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THE
STANDARD OPERAGLASS

PRELUDE

After all, editions do count for something,
particularly if you are confronted by the fif-
teenth edition of a book that deals with such
a fleshless subject as an opera plot. But Mr.
Charles Anneslermay point the index-finger
of pride at “The Standard Operaglass” as a
trinmphant refutation of the notion that de-
scription of a libretto of necessity entails dry-
ness of treatment. This modest-appearing vol-
ume contains the detailed plots of one hundred
and twenty-three well-known operas and music
"dramas. It ranges from 1714, when Gluck was
born, to 1863, when Mascagni saw the light;
from ‘“Armida” of Gluck to ¢ The Cricket
on the Hearth” of Goldmark. Such a various
range is valuable as it is satisfying.

It was Theophile Gautier, master of pictu-
resque French prose, who read the dictionary
every day, searching for new words, for unex-
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pected combinations. Walter Pater, the Eng-
lish composer of beautiful sentences, read his
dictionary daily, but for another reason. He
sought for the word to be avoided, for the
word to be forever banned. Yet one is in-
clined to agree with a later writer, who openly
avowed a morbid appetite for dictionaries, in-
dexes, and books of reference. A delightful
train of association may be set spinning on
smooth rails round about the land of memory,
and I confess, without reservation, to digging
up without toil many pleasant moments whilst
reading the index of ‘‘The Standard Opera-
glass.”

Let us look at it closely.

It begins quite properly with ‘¢ Ab*’—¢¢ Abu
Hassan,”” by Weber. Who has ever heard this
work? Not I; yet it was once—alas, fatal
indication of fashion’s changes!—a popular and
sprightly little piece, written, as Mr. Annesley
says, in the composer’s youth. It has been re-
vived, but operatic resurrections usually are, as
we know, futile things. Any opera of value
survives, not only in the music of its successors
—ag some wit maliciously remarked—but in
some collection culled from the past, some sing-
er’s repertoire album. So Weber’s youthful
piece isrecalled to us by the occasionally sung
contralto solo, ‘“O Fatima, gift sent from
heaven.”’
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Then, to continne our meandering through
the few examples of the initial letter of the al-
phabet, we have ‘‘L’Africaine.”” Thanks to
some who still discern in Meyerbeer vestiges of
a striking manner, if not a wealth of thematic
matter, this greatest of his works—I say ‘ great-
est ’? quite in variance to popular critical opin-
ion—is not fallen into the dust-bin of opera-
land. Oddly enough, theindex givesus ¢ Aida
as its companion.  This jostling of titles has a
pretty significance. With a genius more alert,
vivid, and vigorous, Verdi nevertheless had
“L’Africaine” in his mind’s eyo when he
penned ‘¢ Aida.”” With the same complexion,
two works could not be more remotely sun-
dered, but there is a general resemblance. Both
are tropical themes, tropically treated. Almost
symphonic in ountline is Meyerbeer’s effort; tor-
rentially dramatic is Verdi’s handling. Both
men are master colorists.

Shall T dwell upon Flotow’s *‘Stradella”
when Stradella’s original air, ¢ Pity, O Saviour,”
is still sung ? And where hath vanished Flotow’s
music—all except delightful ¢ Martha*’?  Ar-
mida ”’ brings us back to Gluck, the father of
the modern music drama; ‘‘ The Armorer,”’ by
Lortzing, suggests that this neglected composer
is now winning his just dues in Germany.
What memories are evoked by Auber’s ¢ Ballo
in Maschera,’’ which, as the editor reminds us,
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has not been quite superseded by Verdi’s opera
of the same title. Auber, creator of genuine
light opera, was crowded out by Offenbach—a
buffoon of genius. ‘‘The Barber of Bagdad,”’
by Peter Cornelius, is but a shadow of a name
to many, yet when played at the Metropolitan
Opera-house, New York, not a decade ago, its
musical beauty and spontaneity were instantly
recognized. It deserves a prominent place in
the repertory of all model opera-houses because
of its brightness, lightness of touch, and, above
all, for the famous bass solo, with chorus,
‘‘Salaam ! Aléikoum.”

The temptation to proceed alphabetically
must be resisted, else this idle preluding might
be magnified into grave rivalry with the editor.
This temptation is all the harder to overcome
when one reads such titles as ‘“ Barber of Se-
ville”> and ‘“ Benvenuto Cellini,”’ titles that
quite allure to garrulousness. Think of the
critical sport missed in not being able to juggle
with the names of Rossini and Berlioz! The
fat and lean of music! The one fairly exuding
melodies, oily, suave, happy, cynical, and an
amateur cook; the other gaunt and often hun-
gry, cynical with the cynicism of the neglected,
and a man who literally made his harmonies by
the sweat of his brow. Ah, here would be a fine
chance to pit the two dead men in critical com-
bat !
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A hurried survey of the excellent index of
this book gives some idea of the mortality of
music. Who was it that said women and music
age quickly ? The life of the average woman is
long compared to the life of most lyric dramas.
A sympathetic shudder seizes me as I read the
names of- operas long since forgotten, operas
over which blood and ink were spilled, operas
that made famous their creators.

Solomon might have aptly remarked of ope-
ratic music, ‘ All is vanity.”” No form decays
so rapidly ; of no musical form does the public
go quickly tire. Who remembers Maillart’s
‘“ Dragons de Villars’? How thickly the dust
coats Weber’s ‘‘ Euryanthe,”” all except the
overture! Who cares for Schumann’s ¢‘ Gen-
oveva,” the overture not included? And
Adams’ ¢ Niremberg Doll,” which was the
forerunner of several modern ballets with me-
chanical dolls? Where are Boiéldien’s ‘‘ Jean
of Paris’’ and Spohr’s ‘‘ Jessonda’? Mehul’s
‘“ Joseph of Egypt »’ is crystallized in a few tenor
airs served up at classical concerts, and for the
most part served coldly. If you protest that
these are not masterpieces, and deserve the dust’s
doom, what can you say to Gluck’s two ‘‘ Iphi-
genias”’? They are masterpieces. Does even
‘“ Freischiitz > get fair play? We hear ‘“Lu-
cia,”” but how often ¢ Preciosa’’? We are over-
whelmed with ‘‘ Les Huguenots,”” but why not
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