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During one of my early trips to Barcelona, | found
myself at lunch with a New York woman and her
Catalan husband—both architects, partners in life

and business alike—asking the secret to their success.
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Fernando looked and me and said without missing a
beat, “Eileen takes my mother to the opera.”

So that was his great cross-cultural advice? Eileen al-
ready told me more or less the same thing, but | wasn’t
quite sure what to expect from him. Probably that, as
an architect, he sided with Goethe and preferred his
music frozen. But throughout lunch Fernando happily

discussed opera—Wagner in particular—with a fair
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degree of knowledge. | noted the incongruities. “Oh,
| love the music,” he exclaimed. “What | can’t stand is
the opera!”

This all suddenly came to mind a few days ago while
listening to a young soprano perform an early song by
Leonard Bernstein. “I hate music!” she cried. “But | like
to sing.” The girl Bernstein had in mind was maybe 10,

and goes on to complain:




But that’s not music. Not what | call music, no sir!
Music is a lot of men with a lot of tails....

A lot of folks in a big dark hall

Where they really don’t want to be at all

With a lot of chairs, and a lot of airs

And a lot of fur and diamonds.

For a song from the 1940s, the sentiment holds up
pretty well. Fernando would certainly concur. From
what | gathered, his family had been haunting the big
dark halls for generations, his mother still probably
wearing fur and diamonds. It’s still how many people
think of opera—and not without reason. Despite the
humble origins and “man-of-the-people” allure of
composers like Verdi, opera’s populism starts to fade
the further you get from its epoch and culture.

Even in its populist heyday, though, you’d find plen-
ty of diamonds in the good seats. In the early 1900s,
the Parisian journal Gil Blas made an extraordinary
decision to have Debussy, the composer, share its mu-
sic critic position with Colette, author of the beloved
Claudine novels. They often wrote about the same
events, from entirely different perspectives. Readers
who wanted details about the performance or the rela-
tive importance of the music would follow one, those
wanting to know who attended which event with
whom and what they were wearing followed the other.
As Colette first introduced her column to readers, “You
have a choice between Claude and Claudine.”

A century after Puccini’s death, that media model

still holds. Reviews of the Metropolitan Opera’s open-
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ing production of The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier
and Clay appeared on the music pages in a day or so.
Photos of celebrities at the opera, champagne recep-
tion and gala dinner ran later in the New York Times
Style section. No wonder a friend of mine planning his
first trip to the Met once asked me if he needed to rent
a tuxedo. (I said no, but a jacket might be nice.)

What makes the question “Who goes to the opera?”
so complicated today is that, first of all, there’s no
one definition of opera, and second, no single audi-
ence for it. Most opening nights at the Met—not just
of the season but for most productions—will likely be
packed; the rest of the run, not so much. It’s not just
the productions that have gotten more theatrical; the
marketing strategies have too, offering Broadway-style
ticket deals along with other strategies to lure new au-
diences. But this also runs the risk of alienating long-
time fans. My neighbors in New York finally decided to
give up their Met subscription after 40 years because
(a) they couldn’t plan their schedule so far in advance,
and (b) the tickets had become ridiculously expensive.
One morning, on the spur of the moment, they bought
$20 “rush” seats and that night found themselves only
one row away from their old $400 seats. Clearly this is
not a sensible, sustainable approach.

But that’s just the Met. If the company has trouble
filling 3,800 seats on a nightly basis, maybe that’s be-
cause audiences are looking for different settings or
repertoire. The thing about New York, or London, or
Berlin or even San Francisco and Hong Kong, is that you

find younger artists and smaller companies willing to

2025/10 OPERA 55



METXTF
FREQUENT FLYER CRITIC

F) RARFR AT

explore not only different repertoire but also new meth-
ods of presentation and even new business models.
Two of my favorite opera companies (Gotham Chamber
Opera and On Site Opera) may be gone, with New York
City Opera still holding on in name only, but their model
of smaller, site-specific (often immersive) productions
lives on in dozens of other companies catering to audi-
ences craving a different level of involvement.

Frankly, I’ve seen neither diamonds nor furs at
Heartbeat Opera, or Teatro Grattacielo, or the Proto-
type Festival, nor would large segments of their audi-
ence ever think to go to the Met. | have seen dozens of
operas accompanied only by piano, others scored (or
rescored) for four cellos, string and wind quartets, and
nearly any conceivable chamber-music configuration.
Last summer, the American Modern Opera Company
had a full residency at Lincoln Center with 12 produc-
tions, none of which would any diehard Met subscriber
likely consider to be an opera.

The sheer breadth of operatic possibilities—not least
being the quality of the performance—can be a source
of frustration, but also a shot of excitement. By my
gauge, the mark of a healthy culture is not whether or

not the Met—or for that matter, a Michelin restaurant—
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is fully booked, but rather how many possibilities are

available for consideration with various value systems
and price points.

Getting back to Barcelona, | see where Fernando is
coming from. Like everywhere else, opera there has
long been intimately connected with high society. The
current Gran Teatro del Liceu was, in fact, largely fund-
ed by an adjoining private club, the Circulo del Liceu,
founded in 1847 by 125 members of the city’s elite.
Fernando probably comes from one of those families,
or at least feels he’s spent enough time with them. And
fortunately, he lives in a city with other options, such
as the Palau de la MUsica Catala.

Where the Liceu was supported mainly by a small
group of wealthy patrons, the Palau was funded
through the efforts of the Orfed Catala, an amateur
chorus whose working-class members went door-to-
door requesting donations and selling season concert
subscriptions. Likewise, its programming seems de-
signed from the bottom up rather than the top down.
And they must be doing something right: the Palau is
the only concert hall in the world listed as a UNESCO
World Heritage Site.

Which all brings me back to our young girl singing
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Bernstein, an event on the second day of The Village
Trip, billed as “a festival of culture and community”
featuring 10 days of talks, walking tours, poetry read-
ings, and concerts in a wide variety of musical styles,
all recreating and echoing the cultural heyday of
Greenwich Village in the 1950s and 1960s. (Bernstein,
a Village resident briefly in the 1950s, was a special fo-
cus this year.)

Though shaped in the spirit (if not the actual
educational mold) of Ber-
nstein’s Young People’s
Concerts—and featuring
his daughter Nina narrat-
ing Saint-Saéns’ Carnival of
the Animals—no one would
confuse the young Festival
Orchestra (or as they were
dubbed, the “Going the
Distance Players”) with the
New York Philharmonic.
And | think that was largely
the point. People came not
to show off their jewelry, or

even to be artistically chal-
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lenged, but rather to join in a sense of community
(both Nina and conductor Victoria Bond, as well as
most of the orchestra and soloists, could walk home
after the concert).

What the afternoon lacked in musical ability it made
up for in ambition, with more heart than performances
where the tickets would cost twice as much (or more).
The mark of a city like New York is having enough cul-

tural space to embrace them all. =
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