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Solti’s ‘Missa’ a preview
of bigger things to come

By Karen Monson

Sir Georg Soltl conducted Beethoven’s
“Missa Solemnis” Thursday evening in Or-
chestra Hall, so you know already that some-
thing big is in the wind, Things like that don't
Just happen without a future.

That something big is called Carnegle Hali,
New York, Then later, add on London Re-
cords. The “Missa” will be the grand finale of
three Solti-Chicago Symphony concerts next
week in New York,

And when the orchestrs, the Chicago Sym-
phony Chorus, conductor and solofsts get back
home, they'li put the work on London's tapes,
thus adding another Important instaliment to
thelr already impressive Beethoven discogra-
phy.

Net that Soltl's “Missa Solemnls” is a Chi-
cago novelty. The music director offered the
work here as recently as November, 1973,
with a different set of soloists and, if memory
serves, with a whole Iot less brlo,

THURSDAY'S interpretation was as close
to the Verdi Requiem, as close to grand opera,
as this Imposing mass can get without com-
pletely overlooking its stern, Gothic architec-
ture. Soltl took full advantage of every sudden
change in volume, every unexpected harmonic
shift, every fluctuatlon in tempo, every chance
to hold back mysterlously, every chance to
fly., -

Some of the most sudden shifts didn't work
particularly well at this first performance, but
they'll probably be smoothed over by the time

of the Chicago repeats (at 815 p.m. Friday-
and 8:30 p.m. Saturday), and for Carnegle
Halil,

And if the theatricallty sometimes seemed
to stretch the point unduly, well, this is a
work that’s easler to respect than to love, and
a little dramatle push never put an sudiencé to
sleep.

Some of the most memorabie contributions”
came from Margaret Hillis’ Chicago Sym-
phony Chorus, with that cushy sound in the
quiet passages, that proud fortssimo, and the
agllity to take the scales on the “Et ascendit”
at Solti’s aggressive pace without & hitch,

And, of course, the orchestra furthered the
impact, with lovely solo work from first-chair
violinist Victor Aitay and flutist Donald Peck,
and with just the right comblnation of disclp-
line and abandon.

THE SOLOISTS, lowever, were another
matter, a badly mixed lot. Soprano Lucla Popp
was the star in the quartet, with her sweet,
clear tone floating high and, sometimes, melt-
ingly.

Mezzo-soprano Yvonne Minton projected
more easily than her colleagues, which some-
times meant that her voice cut through and
stuck out of the quartet.

The men were both distressingly weak.
Mallory Walker's tenor lacked focus and reso-
nance. Basso Gwynne Howell didn’t have the
strength to give the soloists' sections a firm
foundatlon, and his beginning of the “Agnus
Dei *' was without conviction.
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The Symphony

Soltr Missa’ imposing, thorough

ALL THE MUSIC historians make a point of telling
us that the opening page of Beethoven's Missa Solem-
nis contains the composer’s inscription: “From the
“heart--May it go to the heart.” For all the compos-
er's exalted -status as one of music’s supreme
geniuses, [ expect there are many musicians who
wish that this particular work could be transferred to
the listeners in just that way, without the necessity of
actual performance. :

Sir Georg Solti is making his second local pass at
this most challenging. of Beethoven’s scoves, per-
forming the Mass at this week’s subscription concer-
ts, taking it lo Carnegie Hall for the annual New
York City “blockbuster,” and recording it the follow-
ing week.

Whien he first performed it here in 1973, two of his
intended soloists had to be replaced on short notice
and a third, the soprano, was in pitch trouble in those
heaven-scaling passages where she was most needed.

- This time he is faring better. At Thursday's opening
performance, Lucia Popp combined a spring breeze
freshness of voice with impeccable technique to
makKe the demanding role sound easy,

TWO OF HER collaboraters, Yvonne Minton and
Gwynne Howell, were equally ideal for their share in
the craggy monument, whose peaks and valleys form

a unique musical landscape uncqualed in the history.

of religious music. Mallory Walker, the tenor, had
the expressive line and color, hut the top of his
phrases paled by comparisen with those of Robert

Tear when Carlo Maria Giulini conducted the Missa
here in 1970

That Giulini performance, in fact, enfolded Or-
chestra Hall in a kind of holy ecstasy. It somehow
transcended the notes, dand both audience and per-
formers were caught up in the composer’s impas-
sioned alternation of plea and praise, affirmation and
tremulous search. During it, listeners forgot the
problems, ignored the excessive lenpth of the windy
Handelian fugues, and responded to the truncated
ending as an inevitability and not the anticlimax that
it is. '

SOLTI'S PERFORMANCE Thursday was techni-
cally brilliant, thought through to the last detail,
strongly accented, crystal clear in its balances, and
as attentive as it was in 1973 to the allimportant
relationship between sbleists and chorus. Margaret
Hillis had her sopranos persuaded that “Et vitam
venturi’ could be enunciated and beautifully sung on
a high B-flat and the rest of the singers responded to
both Beethoven and Solti’s determination to operate
at the outer limits. And the Benedictus violin selo, a
Victor Aitay specialty, was again a particularly ef-
fective invocation.

Homegeneity is not the entire answer to this flawed
masterpiece, though. Iis five paris are separate
entities, not movements of a symphony. Each has iis
own emotional ambience and spiritual quality. Im-
posing though it was, this performance was more
monument than testament, more plan {han prayer.

Thomas Willis
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chicaga Symphony Qrchestra, SIr ng:g So!li con- -
ductor, and Cherus {Margare} Hillls, director} with

Lucla Popp; soprang; Yvonne Mialon, mezto soprans;
Kallory Waiker, tencr, and Gwynne Howell; bass, af

Orchasira Halt Thursday. Missa Selemnnls; Beathavan, .~
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According -to the text books Beethoven -

wrote one. opera, “Fidetlo,” and” technically
spealdng that-is correct. But as Sir Georg
Soltl and the Chicago Symphony Orchestra

and Chorus demonstrated Thursday, Beetho- .

ven's Eitt for musle drdma -was In no sedse

limlted o the operanc stage. His Mlssa So-’

lémnis, a.lthough nominally & large-scale set-

ting-of ‘thie Roman Cathollc mass “tor festive _
llturgical purpeses, far exceeds In tha seope |

of 118 dramatic ldeas anything ln “Fidello”
Just as the Verd! Requiem reaches peaks that
are’ only rarly equaled in the Verdi'operas.

* Soltl's account of the Missa Solemnis does”

l.h

-not’ attempt to convey splnt\la]lty by the
~ conventional musical devices of .slow tempos

and deeply Inflected melodlc.lines. It 15, on
the. whole.; briskly paced, nmmugh the medi-
tative- passages of ihe BenedI 4us (Io which

© Vietor 'Aitdy's - violin-sang ' forth’ splendidly) * _

were given full breadthiThig was g, perfor-

mance that found its. greatgs glory In ihe .
_ soaring climax of the Gloria:orithe, menaclng .
drum notes of the Agous:D ag:wa plead for

L{Tha -ganeps
tion of the score was theatrical‘rﬁther. than. -
" religious, hut it was copsist

peace while belng called to:war

and it produced some "of Jitt:
Solti has brought us this seasq i

‘The chorus was excellent, aithough 1 stltl s
_find jts Tatin harsh and the pace, was fast, it

was working hard t¢ get In-pll the wovds [ns

bar. The solo qiartet, consjdering.the: reputa-

tions (and,- I surmise, lees) lnvolved, really

. ﬁ@ i’)‘iﬁiﬁ

- question - the need to Import a Welsh bass,

) 1t worked,
st nio'l'ﬁen'tsj -
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was nat as emtlng vocaliy as ona mlg t have
“hoped. 17 Yo with exuse my- chauylaism, I
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‘Gwynne -Howell, when- there .ars young
American singers who could have done justas
well, /
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