A Firmly Middle-Class Wozzeck   

The event paid tribute to the notion that revolutionary politics ought to embrace revolutionary art, but already there were rumblings about whether contemporary music could really advance the proletariat cause. Trotsky held that “the domain of art is not one in which the Party is called upon to command,” but Stalin thought otherwise, and by the mid-1930s matters of artistic style and technique were under the thumb of bureaucratic control. Atonal works like “Wozzeck” were proscribed. 

For 82 years one of the most seminal operas of the 20th century went unstaged by any Russian opera company, but last week the Bolshoi Opera unveiled a stimulating new production of “Wozzeck” by Dmitri Cherniakov, with Teodor Currentzis conducting — two young artists that work increasingly as a team both in Russia and abroad, having collaborated last spring on Verdi’s “Macbeth” for the Opéra Bastille in Paris. 

“Wozzeck,” musical style apart, could only have appealed to Bolshevik orthodoxy, for its antihero squarely embodies the oppressed worker. A soldier during a time of peace, Wozzeck grovels for money by performing menial tasks for his quirky captain and subjecting himself to medical experiments conducted by a vainglorious doctor. His status as a social underdog helps cause him to snap and murder his common-law wife Marie (by whom he has had a son), although her dalliance with a regimental drum major is also a motivating factor. 

Mr. Cherniakov, however, chooses to focus on the opera’s psychological dimension to the exclusion of its social one. Wozzeck becomes an anonymous member of the middle class, dressed in suit and tie (costumes by Mr. Cherniakov and Yelena Zaitseva). The captain and the doctor are not his superiors but his equals, with whom he enjoys a drink at a café. Wozzeck’s breakdown is apparently unrelated to the grind of his downtrodden life: it simply happens.

It all comes to a head at the end of the opera. When the guilt-plagued Wozzeck throws the knife he killed Marie with into a pond, then fears he might not have thrown it in far enough and ends up drowning, we see no pond or knife but, later, an array of other families — two parents and a child — just like Wozzeck’s. Mr. Cherniakov’s productions (he designs the sets) often divide the stage into cubicles on multiple levels, a technique that enables him to show different things simultaneously. In the final two scenes, each of 12 boxes encloses a separate family, including one for Wozzeck (who remains alive), the body of Marie and their oblivious son, who plays video games. How does Wozzeck’s family differ from the others? Very little, it would seem, just a victim of bad luck.

Mr. Cherniakov’s approach is compelling intellectually but demands both too much and too little of him. Too much, because it requires persuasive visual analogies for the psychological content that he hears in the music, which proves an elusive task. Too little, because stripping out the opera’s class distinctions results in diminished theatrical opportunities. This “Wozzeck” needs more Expressionistic punch.

Part of the problem stems from the casting of the title role. The German baritone Georg Nigl is an accomplished singer who often performs Baroque and modern repertoire. But the best Wozzecks have voices robust enough for Wagner and Strauss combined with lieder-singer artistry. Mr. Nigl’s voice often sounded too light for the music, even though he and the other singers were sometimes — inexplicably — amplified.

But the American soprano Mardi Byers was a memorable Marie, singing with a wealth of vocal colors and making a lovely moment of the lullaby for her son. She was also effective in showing genuine remorse for two-timing Wozzeck (Mr. Cherniakov deserves credit here). And she certainly had one’s sympathies when, standing blindfolded on a chair in bra and panties, she was taunted by Wozzeck with a whip. The numerous small roles were mostly well taken, notably those of the captain (Maksim Paster), the drum major (Roman Muravitsky) and Wozzeck’s friend Andres (Fredrik Akselberg). 

Mr. Currentzis reminded us that, notwithstanding its atonal idiom, “Wozzeck” stands squarely within the rich Austro-German symphonic tradition. His was a full-bodied reading, though instrumental textures were not always of optimal transparency. 

“Wozzeck,” performed in the Bolshoi’s New Stage, comes at a trying time for the company. The renovation of the main theater, which continues to drag on, is now the subject of a criminal investigation into misuse of building funds. The music director Alexander Vedernikov resigned in frustration earlier this year. In August, Mr. Currentzis and four other prominent Russian conductors agreed to a long-term collaboration with the Bolshoi, though how much time each will give the company remains to be seen. Yet this “Wozzeck,” warts and all, redresses a historic wrong and ought to give the company a lift. 

Wozzeck. By Alban Berg. Bolshoi Opera, Moscow. Performances resume in May.

