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Strauss’
nostalgic
valentine to
Vienna is
steeped in
beauty

For this production of Arabella, director Tim Albery has transported the action from the original
1860 to 1910. Pictured here is Act I’s ball scene, as staged by Minnesota Opera in 2013.
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Arabellasibrettist Hug'o' Qénﬂgfr;lannsthal

trademark Strauss. And Weimar's cos-
mopolitan spirit welcomed the artistic contri-
butions of other cultures, embracing what we
now call diversity to confirm the richness of a
world beyond Germany’s borders. Some,
including the National Socialists, found all
this threatening. To them, the future lay in
the greatness of the past.

For the aging composer about to set Hof-
mannsthal’s Arabella libretto, the desire to
look backward sprang less from political
motivation than from personal need. As
biographer Matthew Boyden notes, “The year
1931 was marred for Strauss by the perpetua-
tion of Germany’s economic and spiritual
suffering, and during the first six months he
succumbed to a bout of irresistible nostalgia
which manifested itself, for the most part, in
his work on Arabella.” Luckily for Strauss, his
nostalgia matched that of his audience. Ara-
bella became, according to Boyden, Ger-
many’s most frequently performed new

o, diedfouryetrs before the opera’s premiere
'.(-)I’l‘ Julya, '1938.'.

the opera ends as Ash Wednesday dawns, as
Arabella forgives Mandryka his boorish jeal-
ousy, denying herself the luxury of hurt feel-
ings just as the faithful forgo comforts for
Lent. Demonstrating a compassion whose
spirit the music captures, she embraces her
lover’s humanity, and her own. She grows up.

Motifs woven through the orchestral tex-
ture deepen the characterizations and
advance the action. Strauss is said to have
based some of his themes on Croatian folk
songs, an homage to his male lead,
Mandryka. The quandary Zdenka has created
by forging love letters to Matteo is represented
early on by a waltz-like, minor-chord figure
that rises and falls, pulled in two directions. At
the end of Act I, now wavering between minor
and major modes, this figure becomes almost
danceable, still tense but hinting at a happy
resolution. The theme announcing Arabella’s
determination to marry for love, to wait for the
Right One, der Richtige, is introduced in full in
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opera between 1933 and 194s.

If the opera breathes nostalgia, the 1860s
Vienna of the story’s original setting was
nevertheless a city entering a new era,
renouncing its past and assuming the look
that distinguishes it to this day. In 1857,
Emperor Franz Joseph ordered demolition
of the ancient city walls and embarked on
what would become a s5o-year project, con-
struction of the great Ringstrasse boulevard
and the grand buildings that line it. What a
setting for the story of an ingenue who steps
out of childhood and into her future!

The music is vintage Strauss, and while
stripped of the composer’s characteristically
opulent orchestration, the sound is any-
thing but spare. (“Glowing, picturesque,”
author Michael Kennedy calls the score,

Arabella and Zdenka’s Act | duet, in the six-
tone setting of the words, “Aber der Richtige”
(“The one who's right for me”). This theme,
sometimes varied, is heard throughout. With
Arabella and Mandryka alone at the end, after
a passing recollection of the “quandary” waltz
and a fanfare that inserts a sly reference to
Mendelssohn’s wedding march, der Richtige
brings down the final curtain.

Mandryka’'s love theme is signature
Strauss, a soaring, eight-tone line, at the
fourth tone rising above its otherwise
closely spaced intervals, then descending.
Its fullest form first appears in Act |, in
Mandryka’s “So gib das Mddel mir zur Frau”
(“So give the girl to me as wife”). A theme
associated with Arabella’s maturity begins
with three descending tones, heard in the

“like chamber music in its clarity and lumi-
nosity.”) Think of Arabella as a waltz, its gentle stabs of humor
evoking the essence of an idealized Vienna and capturing the
sureness and uncertainty of young love. This is an opera popu-
lated by grown-ups: people, not types. Here, unlike Die Frau ohne
Schatten and Die dgyptische Helena, Hofmannsthal has jettisoned
symbols in favor of hearts and minds.

The affection Strauss brought to this opera seems to have
embarrassed him. Perhaps to anticipate critics, he suggested it was
a piece of schmaltz. The soprano who created the title role, Viorica
Ursuleac, recalled how Strauss conducted the opera. He rushed the
duets “Aber der Richtige” and “Und du wirst mein Gebieter sein,” and
charged through the final scene. “Such sentimentality!” he would
mutter. Make of that what you will.

The action unfolds on Shrove Tuesday, the day Arabella leaves
childhood behind and commits her life to the dashing Mandryka. But

42 SAN FRANCISCO OPERA

brief orchestral prelude to Act Il (where it is
followed immediately by Mandryka's “Es ist ein Engel"—this is an
angel—as Arabella descends the staircase at the ball). This theme
returns to open the glorious introduction to the final scene. Here
the angel descends another staircase. Step by deliberate step, Ara-
bella approaches Mandryka, to forgive him and affirm their bond.

Savor the characters: Arabella’s bumbling parents, a well-mean-
ing sister who almost derails the perfect match, the men who believe
themselves God's gift to Arabella, and Mandryka, smart enough to
admit his stupidity and convinced it has cost him his dreams. Ara-
bella won't allow that. This may be her big day, but it is also his.
Throughout, and in its happy ending, Arabella does more than recap-
ture the past. It inoculates us with beauty. It neutralizes time.

Larry Rothe is author of Music for a City, Music for the World and
co-author of For the Love of Music.





