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Music Review

A Summer Christmas Pudding Featuring Liszt and Plenty of It 

By STEVE SMITH

ANNANDALE-ON-HUDSON, N.Y., Aug. 20 — In a dictionary, “exhilaration” and “exhaustion” appear in close proximity. The second weekend of the Bard Music Festival, which crammed no fewer than seven substantial concert programs into less than three full days, brought them even closer together. 

As easy as it was to be impressed by the breadth of the programming that made up the second installment of “Franz Liszt and His World,” it was difficult at times to avoid feeling overwhelmed by all that girth. Even so, and despite the festival’s relative isolation amid sprawling pastures, almost all of its concerts sell out. The faces of audience members become familiar from one concert or lecture to the next, or during breaks for meals. (Few people seem to leave the Bard College campus between events; where would they go?) A scattered handful of patrons adorn themselves in brightly colored T-shirts acquired at earlier festivals; this year, Copland, Shostakovich and Janacek partisans rubbed elbows in the throng.

The composer whose life and works are at the heart of this year’s celebration would no doubt have been delighted by the attention. The young Liszt, a glamorous touring celebrity fawned over like today’s rock stars, might even have expected it.

Not so the older Liszt, the subject of the weekend’s most provocative program, on Sunday afternoon. (It was certainly among the longest, at two and a half hours.) That Liszt was deeply wounded by a general lack of regard for his compositions during the last two decades of his life. Convinced that greater understanding and appreciation would come in the future, he actively discouraged performances of his music, lest incapable or indifferent interpretations lead to further disrepute.
The Sunday concert titled “Late Liszt: Spirituality and Experimentation” included numerous examples of the composer’s latter-day style, a strange mix of pious asceticism and harmonic instability. Some piano works on the program, like “Les Jeux d’Eaux à la Villa d’Este” and “La Lugubre Gondola II” (the first played by Orion Weiss, the second by Arnaldo Cohen), have entered the standard repertory. Others, like the songs “Einst,” “Ihr Glocken von Marling” and “J’ai Perdu Ma Force et Ma Vie” (performed ardently by the young tenor Philippe Castagner and the pianist Anna Polonsky), are encountered rarely.

Selections by Wagner, Debussy and Busoni included on the program suggested that the music Liszt wrote during this period had a far more lasting impact on the composers who followed him — and by extension, on the course of music history — than did the splashy show pieces and fanciful symphonic poems of his earlier years. Liszt’s melodrama “Der Traurige Mönch,” in which the narrator Robert Kelly was accompanied by the exciting pianist Jean-Efflam Bavouzet, included gestures that seemed to anticipate Wagner, Debussy and even Brahms, one of Liszt’s principal detractors.

Liszt’s relationship with Wagner, his contemporary and son-in-law, was examined in greater depth in an orchestral concert on Sunday evening. The program opened with “Orpheus,” a Liszt symphonic poem declared by Wagner to be “a totally unique masterpiece of the highest perfection,” and closed with the “Missa Solennis,” in which Liszt imported the evocative drama of his programmatic concert music into a sacred setting; in temperament the mass was a precursor to the “Veni, Creator Spiritus” movement of Mahler’s Symphony No. 8.
Between those two works was “The Bells of Strasbourg,” a brief Liszt cantata based on poetry by Longfellow. Wagner borrowed the stately initial theme to open his opera “Parsifal.” Hearing the cantata played side by side with the Prelude and “Good Friday Spell“ from the opera was illuminating: the debt was unquestionable, but Wagner’s intense focus ultimately proved more gripping than Liszt’s changeable complexity.

Here, as well as in a Saturday night program that included Liszt’s sprawling, inexplicably neglected “Faust” Symphony and imaginatively scored “March of the Three Holy Kings” from the oratorio “Christus,” the conductor Leon Botstein elicited powerful, refined performances from the American Symphony Orchestra. They were complemented by the organist Kent Tritle and the outstanding Bard Festival Chorale. The tenor Michael Hendrick sang with pleasing, fervent tone and volume sufficient to compete with an orchestra at full roar, but his technique and pitch were imprecise on both nights.
The remainder of the festival was filled with the usual peaks and valleys, though happily the former outnumbered the latter. A Saturday morning program covered the influence of so-called Gypsy music — more accurately, the popular fare performed by Roma musicians in cafes and at military recruiting rallies. Highlights included the Allegretto from Schubert’s “Divertissement à l’Hongroise,” elegantly performed by Mr. Weiss and the pianist Ieva Jokubaviciute, and Liszt’s finger-busting Hungarian Rhapsody No. 6, in a thrilling rendition by the pianist Chu-Fang Huang.

On Saturday afternoon, a concert devoted to chamber music by Liszt and his circle included deftly scored works like Joachim Raff’s Sextet in G minor and Robert Volkmann’s Piano Trio in F; then their memory was summarily squashed by the pianist Jeremy Denk’s tempestuous rendition of Liszt’s Piano Sonata in B minor. 

Friday night’s concert, which addressed musical nationalism, lacked focus by comparison, but included vigorous performances by the pianist Piers Lane of works by Liszt, D’Albert, Sgambati and Glinka.
As impressive as many of the festival performances were, they were matched by the audience’s engagement: strangers met and conversed, analyzing the music they’d heard with sophistication, and a Sunday-morning panel discussion of gender issues in 19th-century culture drew a nearly full house. All told, it was a model for an enlightened society. Liszt surely would have approved.
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