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Variations of an enigma
To some, Thomas Adès is the most brilliant composer of his
generation, while others find his work baffling. A new festival seeks to
unravel the mystery, reports Neil Fisher

RECOMMEND?

Plot a course through the major works of Thomas Adès and you
may end up as stranded as the characters in his opera The
Tempest . Equally, navigate by the conflicting commentaries on
the rise of Britain’s most glamorous composer and it sometimes
seems as if each one is talking about a different person.

When Adès does speak on record he tends toward abstract
pronouncements about his work, or (occasionally) about a
particular composer he admires. Interpretation is rarely explored,
and he keeps his personal life almost compulsively under wraps.

Yet the clique of musicians, artists and writers that Adès, now 36,
does confide in rejects his image as a distant loner. “I always find
it puzzling when people remark on how private Tom is,” says the
violinist Anthony Marwood, a long-term friend and collaborator.
“I’ve even heard the word aloof just because he is private. If he
chooses to let his music do the talking, I think he should be
accepted.”

But just what is the music saying? Over the next two months
there will be ample chance to find out. Along with the UK
premiere of his latest piece, Tevot, nearly all his major works will
be performed in a Barbican festival dedicated to his work, Traced
Overhead , while the Royal Opera hosts the first revival of The
Tempest since its 2004 premiere. It’s an unprecedented chance
to experience his work.

Although the name is Syrian-Jewish, Adãs was born in London
and brought up in Hampstead, the son of an art historian and a
linguist. At Cambridge he was a brilliant student, achieving a
double-starred first in music.

Yet in his music his character is masked, and the common
threads are difficult to unwind. As one critic put it early on: “Adès
is good at burying his traces: deception and subterfuge are part
of his armoury.”

His first opera, Powder her Face , whose success rocketed the
24-year-old composer to prominence, seems a case in point: its
lascivious heroine, the disgraced Duchess of Argyll, should be as
unappealing as her sexual peccadillos, yet Adès somehow makes
her downfall as moving as it is humorous, while staying all the
while the ironic onlooker.

According to the opera’s librettist, the novelist Philip Hensher,
part of the fun lay in the experimentation. “Tom was much less
well-known than he is now. The Almeida theatre left us to get on
with it, so we wrote what interested and amused us.”

For a while it looked as though this was an Adès with whom we
could feel comfortable. But then he moved on. As Hensher says:
“He explores particular sonic phenomena until he’s got to the
bottom of them, then something new, something else occurs to
him.”
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In the case of Adès’s next large-scale work, Asyla , few could
have predicted such a powerful and different development. And
although it shook with the weight of its exotic battery of
percussion, it also had a raw and expressive power. Yet there
were dissenters. The critic Ivan Hewett wrote that Adãs’s work
tended toward “facile cleverness”, and in the difficult build-up to
The Tempest rumours circulated that other composers were
having to leap in to assist in time for curtain-up. Afterwards,
some wondered if the neo-Romantic score was a backward step.

The tenor Ian Bostridge, who sang Caliban, recalls: “We were
sitting in the auditorium at the moment when Ferdinand and
Miranda kiss. Tom had scored a cymbal crash, and he said: ‘Oh
my god, is this embarrassing?’ It wasn’t: I think Tom was
rediscovering the power of emotion in music.” Anyone who heard
the 17 high Es that the soprano singing Ariel sang in her first
minute on stage could also hear that Adãs was still pushing the
boundaries. Perhaps his talent is for using extremes of sound —
in the case of Asyla he once admitted that the pounding
percussion recalled a night of clubbing.

When Anthony Marwood heard Ariel’s music, he had a
premonition that the violin concerto Adès was writing for him
would set a similar test ( see panel ). “Tom maintains he knew all
along that I could play that high,” Marwood laughs. “I barely knew
it myself. Somehow he has a sense of where the outer limits lie.”

His friends queue up to attest to his personal charm. “He’s
delightful, funny and really knows how to handle people,” says
Bostridge. “He’s not a snob in any sense,” says Hensher. “When
you go round to his, he’s always got some hilarious discovery on
the go.” The Adès coterie are resolute that it isn’t all about his
intellect, even if Adãs’s idol is the reclusive Conlon Nancarrow,
who grew so frustrated by the limits of musicians that he
composed for the automatic piano instead.

Recent developments in Adès’s personal life may change his
direction again. Last year he and his boyfriend, the Israeli video
artist Tal Rosner, became civil partners, and Adãs has admitted
that it changed his attitude to his work. “Maybe now I’m allowing
certain feelings or spaces in one’s soul or heart which before I
wouldn’t have recognised or even known were there,” he
confessed.

Perhaps it will also allow him to move from being a Prospero,
bound by his own formidable art, to being more of a Ferdinand —
a little more willing to show us exactly how he feels.

Traced Overhead, including the Violin Concerto performed by
Anthony Marwood, begins on Wednesday at the Barbican (0845
1207550); The Tempest opens at Covent Garden on March 12
(020-7304 4000)

Ads by Google

Find a Great Classical CD
Want a Recommendation You Can TrustWith a Quick
Search? Try us out Now
www.BachTrack.com

Classical Music
Performance diesel enginesChoice of saloon estate
Jaguar.com

Classical Music Service
Download More Than 20,000,000Songs Free - 100% Legal
Service!
www.BearShare.com

ALSO IN MUSIC

Soul singer Teddy Pendergrass dies
BBC admits it went too far with U2 support
Beatles actors who will all  live in a 3-D Yellow Submarine are
named

ALSO IN ARTS & ENTERTAINMENT

Review: Sarah Palin appears on Fox News - The O’Reilly Factor

BREAKING ACT

Free download
from Alan Pownall

LED ZEPPELIN

Jimmy Page opens
up

ALEXANDRA BURKE

The X Factor
winner's
reinvention

WEEKLY ARTS EMAIL

Sign up for the best
of our Arts
coverage

Classical events
From Bryn Terfel with the
WNO to Chopin's birthday
celebrations

Online Sudoku
with daily prizes

CARS JOBS

PROPERTY TRAVEL

CLASSIFIEDS  

JOBS

Senior Prison Managers
From £44,589
HM PRISON SERVICE
Nationwide

Assistant Director –
North
£60K - £70K
Turning Point
Yorkshire, North East,
North West

EFFICIENT
SECRETARY/PERSONAL
ASSISTANT

Romulus Construction
Limited
London

Chief Executive
£60K+ plus performance
rewards

Bedfordshire / Greater
London

Search more Jobs

Place your advert now

POPULAR SEARCHES ON TIMES ONLINE

avatar |  bollywood news |  brüno | chess |
dating |  mercury prize |  Michael Jackson
|  mortgages |  movie trailers |  music |  podcasts |
proms |  recipes |  savings |  slumdog
millionaire |  sudoku |  theatre tickets |  tron 2
|  university guide |  wine
Shortcuts to help you find sections and articles

javascript:;
mailto:?Subject=I%20saw%20this%20on%20Times%20Online%20and%20thought%20you%20might%20be%20interested&Body=Variations%20of%20an%20enigma%0A%0Ahttp://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/arts_and_entertainment/music/article1458190.ece
http://www.addthis.com/bookmark.php?v=20
https://www.google.com/adsense/support/bin/request.py?contact=abg_afc&url=http://www.timesonline.co.uk&hl=en&client=ca-timesgroupdigital_index_html&gl=UK
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=BTdli0T1PS67TFsKY-Abwx9CSCL-e444B3bCWzAvAjbcBgNMOEAEYASC-jJQGKAM4AFDxs_DkAWC7vq6D0AqgAZ_20fMDsgEfZW50ZXJ0YWlubWVudC50aW1lc29ubGluZS5jby51a8gBAdoBWmh0dHA6Ly9lbnRlcnRhaW5tZW50LnRpbWVzb25saW5lLmNvLnVrL3RvbC9hcnRzX2FuZF9lbnRlcnRhaW5tZW50L211c2ljL2FydGljbGUxNDU4MTkwLmVjZYACAakCM1D5FXsIuz6oAwHoA8oE6APQBOgDF_UDAAAABPUDAAAAEA&num=1&sig=AGiWqtw-U8fNEv5rAn1H-V1ILfBTdyw6uA&client=ca-timesgroupdigital_index_html&adurl=http://www.BachTrack.com/find-a-cd%3F_kk%3Dclassical%2520music%2520cds%26_kt%3Da4b8639d-09bb-4f4a-bdc7-b6d971854dde
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=BuqcQ0T1PS67TFsKY-Abwx9CSCMOpuo8BkeqWzg7AjbcBwO0aEAIYAiC-jJQGKAM4AFCM9uqOBGC7vq6D0AqyAR9lbnRlcnRhaW5tZW50LnRpbWVzb25saW5lLmNvLnVryAEB2gFaaHR0cDovL2VudGVydGFpbm1lbnQudGltZXNvbmxpbmUuY28udWsvdG9sL2FydHNfYW5kX2VudGVydGFpbm1lbnQvbXVzaWMvYXJ0aWNsZTE0NTgxOTAuZWNlgAIBqQIzUPkVewi7PsgCmZfLB6gDAegDygToA9AE6AMX9QMAAAAE9QMAAAAQ&num=2&sig=AGiWqtxDQL8HZwFgFnurmVsNS1qtw_SIsQ&utm_medium=CPC&utm_term=classical_music&utm_content=Broad&utm_campaign=X-Type_Thomas&client=ca-timesgroupdigital_index_html&adurl=http://www.jaguar.com/gb/en/%23/xtype/%3Futm_source%3DGoogle
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=BzWP10T1PS67TFsKY-Abwx9CSCLrDmJAB8tab5RDAjbcBoI0GEAMYAyC-jJQGKAM4AFDGxf6lBWC7vq6D0AqgAfjB8fQDsgEfZW50ZXJ0YWlubWVudC50aW1lc29ubGluZS5jby51a8gBAdoBWmh0dHA6Ly9lbnRlcnRhaW5tZW50LnRpbWVzb25saW5lLmNvLnVrL3RvbC9hcnRzX2FuZF9lbnRlcnRhaW5tZW50L211c2ljL2FydGljbGUxNDU4MTkwLmVjZagDAegDygToA9AE6AMX9QMAAAAE9QMAAAAQ&num=3&sig=AGiWqtwF7JP3HFspuhxC_W6de6fgWI5lnQ&client=ca-timesgroupdigital_index_html&adurl=http://www.bearshare.com/appid%3D103
http://entertainment.timesonline.co.uk/tol/arts_and_entertainment/music/article6987878.ece
http://entertainment.timesonline.co.uk/tol/arts_and_entertainment/music/article6987090.ece
http://entertainment.timesonline.co.uk/tol/arts_and_entertainment/music/beatles/article6987211.ece
http://entertainment.timesonline.co.uk/tol/arts_and_entertainment/tv_and_radio/article6985849.ece
http://entertainment.timesonline.co.uk/tol/arts_and_entertainment/music/classical/article6978210.ece
http://entertainment.timesonline.co.uk/tol/arts_and_entertainment/music/article6978265.ece
http://entertainment.timesonline.co.uk/tol/arts_and_entertainment/music/article6978265.ece
http://entertainment.timesonline.co.uk/tol/arts_and_entertainment/music/article6979627.ece
http://entertainment.timesonline.co.uk/tol/arts_and_entertainment/music/article6979627.ece
http://entertainment.timesonline.co.uk/tol/arts_and_entertainment/music/article6979478.ece
http://entertainment.timesonline.co.uk/tol/arts_and_entertainment/music/article6979478.ece
https://www.timesonline.co.uk/genreg/showEmailPref.do
https://www.timesonline.co.uk/genreg/showEmailPref.do
http://entertainment.timesonline.co.uk/tol/arts_and_entertainment/music/classical/article6978210.ece
http://entertainment.timesonline.co.uk/tol/arts_and_entertainment/games_and_puzzles/sudoku/interactive_sudoku/
http://entertainment.timesonline.co.uk/tol/arts_and_entertainment/games_and_puzzles/sudoku/interactive_sudoku/
http://entertainment.timesonline.co.uk/tol/classifieds/
http://jobs.timesonline.co.uk/job/385192/senior-prison-managers
http://jobs.timesonline.co.uk/job/386713/assistant-director-north
http://jobs.timesonline.co.uk/advancedsearch/?keyword=EFFICIENT+SECRETARY%2FPERSONAL+ASSISTANT&Industry=&x=41&y=8
http://jobs.timesonline.co.uk/job/386445/chief-executive
http://jobs.timesonline.co.uk/Jobs/JobSearch.aspx
https://www.advertising.newsint.co.uk/webAdvertising/private/adManager
http://timesonline.typepad.com/blockbuster_buzz/2009/07/james-camerons-avatar-believe-the-hype.html
http://entertainment.timesonline.co.uk/tol/arts_and_entertainment/film/bollywood/
http://entertainment.timesonline.co.uk/tol/arts_and_entertainment/film/article6403679.ece
http://entertainment.timesonline.co.uk/tol/arts_and_entertainment/games_and_puzzles/chess/
http://encounters.timesonline.co.uk/
http://entertainment.timesonline.co.uk/tol/arts_and_entertainment/music/article6725247.ece
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/system/topicRoot/Michael_Jackson/
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/money/property_and_mortgages/
http://timesonline.typepad.com/blockbuster_buzz/trailer_park/
http://entertainment.timesonline.co.uk/tol/arts_and_entertainment/music/
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/tools_and_services/podcasts/
http://entertainment.timesonline.co.uk/tol/arts_and_entertainment/music/proms/
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/life_and_style/food_and_drink/recipes/
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/money/savings/
http://entertainment.timesonline.co.uk/tol/arts_and_entertainment/film/film_reviews/article5461351.ece
http://entertainment.timesonline.co.uk/tol/arts_and_entertainment/games_and_puzzles/sudoku/
http://www.timesplus.co.uk/culture/theatre/
http://timesonline.typepad.com/blockbuster_buzz/2009/07/tron-2-comic-con-footage.html
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/life_and_style/education/sunday_times_university_guide/
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/life_and_style/food_and_drink/wine/


http://entertainment.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/
http://entertainment.timesonline.co.uk/tol/arts_and_entertainment/
http://entertainment.timesonline.co.uk/tol/arts_and_entertainment/music/
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/tools_and_services/services/contact_us/
http://entertainment.timesonline.co.uk/tol/arts_and_entertainment/music/article1458190.ece#top
http://entertainment.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/
http://entertainment.timesonline.co.uk/tol/comment/
http://entertainment.timesonline.co.uk/tol/business/
http://entertainment.timesonline.co.uk/tol/money/
http://entertainment.timesonline.co.uk/tol/sport/
http://entertainment.timesonline.co.uk/tol/life_and_style/
http://entertainment.timesonline.co.uk/tol/travel/
http://entertainment.timesonline.co.uk/tol/driving/
http://entertainment.timesonline.co.uk/tol/arts_and_entertainment/
http://entertainment.timesonline.co.uk/tol/archive/
http://www.tolbooks.co.uk/TBP.Direct/PurchaseProduct/OrderProduct/CustomerSelectProduct/FullProductDetail.aspx?productCode=9781848384262
http://www.tolbooks.co.uk/TBP.Direct/PurchaseProduct/OrderProduct/CustomerSelectProduct/FullProductDetail.aspx?productCode=9781848384262
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/tools_and_services/services/advertising/
https://diy.newsint.co.uk/
http://www.encounters.timesonline.co.uk/s/
http://jobs.timesonline.co.uk/
http://timesonline.globrix.com/
http://carlocator.timesonline.co.uk/
http://traveldirectory.timesonline.co.uk/
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/life_and_style/court_and_social/announcements/
https://subscriptions.timesonline.co.uk/
http://timesonline.newspaperdirect.com/
http://www.globrix.com/
http://www.milkround.com/
http://entertainment.timesonline.co.uk/tol/tools_and_services/services/terms_and_conditions/
http://www.nidp.com/
http://entertainment.timesonline.co.uk/tol/tools_and_services/services/syndication/
http://the-acap.org/acap-enabled.php

