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Music Review: Boston Symphony Orchestra

Requiem for a New Beginning

By NAT CHARLES


A performance of Giuseppe Verdi’s Requiem Mass, a setting of the traditional Roman Catholic mass for the dead, was an unusual choice from the Boston Symphony Orchestra to open their 122nd season last weekend. But those expecting a performance mourning the recent departure of Seiji Ozawa after 25 years as the Orchestra’s music director were in for quite a surprise. Guest conductor Rafael Fruhbeck de Burgos’ bright tempos and crisp conception of rhythm nearly erased any notion of the piece as a grievance for the dead, and instead reconceptualized the Requiem as a determined claim on life in the wake of loss. 

The nearly imperceptible opening notes of the cellos and the initial whispered, reverent “Requiem” from the chorus belied little of the fervor that was to come. After moving adroitly through the contemplative Introit, de Bourgos plunged savagely into the Dies Irae with a brisk and unbridled ferocity, powerfully conjuring images of the Day of Wrath that the title of the movement suggests. The brass were uniformly excellent, with the trumpets particularly resplendent in sounding their clarion call in the Tuba Mirum. And while the percussion thundered with confident forboding throughout, the normally sweet-sounding strings were timid and a bit creaky in their higher register. 

Maestro de Bourgos’ motley crew of soloists included Italian soprano Barbara Frittoli, Russian contralto Larissa Diadkova, Italian tenor Giuseppe Sabbatini, and German bass Reinhard Hagen. Frittoli, a rising opera star who understands perfectly the featured role of the soprano in the work, has a wonderful sense of the moment, and of her capacity to seize it. Her creamy lyric soprano is clear and precise, but perhaps too sharply focused to blend smoothly into the ensemble moments of the piece. Frittoli also had a number of quirks, not the least of which were her tendencies to mouth the words along with the other soloists, conduct the orchestra with her body, and turn away from the other members of the quartet during the ensemble moments. With her score closed and her music stand decidedly distant from her, Frittoli wanted to communicate her assiduous preparation. But while one listened to her with confidence, the same cool self-assuredness that grounded her performance made her aloof from the actual moment – and from the other soloists. Unlike Mozart’s popular setting of the requiem mass, Verdi’s roving spotlight showcases the vocal quartet in a variety of combinations and permutations, which normally explore and exploit the various vocal gifts of the individual members in an ensemble context. Yet the ensemble moments only highlighted Frittoli’s regal, but isolated presence on stage.

Contralto Larissa Diadkova had some fine moments despite some unsteadiness in pitch during the early moments of the evening. Her emotional availability, as well as the sheer power and heft of her voice ultimately anchored a deeply committed performance. Sabbatini brought a warmth and welcome contrast to the proclamational quality most tenors bring to the Requiem, bringing a delicate sweetness to the Hostias solo in the Offertorio, and then a steely precision to the Ingemisco. Hagen’s understated, lyrical interpretation might have been better served in Bach or Mozart, but seemed bland in the context of the larger forces and distinctive vocal roles which characterize the Verdi.

The highlight of this Requiem, as is usually the case in the concerts that feature them, was the Symphony’s Tanglewood Festival Chorus. Prepared by the venerable John Oliver, the volunteer chorus was a marvel and model of excellent choral singing. Always articulate, whispering as one voice in the hushed opening and nearly a force of nature in the sweeping, dramatic portions, the chorus was fiercely impressive. 

The closing moments of the score, often performed with quiet emotion and reserve, were here punctuated with a certain confidence of the life to come, a conclusive statement appropriate for one of the nation’s best orchestras, awaiting the advent of music director designate James Levine, who will surely bring new life and energy to the Boston Symphony Orchestra when he takes the helm next year.

