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The Merchant of Venice, Bregenz Festival, Austria
– review
By Shirley Apthorp

André Tchaikowsky’s opera receives its world premiere with a finely judged staging by Keith Warner

©Karl Forster
‘The Merchant of Venice’ with Christopher Ainslie, right, as Antonio

ndré Tchaikowsky gave his pound of flesh, in the form of three traumatic operations when he was seven years old to reverse his
circumcision. A Polish Jew, he lost his mother and was hidden by his grandmother during the second world war, and the experience
left more than just physical scars.

A

In his will, he bequeathed his skull to the Royal Shakespeare Company, for use in performances of Hamlet. But Tchaikowsky also paid a
weightier tribute to the Bard, in the form of his opera on The Merchant of Venice, given its posthumous world premiere last week in
Bregenz.
The Polish Tchaikowsky was no relation to his Russian namesake. Born in 1935 as Robert Andrzej Krauthammer, he displayed
phenomenal musical talent; the assumed name was probably his grandmother’s vote for his future as well as a trick to ensure his survival.
After the war, his talent earned him a number of spectacular competition victories, as well as lessons with the likes of Arthur Rubinstein
and Nadia Boulanger.
Despite his immense success as an international concert pianist, Tchaikowsky’s real passion was for composition. When he died in Oxford
at the age of 46, he left the almost-completed Merchant of Venice, a work on which he had spent a quarter of a century. It has taken more
than three decades and the conviction of departing Bregenz Festival director David Pountney that Tchaikowsky’s opera is worth hearing
for the piece to reach the stage.
Bregenz, with the support of Poland’s Adam Mickiewicz Institute, has thrown every imaginable resource at this exhumation to ensure its
success. And the results are striking. Director Keith Warner and designer Ashley Martin-Davis update Shakespeare’s tale (adapted for the
opera with immense sensitivity by John O’Brien, who was present at Thursday’s premiere) to a time that could be the end of the 19th
century, bookending it with Antonio on a psychiatrist’s couch. Shylock, Antonio and the three pairs of lovers exist in a world of precarious
banking and brewing anti-Semitism. Warner’s staging treads a fine line between harsh cruelty and levity, with a good mix of clarity and
complexity.
That is also a fair description of Tchaikowsky’s music, which defies attribution to any one definite style of 20th-century composition. The
score is intricate and dark, with moments of both brutality and lyricism, not to mention flashes of acerbic wit. Shakespeare’s theme of the
tension between mercy and justice fascinated the composer. It is hard to imagine who else could have set this opera with such lack of
pathos and so refined a sense of ambivalence.
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One of Bregenz’s great assets is Erik Nielsen, who conducts with an ideal combination of structured intelligence, sensitivity and wisdom.
He gives the piece all the care it needs to work, performing miracles of balance even when Tchaikowsky’s vocal lines tangle awkwardly
with over-scored orchestration – had he lived to hear rehearsals, the composer may well have made some changes.
Bregenz has assembled an elite cast for the occasion, and all the roles are well sung, from Adrian Eröd’s poignant Shylock to Charles
Workman’s noble Bassanio. Pountney believes that this opera deserves a central place in the 20th-century canon; this production makes a
strong case for his claim.

www.bregenzerfestspiele.com
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