
Handel’s opera, this set up the important scene to
follow, which was shortened in the production of
Handel’s Tamerlano discussed above. Included in
this carefully constructed pasticcio were the two exit
arias for Irene and Andronico. This was especially
effective with the fiery Irene of the Maltese-based
mezzo Clare Ghigo and the expressive Andronico of
Spanish countertenor Alejandro Lopez Ramiro. The

HANDEL~AKADEMIE

entire sequence, from Gasparini’s later 1719 version
of Il Bajazet, showed how dramatically viable this
scene really is, which Ms. Weller then brought to a
moving close with her expansive aria “Cor il padre.”

This experimental “Opernpasticcio” was
certainly a  unique and successful endeavor.
Kudos are due to all concerned in its creation
and performance. And what a pleasure it was to
enjoy two such fine takes on the always-gripping
tale of Tamerlano at this year’s Internationale
Héndel-Festspiel in Karlsruhe.

BAJAZET E TAMERLANO

Internationale Hédndel-Akademie (Music Direction: Jorg Halubek); Anton Radchenko as Leone;
Isabel Weller as Asteria; Clare Ghigo as Irene; Justina Vaitkute as Tamerlano; Alejandro Lopez
Ramiro as Andronico; Tomas Garcia Santillan as Bajazet; Monja Sobottka as Narrator
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