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Schumann: Szenen aus Goethes Faust  /

Comparison CD: Mattila, Bonney, Poschner-Kiebel, Vermillion, Wottrich, Blochwitz, Terfel, Rottering, Peeters. Tölz Bouys ‘Choir , Swedish Radio Choir, BPO/Abbado (Sony Classical)
“By the time of his death in 1832, Goethe’s stature among European poets was second only to Bryon’s. It’s hardly surprising that so many nineteenth-century musicians found Goethe’s magnum opus irresistible. Faust inspired masterpieces from Berlioz, Liszt, Gounod and Boito, but for that most “literary” of composers, Robert Schumann, Faust seems to have posed unique challenges from the start.

He originally thought to set Faust as an opera and only gradually came to think of the music he was composing as a secular oratorio. Schumann worked at the score, off and on, for nine years and, though sections of the work were performed as early as 1849, “Szenes from Goethe’s Faust” remained unpublished at his death. The piano score did not appear until 1858 and the full orchestral version a year later.

Ferdinand Hiller conducted the première of the entire oratorio in 1862 in Cologne, but only at the insistence of the baritone Julius Stockhausen, who refused to sing excerpts. Both Liszt and Hanslick, despite their antipodal sensibilities, warmly embraced the work. Brahms, however, cautioned against complete performances of it, while Clara, ever the vigilant guardian of her husband’s posthumous reputation, seems to have vacillated in her opinion of the work.

This new RCO Live set (recorded during five performances in April 2008) demonstrates that Schumann’s problematic score has an ardent an eloquent champion in Nikolaus Harnoncourt. The Concertgebouw is brilliantly showcased and the Netherlands Radio and Netherlands Children’s Choirs acquit themselves magnificently. Some of the most beguiling music-making occurs in the third section of the oratorio, Faust’s Transfiguration. In the introduction, the sound of the wind band is exquisitely blended, with the characteristic colours of  woodwind and brass alternating in an ebb and flow that seems almost magical. 
Generally speaking, the precision and articulations of the choral forces is one of the recording’s great strengths: they achieve a luminosity that reflects and amplifies the superb wind playing. The extended exchange between the Pater Seraphicus and the chorus of Blessed Boys is particularly affecting. Harnoncourt deftly manages the tricky tempo fluctuations, difficult entrances and balance of sound throughout.
Christian Gerhaber sings the demanding roles of Faust, Pater Seraphicus and Dr. Marianus with great skill and conviction. His sound is healty and his artistic instincts admirably suited to Schumann’s subtleties of characterization.

Unfortunately, the same cannot be said of the other two principals. Both Alastair Miles (Mephistopheles) and Christiane Iven (Gretchen) are afflicted with wobbles which they seem unable to control, even when their voices are warmed up. Given Gretchen’s prominence in the first part of the oratorio, this problem becomes a major liability in the overall success of the performance.

Technically speaking, the recorded sound is on the same high level that has characterized the RCO Live series to date. Frustratingly, the text booklet is keyed to numbers in the score rather than to cues on the discs. If you want to refer to the translation, be prepared for a lot of page-turning.

The undeniable beauties of Harnoncourt’s Concertgebouw performance notwithstanding, it is the Claudia Abbado/Berlin Pilharmonic reading of “Scenes form Goethe’s Faust” that continues to hold the field uncontested.

It too is a live recording, originating in performances at the Philharmonie in June 1994, and features Bryn Terfel, Karita Mattila and Jan-Hendrik Rootering in the principal roles. Abbado has devoted significant energies to Schumann throughout his long careerd. His approach to this challenging but lovable score is trenchant, focused and deeply persuasive.
