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He is one of the truly great composers alive today,
but, as Michael Church finds out, it's taken more
than 40 years for Hans Werner Henze's home
country of Italy to commission an opera from him

ans Werner Henze is one of
today’s most prolific orchestral
compaosers —and one of a handful
privileged to see their operas enter
the repertory in their own lifetime — buc his
style defies all arremnpts at categorisation, The
Oford Dictionary of Music sounds awestruck:
‘Bewilderingly diverse, reflecting his ferrile
imagjnativc giﬁs, and his refusal to be tied
down by formulae. As much a French or
Italian composer as German, he can adope at
will Schoenbergian, Stravinskyan, or aleatory
styles”. That percipient critic Bayan Northeon
is more perplexed: for him, much of Henze's
music remains ‘unaccountably, obstinately out
of focus... akind of aural mirage of music,
rather than music as such’. But Simon Racdle
has no doubts: Henee is simply a sensualise,
with an ‘aching lyricism’ lurking behind the
violence, always ready to burst out in long,
singing lines. This was the impulse thar drove
Henze out of the cerebral Darmstade schoal
of Bouler and Stockhausen, after the briefest
and most abortive of Mirtations.,
Henze once described his composing

as ‘like digging in a mine, a form of self-
psychoanalysis' But he's alse intensely
engaged with the real world: no other
compaoser has attracted more devoted
adherents — or lost more musical friends —
through such passionate invelvement with
revolutionary political causes, mose notably
Cuban. For me, his music is a chiaroscuro
landscape, sometimes aggressively forbidding,

The commission is
the ‘rectification of a
' scandalous injustice’

sometimes surpassingly beauriful, often
Olympian in its majesty, but his works usually
feel like gardens or palaces that smilingly
invite exploration. And ic's to his own
cypress-girvt palace with its olive grove, in the
hills south of Rome, to which [ am bidden,

as his new chamber opera is readied for
production. The building is crammed with
Oriental ceramics, Greele buses, paintings and
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ROME, SWEET HOME:
Henze inhi rden up
in the hills to the south
of the Italian capital

hangings, all exquisitely arranged. Ushered
into the pillared central chamber, 1 find the
82-year-old compaser enthroned like a king
with young male arcendants ministering 1o
his needs: obviously ill. While he silencly
beclons me to sit, T take in this distillacgon
of his world: a pair of Steinways, a pair of
glossy whippets which prance around his feer,
and on the desk two big photographs of his
lifelong companion Fausto Moroni, wha died
two years ago, and for whom Henze's recent
Eloginm Musicrrm is an eloquent obituary,
One picrure shows him as a toddler, the other
as a young and handsome here,

The ensuing interview contains very few
words, since each question is met with a
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silence during which Henze dives down into
his well of memory, ruminating at length
before delivering his reply; heavy medication
plus heavy consumption of alcohol — giant
Martinis at eleven in the morning — slows his
mind toa glacial pace. But his replies are a5
astringent and gracefully phrased as they were
when linterviewed him eight years ago.

His new work is encitled Tmmalatione
(The Sacrifice), and is the setring of an
extracrdinary Expressionist verse-drama
by the Austrian-Jewish poer Franz Werfel,
which Henze has been obsessed with for half
acentury. Straying by a river, a little dog from
a good home encounters an outcast on the run
from the police: as Henze's synopsis puts it

‘the stranger kills the lirtle dog, in his distress
and panic’. Bucics a joyful death, and the
poem ends in a mood of exaltacion. Why has
Henze waited so long to ser ic? ‘All my friends
without exceprion found it not a good choice
— oo much pathos, too much sentimentalicy,
Buc when [ received chis invitation from the
Accademia di Santa Cecilia, I said to myself,
this is the moment to ignore all the rrivial
objections of my friends —and to make an
opera,” This is the first commission he has
received from an Iralian insticution in 40
vears of Tralian domicile: ‘the rectification of a
scandalous injustice,’ says Antonio Pappana,
who conducts irs premiere next month,

Wy st che dog die? 'I don't know!”
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Henze replies, with the ghost of a grin, "Why
do o think he must?” Because he is innocent,
I suggest. Henze changes the subject:
‘According to the existent law, the man is
very guilty” Does he think the law should be
changed? His answer to that is oblique: “The
man has to run for his life, but this sweet
thing leaping around made it impossible for
him to flee, Thad to try ro make music from
my own knowledge of crime and che police,
of mishaps, and fear, and rage. As much as [
could remember, T put into chis score, from
my own life.” 5o is he this man? Tm not rude
enough!” In all ocher respects, we can safely
assume that he is, for Henze himself grew up
IN CVEry Sense an ourcast.
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MUSICAL ICON:
Hans Werner
Henze inthe 19705

BOULEVARD SOLITUDE
{1950, right)

Henze himself has dismissed

| this charming apera—a
reworking of the Manon stery
| -asa childish thing’ marred
by amateurish scoring, but it
has superbly stood the test of
time, Jazz mingles with Berg
and Henze's all-time hero
Stravinsky in the variegated
score; the troubled hero is

his self-portrait.

DER PRINZ VON HOMBURG (7958}
Luchine Visconti persuaded Henze to turn this
19th-century German play into an opera, and
it entirely justified the film director’s hunch,
The prince is a poetic dreamer, trapped in a
harsh, militaristic regime. The young Henze's
| absorption in 19th-century Italian opera
resulted in a glariously sensuous score.

{ THE BASSARIDS (1965)

Euripides’ play The Bacchae is here given a
literary make-over by those ace librettists
WH Auden and Chester Kallman; JS Bach,

| Rameau and Mahler are just some of the
musical influences brought to bear in Henze's
rich score. The whole thing has a symphanic
quality, with a suite of Bacchic dances, an
extended adagio and a vast passacaglia,

SIXTH SYMPHONY (1959)

Henze regards this as his most successful
synthesis of symphonic elements with gritty
sounds fram the real warld, There are the
rhythms of Afro-Cuban Yoruba rites, quotes
from Vietnamese folk songs and Mikis
Theadaorakis's chant against the colanels who
had tempararily usurped the Greek state.

THE ENGLISH CAT (1990)

This 'story for singers and instruments’
ernploys a libretto by Edward Bend based on

a feline parable by Balzac, The libretto follows
the ballad pattern established by Gay's The
feggar's Opera; the musicis, in Henze's words,
‘sinister and oblique’, with a heavy debt ta
Beethoven's Diabelll Variations.

He was a pacifist homosexual,
son of a loathed Mazi facher, and

state of alicnation. In 1944, when
Hitler's defeat was starting to loak
inevitable, he was conscripted
into a unit whose purpose was to
act as cannon-fodder, ‘Our days

T corC SpEt in 3 torrent of insules,

abuse, and punishments,” he recalled in his
autobiography. He narrowly survived che war
after witnessing unspeakable horrors. ‘But the
major problem was hunger, even after the war
when [wasa POW,” he says. “Thar tools root
in my mind, and can't be crased. My dislike

‘I learnt my use of
dissonance from
' Haydn and Mozart’

for the German race meant [ wanted to get
out as soon a5 possible. How German does he
feel now? After an exceptionally long silence,
he replics, ‘I feel I am a European.’ Not an
Italian? ‘Berlusconi is disgusting,”

Aswe talk, | register ceramic and bronze
whippets around us on every table. Were the
live ones his inspiration? 'Ne, because mine
are not so spoild! Bur sometimes a dog sees
you, and thinks that you are fabulous. And
they are right!” An indulgent smile, asa dog
jumps into his lap: this is Belmonte, named
after the hero of Mozart's Die Entflibrung, °1
love their beauty, he explains, ‘their elegance’
Tenor Tan Bostridge will incarnace the dog,
with the Wagnerian bass John Tomlinson —
whose performance in The Minotanr greatly
enthused Henze — as the Alberich-like
outcast, As his synopsis puts it ‘On the one
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he spent his 19305 adeolescence in a

\ LEARMING FIRST-HAND:
Antonio Pappano and
Henze discuss Immaolatione

hand, the music ascends (for the ascension of
our little dog), while on the ocher it descends
into the unfathomable depths of the stranger's
soul.” What was the musical germ of the piece?
“T'he noise of the river —a ground bass. T was
curious to see how it would develop — T just ler
my ideas How over it. IFT may consider myself
a symphonist, it has all been abour thesis

and ancichesis. That was the most German
thing which remained in my mind, afrer I lefe
Germany.' A wicked glint, ‘And I pay my taxes
[to Germany] out of fear, not of Tove!"

Tlike music to be made entirely our of
lines,” he told me back in 2001. ‘Moving
torward, and not diving, or drowning!

Think of those poles they pur inta the mud

in Venice: that is how [ use chords, fitting
straight downwards in order to regulare

the stream of my imagination. And my

use of dissonance was never serialise: it was
learned from our commen ancestors Haydn
and Mozart, My dissonances are also an
expression of pain at our separation from their
pure, beautiful world.”

Afrer an hour he's tived, and ic's time far
the photo shoot — which has been taking
place round us — to move outdoors, 1 leave
him seated in lonely eminence at his eable in
the courtyard, with HWH' picked out in a
baronial mosaic on its surface, His parting
wave is slow, bur debonair as cver, W

O 16 Jan, the Barbican and Radie 3 will
devore a Total Tmmersion weekend to Henze,
Evenis include Oliver Knusen coneltecting the
BEC Symphony Orchestra & Chorus in the

UK premicre of Elogion Musicunt', and Huw
Warking pa"zrv;-;'ug westc for sole plane. Phaedra’
Jgeets ity UK pressuieve from the Ensemile Moderne
wnder Michae! Boder. Tmrvolatione will

recefve it sworld premiere in Rome on 10 Jan,




