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A Chinese sp

BRUSSELS

The artist Zhang Huan
stages Handel’s ‘Semele’
for La Monnaie theater

BY GEORGE LOOMIS

An immense creature has usurped the
square outside La Monnaie theater
With three thick legs supporting a par-
tial torso, it might be the underside of a
prehistonc reptile. In reality, it 1s
“Three Legged Buddha, " a sculpture by
Zhang Huan, once known as an auda-
clous performance artist and now hailed
as a leading figure in China's visual arts
A viewing of ""Buddha’ can serve as an
apt prelude to what currently transpires
inside La Monnaie: a staging by Mr
Zhang of Handel's ""Semele’" in the
artist’s hirst venture with opera

1his "Semele' 1s the upshot of an un-
usual co-production between La Mon-
naie and — in lieu of another opera

NOUSH the tledghing K1 Wong Foul
dation, whose mission 1s to stimulate
Chinese-Western cultural interaction
In the foundation’s most ambitiou
project to date, its chairwoman, Linda
wong Dawvies, concerved the idea ol
uniting western Baroque opera and
Chinese stagecralt, then proceeded t
act as matchmaker by bringing togeth
€r a major european opera company
and an innovative Chinese artist

| he result 1s a scenically stunning
theatncally absorbing, musically re
warding (subject to a major quahhca

tion ) and, in the end, frustrating expen

r
ence. Lady Davu choice of work 1s b
vond reproach. hough performed

the manner ol an oratornio’” (unstaged
atits 1744 premier emele’ 1s truly
cornerstone of Enghish apera lts hbrett
by Wilham Congreve, denved from
Owvid, deals with one of the philandenng
lupiter s many dalhance Vith a mortal

a popular subject for Baroque opera
not least because of 1ts sexual i
NOt content to be simply the chief god
mistre: wemele, egeed on by Jupiter
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on La Monnaie's

e an apt setting for

1 |!|r' 1) |

International Herald Cribune

THE GLOBAL EDITION OF THE NEW YORK TIMES

GLOBAL.NYTIMES.COM

THURSDAY SEPTEMBER 17,2009 1 9

OPERA ENTERTAINMENT

FERREAALARERERALR ARSI\

\

s fociialie TN

o's ab d wedding to ai
| INn ACt | nile Al
ke China vn hertage ol gods and
resses him for im oddesse d 1t sets the stage {or tra
ner undoing, - U Chinese elements. wh
 Ladv Davies sees laced through the production 1€ Ol
UMDItIOUS go-getting | | need explaimng to the untutored
Mr. Zhang's staging | rner. A donkey, for instance . |
on set 1n a Bening rently associated with pe int
\s with “"Three Legped INES, and there 1s an amusing one
et 15 imported: a (enacted by two people 1n
ynasty temple ol ). A caterpillar-shaped Chinese
ood, which we learn in, al vhite (the color of death)
\ black-and-white went of Semele's demise. And at
iected dunng the over- nt Sumo wrestlers duke 1t out
(Indeed, the temple has its own details are more universal. In
L man who bved there - L 11 lovemaking Nne 10l
0 learned his wile - semele, the chorus trade
aranged to have - eur for one of active pal
rmurdered and was convicted ( Even the donkev becomes
voman in question 1s | - \nd for Semel eli-indul
ictually depicted in the production, a | 1 | shall I adore,” the set
weeping the tloor | uge mirror with dazzhing

ang Gobbel). Han

nexpenence s e

Scenes from ““Semele’ at La Monnaie
which deals with one of the philandering
Jupiter’s dalliances with a mortal — a
popular subject lor Baroque opera — and
1S set in a 450-year-old Ming Dyvnast
temple. | he cast includes, from far left
Ning Liang as Ino, Nathan Berg as Cad-

mus and Ying Huang as Semels

que opera

trayed by his production’s lack of dra [ a3 ughnt to sateguard against this
mal weep. sSpecial elfects olten se INg. Utherwise he and Les
present lor thewr own sake rather that = I‘"""'l"""‘]'“i" nod-instrument
tor cogent storytelling. Especially band) pertorm heartily. Ying Huang
when Mr. Zhang tampers with thi needs more charisma in the title role
core, the Chinese dimension weigl Lthough her voice i1s lovely and her tech-
IWKwardly on Handel s opera. The joy NIQUe Securt Ir'*.srmnh--'n'.i- ndelivers
tul conclusion of Act 1i1s undone whi L nighly persuasive, handsomelv sune

l.:: L 'L‘ Nng a nne moment ol |!'|,- 1N-

The Ming temple proves to be comparable “Where er you walk
an apt setting while also Wihich he sings while tenderly washing

. Ning Liang convevs
serving to evoke China’s own

. pitetul jealousy, and Sarah Tvn-
ht‘rlld_ﬂt‘ DfEUdS and gﬂddt‘ﬁt‘ﬁ- LN Si brightly in the small role of

1IN0 & mpanion Irnts, with sohd con-
butions comung from Nathan Bere

lollowed by an unaccompanied Mong ind David Hanser
han song. More damagine W Next vear 'Semele 1S expected to go
shang's decision to end the pera pri o Benmnme and shanghai for China's hirst
maturely with Semele's death: ther malor staging of a }1.1I-'*|]1.I1'~=1-I'T.L M
dlter, in a Kind of tuneral proces . L 1 .'.;:-,~,,!|1;|-|Ltl:|“_|;m,-1-..-1..
men ol the chorus hum — of all th Lion, but Mr. Zhang's production 1s
the Communist anthem "“'Interna nardiy the last word on this wonderful
flonal Instead of leay Ing the theate i
elated by Handel's final choru 14
ALl IWay perpliexed Semele, | )i | by Zhang Huan. La Mon
A conductor of Chri »f-=j'!'- ROUussed - . [ hro oh Sept. 29



