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Fe a t u r e s

On the eve of every performance, Riccardo Massi
goes silent, not uttering a single word all day.
It’s part of the Italian tenor’s strict regimen to

preserve his instrument-his vocal cords. “I experimented
a lot, and I saw this is the best thing to do,” said Massi,
the male lead in Puccini’s beloved “Tosca” through
Saturday at the Kennedy Center in Washington. “My
voice needs rest.” There are 2,364 seats in Washington’s
opera house, and the singers need to reach each one
unamplified.

“So much of the craft is how you create this sound
using only the bodies of the singers and the instruments of
wood and metal,” said Washington National Opera general
director Timothy O’Leary. “Opera singers are like Olympic
athletes, creating incredible feats with their bodies.”
Retaining the heavy build of his martial artist and stuntman
past, the six-foot-four Massi, 40, is setting his mark in the
Italian spinto repertoire.

His booming voice cuts through a full orchestra, equally
at ease in lyrical or dramatic roles filled with affecting
Italianate sobs. Having performed as Cavaradossi in
London, Hamburg and Sydney, he takes the role to
Dresden next week. In Washington, he’s performing oppo-
site Keri Alkema as the title fiery diva. Especially thrilling
is the despair he brings to the top notes in the aria “E
lucevan le stelle,” as Cavaradossi recounts his love for
Tosca while awaiting execution.

“You warm up your body and you open up your body
because the body is singing,” said Massi, who stretches for
1.5 hours before vocalizing for as long to prepare. “The

voice doesn’t have to do anything with the cords. They just
have to vibrate... in the most passive way, with no pres-
sure, no tension.” In order to maintain his vocal cords,
Massi watches his weight, skipping bread, pasta, alcohol
and sweets altogether. He no longer lifts weights or runs,
activities that can tense up or stress the diaphragm and
vocal cords.

Interpretation
It took 150 hours of rehearsals over 27 days to finalize

the production. Each show involves 217 staff, including 96
stage performers, 66 musicians in the pit and another sev-
en backstage. Staff spent eight weeks on the period cos-
tumes, including Tosca’s hand-printed mauve chiffon gown
in Act I. Sumptuous trompe l’oeil scenery borrowed from
the Seattle Opera evokes a towering church interior, a
palatial apartment and the Castel Sant’Angelo mausoleum
of Rome in 1800.

The sets were likely created in the 1940s, so their
designers may have been trained by those from the opera’s
first production in 1900. The story of love and loss has
special resonance in the #MeToo era, with Tosca rejecting
villain Scarpia’s demands for sexual favors and killing him
after singing her soaring aria “Vissi d’arte” in Act II. After
Cavaradossi’s death, she flings herself backwards from a
parapet before the curtain drops.

“Opera is a crazy way to tell a story because there are
all the art forms simultaneously. It requires massive sus-
pension of disbelief... all the human forces of a theater
company and the symphony orchestra combined, and
more besides,” said O’Leary. “Some cases-I would argue
this is one of them-resist interpretation. It makes sense in
the time and place when they were originally set. And
when you overdo interpretation, it works against the
material.”

Fidelity to the score
The WNO production sticks closely to the score, with

visual tensions crafted by director Ethan McSweeny, who
has a classical theater background. Rome-born conductor
Speranza Scappucci masterfully unifies the singers on
stage and the orchestra in the lowered pit. “I want to try
and understand what the composer wanted,” added
Scappucci, who like Massi pores over source materials.

“It should never sound like an imposition but rather

trying to convince the artists in front of you, the singers or
the orchestra or the chorus.” Massi likened that symbiosis
to “instinct.” “With no empathy between the pit and the
stage, there is no art. Of course, there is music, but it’s not
art. And when you have this deep connection between the
two, the audience can tell, trust me, even if they never saw
opera before,” he said.

Scappucci, 46, has been in high demand since she made
her European debut in 2013, appearing a year later at the
WNO in her first major US opera house production. It’s a
dizzying rise for someone who started as an opera
rehearsal pianist. The music director at the Opera Royal in
Liege, Belgium, she has conducted at the prestigious
Vienna, Barcelona, Rome and Zurich opera houses-with a
Paris Opera debut planned for next year.—AFP

Volunteers make adjustments to costumes for the upcoming Washington National Opera (WNO) production of Tosca at the WNO’s Costume Studio Workroom in Washington, DC. — AFP photos

Performers act onstage during a production of Tosca for the Washington National Opera (WNO) at the Kennedy Center in
Washington, DC.

Members of the Cuban-US Youth Orchestra, composed of young Cuban and North American musicians, rehearse at the National Theater of Havana. — AFP photos

Musicians in the WNO Orchestra share a laugh before enter-
ing the orchestra pit for the performance of Tosca for the
Washington National Opera (WNO) at the Kennedy Center in
Washington, DC.

Baton in hand, conductor James Ross mixes English
and Spanish to set the rhythm for his orchestra of
young Cuban and American musicians playing in a

convivial atmosphere that contrasts sharply with the diplo-
matic tensions between their countries. “From the first
moment, there’s been a generous exchange with lots of
heart,” a smiling Ross told AFP between rehearsals.

On Havana’s National Theatre stage, where the Cuban
American Youth Orchestra has been rehearsing all week,
it’s difficult to distinguish the different nationalities of the
violinists, clarinetists and cellists as they play in perfect
unison. “It’s a group of 30 Americans and at least 40
Cubans searching for harmony,” said Ross. Either music
students or young professionals, they are all aged
between 18 and 24.

This is 24-year-old American Chris Beroes-Haigis’s
first trip to Cuba. “It’s been an unforgettable experience
so far. Cuba is a country that’s very rich with cultural his-
tory and amazing people and incredible music,” he said,
holding his cello. He says he’s “learning a little bit” of
Spanish, while alongside him 20-year-old Cuban clar-

inetist Maria Laura Terry Zamora says she speaks “a tiny
bit of English.” But that’s no barrier, as “music is a univer-
sal language,” says Terry.

The Cubans have benefitted from gifts of musical instru-
ments and sheet music, but Terry says the biggest bonus
has been forging new relationships. “It’s been a wonderful
experience because it’s been very helpful sharing with such
good musicians, not just the youngsters who share with us
and play with us in the orchestra, but also the teachers that
have given us a lot of good advice,” she added.

Powerful message 
This weekend, they will play two concerts, one in

Havana and the other 100 kilometers (60 miles) away in
Matanzas. They will perform one American piece, “Billy the
Kid” by Aaron Copland, and two Cuban compositions-one
by Guido Lopez-Gavilan and another by Jorge Amado
Molina, a violinist in the orchestra. It’s a powerful message
at a time of increasing tension between Washington and
Havana, which could have scuppered a project that began
in 2014 during warmer bilateral relations under Barack
Obama’s presidency.

That environment encouraged a number of American
artists to visit the island nation, notably the Minnesota
Orchestra, which performed two concerts in Havana in
2015, after an 85-year absence. “After that, I kept thinking
about the people we had met, the students we had worked
with, and decided we need a chance for both countries to
come together with music and with our young people. So
we created this idea to have a new orchestra formed
together,” said clarinetist Rena Kraut, who was part of the
Minnesota trip.

Foot in the door
However, with the change of government in

Washington came a more challenging environment in
which to pursue such collaboration. “In the beginning
it was very different because things were politically
very open and there was so much optimism in the air
between our two countries,” said Kraut. “Then things
changed, especially in our country, in the United
States, so we became even more determined to keep
a foot in the door so it would not close between the
US and Cuba.”

Since the arrival of Donald Trump, the White House
has adopted a tougher stance on Cuba than predeces-
sor Obama, ramping up sanctions against the commu-
nist government to punish it for supporting Venezuela
President Nicolas Maduro. As part of the link-up,
Cuban musicians were also supposed to go to the US
to play, but that has happened only once-in 2017.

The US consulate in Havana has closed down and it
has become much harder for Cubans to obtain a US
visa. On the Cuban side, the young musicians are just as
determined as Kraut to maintain the links. It’s not the
first time that musicians from the two countries have
played together, but “this time there’s a very special fla-
vor to this union,” says Dayana Garcia, the Havana
orchestra director. “I think it’s very brave, and wonder-
ful and opportune to choose moments like this to
defend the fact that we can continue together.”—AFP

John Lennon and Yoko Ono spent a week in pajamas
in 1969 at The Queen Elizabeth hotel in Montreal,
welcoming journalists and recording “Give Peace a

Chance” as the Vietnam War raged. Fifty years later, the
hotel is celebrating their fabled experiment in pacifism
with a series of special events including guided tours of
the couple’s room. “We’re still talking about it 50 years
later, but at the time we had no idea the impact that it
would have,” Joanne Papineau, spokeswoman for the
hotel, told AFP.

“After the couple left, for years we didn’t talk about
the bed-in, but then John was murdered, other wars con-
tinued and people started showing up wanting to see
where it all happened,” she said. “Many years later, they
suddenly found meaning in what the couple had done.”
From May 26 to June 2, 1969, Lennon and Ono received
journalists from around the world who interviewed the
couple in bed, as well as fans and fellow artists who
helped to create a chirpy ambience and send a simple
message: Stop the Vietnam war.

The idea derived from sit-ins, in which protestors sit in
front of or inside an establishment until their demands are
met or they are arrested. Amid this merry chaos and with
limited technical means, Lennon composed and recorded
his famous hymn to peace, “Give Peace a Chance.”

His entourage, which included psychedelic drug advo-
cate Timothy Leary and writer Allen Ginsberg, not
always singing in tune, provided the chorus. The song
would later be remixed in a professional sound studio.
“This is certainly one of the most remarkable and influen-
tial songs of contemporary music,” Genevieve Bornesaid,
host of the upcoming festivities, told a news conference
on Thursday. “This bed-in for peace was also one of the
first acts of activism by artists.”—AFP

Visitors tour room 1742 at the Queen Elizabeth Hotel in
Montreal part of the exhibit of the Lennon-Ono Bed-Ins for
Peace. — AFP 


